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Chapter 1

Cocytus, the Burning River







I'm Athanasios, a virtual citizen of Elysium. I was born into this boring game world that everyone praises to be amazing and emulates paradise. How do they know it's a paradise? We've never been to the real world or any other world besides this one. Yeah, we've heard a few stories. The real world is a dangerous place filled with monsters, mayhem, and chaos. Others have said someone like me wouldn't last a day in the real world. I'd prove them wrong given the chance. Elysium feels like the same thing all the time, sure there are a few tweaks here and there, but nothing extraordinary. 

"Oh man, I'm bored!" I snarl at Smeme, my best friend and colleague. He looks up at me from his task at hand and shrugs. 

"Nothing on your mind?" I laugh, mocking him with another quick shrug. 

"You're always bored," Smeme smiles. 

My job is basically that of working in a glorified arcade. Should be heavenly, right? Every day involves playing boring games like Tetris, but somehow this helps the mainframe computer solve problems faster. We all do boring, repetitive tasks, like a program inside a game. Technically, that's what we are. Our actual bodies, our artificial wombs, are disposed of on the sixteenth day after our birth, when the neural tube forms. Then everything else is just AI. At times I feel we're fakes. Maybe not slaves, but drones all the same. Day in and day out, useless repetitive games. Even on the hardest difficulty, nothing really poses a challenge. I guess that's one reason I dream of seeing the real world. The challenges that would come with it. For thousands of years that is where people struggled, survived, and those that are the best rise to the top. 

I want to see how the real world is for once. But that's just me. Everyone I know is happy with their lives here.

"I did it! I'm done for today," Smeme's lazy voice reaches my ears. He crawls from his chair and approaches me silently. "Still not done?"

"Almost," I reply nervously to his Level-100 slime avatar. From the gazillion available avatars of different sizes and types, my friend chose the strangest of all for some reason. He said that it cost him just 1 processing unit coin, so why pay more? Compared to my great Elven mage avatar I wear today, he looks half-pint. Still, for a slime he has the ability to take a humanoid form. Usually, this is about 5 ft tall male in his mid-twenties. I honestly have no idea if we are the same age, but it is kind of nice to have someone around. Honestly, though, he is pretty generic looking. We both dress in our casuals, not like we have to even be dressed at all, but we manage to keep up appearances. Smeme is wearing one of his blue graphic tee with a red slime smiling on a rock. It almost looks real, but I'm sure that it's just him making a show of his level-100 abilities. Being able to take a humanoid form makes it easier for him to take part in a variety of tasks too. Still, he has the advantage in most games being able to change shape. 

"If I didn't know better, I would say you had big plans later."

"Yeah but you DO know better." Smeme smiles taking his natural form. His casual outfit gives way, and he sits there waiting on me to finish. 

The final pixelated boxes are in place and a notification pop-ups before me: Congratulations! Main Quest completed. You earned 3456 processing unit coins!

"Finally," I sigh in relief. I dismiss the notification, then another, one I always hate appears, reminding me of my position: Leaderboard status 1024. Last again in my sector. Smeme always manages to be one of the top ten players. He's a boring man, so it makes sense winning on boring games! Ha, take that my friend. Joking aside, Smeme is great at what he does, a level-100 avatar, unlike me and my measly level-7 mage avatar. If he wanted, he could be admitted inside Elysium, instead of staying here in Asphodel Meadows with me.

Elysium world is divided into sectors: Asphodel Meadows, where the common folk like us stay. Elysium, for those who distinguished themselves, and the Isles of the Blessed, for the elite few who did significant things for our world. There's Tartarus also, a place where criminals are transferred for all eternity. Do not want to go there. 

"I wish I could see the real world," I start the usual conversation that bugs my mind these last months.

"That again? We've seen several videos of the real world and there's even a simulation of how it used to be. Seems absolute boredom to me. Besides, the only way to go there is by committing a serious crime here. They will strip everything off your avatar and even wipe out your memories."

"I know," I nod at him.

"But you should stop saying that you want to leave Elysium. I heard stories that people who don't want to stay here disappear, forever!"

"Elysium sucks for all I care," I shout unconsciously. Smeme stares at me frightened with his slimy ball for a face. He's changed shape again. It's nuts watching him do it. His graphic tee, pants disappear inside his blue body. Everything but his eyes and mouth have disappeared. 

Although there's no penalty for expressing your negative opinion for Elysium and the Great Administrator openly, several have been transferred to another sector or disappeared for less. It seems that our Supreme Ruler is more despot than we'd like to believe.

"Watch your words:" Smeme warns me again. I can see the panic in his little slime eyes.  I've known no one that has disappeared, but several years ago Smeme had. Since then he's always kept a close eye on me. Kind of like the big brother. Sister? Slime are confusing. Either way, he was the big, err... tiny brother I never wish I had. 

"I know, I don't want the boogeyman to get me," I laugh.

"It's serious... you should learn to be more careful. You don't want to get in trouble. I might not care that you hate Elysium and find everything boring, but others will." 

"What others? You're pretty much the only person here I talk to besides Leda." I'm being serious now. 

"Look you know we all have your best interests in mind."

After that we started on our way out. It was a quiet afternoon. More of the same. Same sunny sky as always in Asphodel Meadows. We continue walking (and crawling), till we reach my home, a tower without a door. I always wondered how come there was never a little trail left behind Smeme as he crawled along, but I decided it was just another part of living in the Meadows. Everything was elegant, and to the Supreme Ruler's liking, even the slime. 

"Home, sweet home," I scoff in irony. "Well, see ya tomorrow!"

"B-bye..." He tries.

Without waiting for my friend's reply, I open a portal and I am transferred inside the safety of my dungeon tower. Great! I was hoping I would finish my job early today, so I can become a Dungeon Core and accept low-level adventurers. Seems I barely have time to prepare the traps and the treasures anymore. Playing as a Dungeon Core was slightly less boring than not-quite-tetris but still, without being able to invest more time I could only have so much fun. 

Suddenly, the chat icon appears and I activate it. It's Leda, my friend and the leader of the adventurers who will try to raid my dungeon tower tonight.

Leda: Something came up, We won't be coming today. Have a great day! :)

Me: What? We've been preparing this for weeks! You can't just cancel everything. What happened?

The chat icon deactivates and Leda seems to be offline again. I try to message her, but the message box seems deactivated. Strange, it's the first time I've encountered something like this in my twenty-four years. A glitch maybe? I thought everything worked perfectly in this paradise of ours.

"Such is living in paradise."

My mocking is short-lived. A message reaches my inbox. The subject reads. 




"YOU'RE INVITED TO PLAY A SPECIAL GAME EXPERIENCE". 




What's this? I've played everything Asphodel Meadows offers. Could this be a new game experience I'm being provided? Becoming an alpha or beta tester for fresh game experiences is honorary in Elysium. There's no way they sent me a low-level player, an invitation. A mistake probably. Pfff, today its full of glitches and hitches, I guess. I open the message.

The only thing embedded in the message is a button that reads PLAY GAME. No name, nobody message, no nothing. Is that how game invitations for alpha testers work? I don't know, it's the first time I'm offered something like this. I heard that alpha and beta testers are granted extra processing unit coins, plus have the benefit to keep their earned levels there once the game launches. This means I'll be ahead of all others when they distribute it. What can I say, I'm probably lucky. Here goes nothing.

I hit the PLAY GAME button and a notification appears: 




Choose Gender: Male or Female.




I'll stick with male for now. There's always the option to choose from a variety of genders. This makes me wonder momentarily if Smeme is actually a man or a woman. Slime are probably genderless. Still, he always has that 'big brother' aura about him, so probably male. 

Anyway, next step and I have to choose Race. There aren't many choices here, probably that's because the game is in an alpha state. Most of the ones I want are grayed out. I chose Human.

The progress bar takes me to the third step. Choose Class. This one's easy 

for me to choose as being a Sorcerer is my favorite class.

And now I have to set the Difficulty. There are three levels: Casual, Expert and Hardcore. I'll go with Hardcore; it'll help me level up faster and in case something funny happens, I can always respawn. If this is the 'Real World' I doubt the difficulty is going to change much but I better play it safe. 

Nothing happens, and I wonder if maybe the game is already glitching... or worse, maybe something broke. Unlikely, things in Elysium rarely break. Still, I'll leave it as is.  

"Your journey begins," a soft, deep voice echoes in my mind. The surrounding lights dim and suddenly there is a flash. I feel the hair on my new body taking shape. I have chills as I'm transferred before a burning river, so bright I have to squint my eyes as they adjust to the sight of the red fiery flames. I activate my Insight skill and a tooltip appears above the stream of magma.

Wow, that's a hell of an intro for a game. Look how realistic it is. I can even feel the heat, not to mention I've never felt anything so burning hot in the past. I activate my insight skill and a tooltip appears above the burning stream of magma.




Tooltip: Cocytus, the Burning River.




The tooltip dismisses automatically and I'm unable to move. A new notification message appears before me: Main Mission: Fall inside Cocytus.

"What?" I shout, but there's no one here.

As if charmed by the searing flames, I march towards the blazing inferno and there's nothing I can do. I can't control my avatar anymore. The system has taken control over it. I can't stop walking towards my doom and I'm worried as hell right now, because the fire burns my skin and my lungs. It's oven hot, I'm sure there's no way my avatar will survive this. Damn, I'll suffer another level loss once I respawn. What were the developers thinking when creating this game? There's no way I would recommend this game to Smeme or anyone else, period.

And then, I fall into the streaming lava of Cocytus. What's this intense pain? I command my avatar to decrease the pain level, instead, the pain increases in waves and never leaves a hope of an end. The flames rob my ability to speak, my mind is waling, and it burns my eyes. Fucking developers! I'll make sure I leave a one-star rating when I log out of this hellhole.

Suddenly, the pain stops and I feel a cool breeze. My eyes are fine, but I'm surrounded by darkness. A soft voice echoes inside my head. "Hades Neural Control Interface activated. Gender: Male, Class: Sorcerer, Difficulty: Hardcore, Threat Level: 1. Welcome to the Real World Athanasios. Your journey begins as of this moment."

Real world? Level 1? What's this nonsense? I should be level 7 as in Elysium. Probably another bug. Not my lucky day, I should have guessed better. But where am I right now? I try to get up, but it's hard, almost impossible to move this new avatar of mine. I feel heavy, like I weigh a hundred pounds. Back home I was light as a feather. I could glide.  Isn't there a calibration mechanism for this shit? Ok, I'm bored already, how do I log out? Where's the exit button? 

I search my Neural Control Interface for a couple of seconds for the exit button, but it seems impossible to find it. Scrolling through all the highlighted junk, reds and blues and lore I'm not interested in looking at. All the information seems to be color-coded. A logout button should be easy to see. A few warnings appear here and there. Click, click. I'm already done with this, so there is no point in reading any further. They keep popping up; I feel like I'm being spammed. This entire game feels like a massive prank. Maybe someone had been listening in on my complaints with Smeme. Maybe this was Smeme trying to pay me back for complaining so much. I'm sure there is some kind of moral lesson to be learned here. Don't care. 

"Damnit, I just want to go home and work on my dungeon." 

There's no exit button! I'm stuck. Trapped in what was this game even called? Special game experience, my ass. That's the worst bug I've encountered in a game experience ever. I can feel my hands shaking. This isn't right. I live in the Meadows, I'm not supposed to feel this. This fear. 

"Logout," I yell. Voice commands can override controls sometimes. Helps if you are being tied up or lose a limb. Nothing happens.

"Smeme, Leda? This isn't funny!" 

No one answers. I want to scream. I start to panic. My heart races again as fear courses over me. I try again and again until finally I decide to try a different approach.  I close everything out until only one message remains. The same one from before and I stare at it trying to let it sink in. Welcome to the Real World Athanasios.

Come on, you gotta be kidding me!











Chapter 2

My Friend, the Vampire Lord




This sucks. I look around. I'm laying in the middle of a stone bed in some kind of dark cavern. As I sit up I feel cold suddenly, colder than before. It's as if the temperature dropped immediately once I was transferred into this massive underground chamber. A violent chill goes down my spine, something I've never experienced with another avatar. I must admit to the developers of this game, the sensation and the feeling is the best I've encountered so far. So, this game experience might have something to offer in the end. 

I take a minute to compose myself. I feel like I'm wearing rags. Nothing like a Sorcerer of my caliber should wear but the game stated I was level 1. This must be some kind of tutorial. Gotta give them credit if they were going for something spooky. They nailed it. The air is humid, and it smells like bat guano. Not the best thing in the world. There is another scent in the air. Earthy, soil perhaps? I can't be sure. I'm still trying to wrap my head around the fact that there isn't a logout button. 

I lay aside my thoughts, when a soft sound echoes inside the steaming empty chamber. "Who's there?" My voice reverberates around the cavern, bouncing from one wall to the next. It's clear this isn't a small cave. I wait and listen before demanding again. My voice reverberates again followed only by silence 

There's no light coming in here from the ceiling and I don't have Dark Vision, so it's impossible for me to see anything but a few feet away. I think what little light there is seems to shimmer off some kind of crystal near the top of the ceiling. Glowing Stalactite? Maybe. I shouldn't have chosen Hardcore, that was a mistake on my end. I'm certain there's someone here, I can feel it.

Well, since I'm stuck here, it's time, I prepare my spell slots. I recognize most of the spells here. So if I'm in a cavern, probably I'll face ghouls, vampires and most likely various undead. Hopefully not ghosts, I hate ghosts.  

I don't have that many options, as I'm a Level-1 avatar at the moment.

I can select three cantrips. I choose Chill Touch, Light and Fire Bolt. Can't go wrong with fire. Least that's what Leda would say. I can also choose and use two level-1 spells. I add Shield and Catapult to my spell slot inventory. Improved defense is always a plus. 

A notification appears in my Neural Control Interface: You can use two Level-1 spells in a single day.

Ok, so far everything works as in Elysium. Known territory. No bugs.

I touch the stone bed I was laying a moment ago and cast Light. It's an evocation cantrip that makes any object I touch shed bright light. The stone glows in a bio-luminescent green. There is a slight haze around it. I can see moss growing near the bottom. 

"At least some light," I sigh relieved, taking a breath and calming my nerves until I notice a pale man in red clocked armor, ten feet away from me. "Who are you?" I ask the creepy man. I do my best to hide the panic in my voice. Had he been watching me the total time? Stalker. The Devs of this game got a sick sense of humor. This is definitely going in a review. Since he didn't attack me the moment I woke up, I can only assume either A he hasn't noticed me yet or B is some kind of guide. I activate my Insight skill to scan him for information.

A tooltip appears above his head: Vampire Lord, Threat Level-56, HP: 107/175

Fuck, I'm a goner! It's the first time I've played a game where I'm Level-1 and my opponents start at Level-56. He seems badly injured though, but still, I'm no match for him.

My feet start trembling and something inside my chest beats hard, demanding immediate release. It must be my heart. I heard that actual bodies have multiple organs. The pressure is so intense from the adrenaline rush, that my eyes are ready to explode. So, I am in the Real World?

My predator looks at me with his sharp, purple-red eyes, "Oh? A Sorcerer? Down here? I didn't know that Ambrosia was so desperate that she hired human mercenaries to aid her." His voice is dispassionate, stern. Still, I can't tell whether he is concerned or insulted. 

"Look, I just appeared here, I don't have any idea who you're referring to. I was just leaving!"

"Don't worry human, you can trust me," the Vampire Lord tells me. His voice is different from before. Softer, calming. 

For some reason, I trust this guy. My heart beats decrease and my blood pressure returns to normal. My hands stop trembling. It's the most at ease I've felt since waking up. Definitely better than that whole river of fire bullshit they started me with. 

A notification appears in my Neural Control Interface: You have been Charmed.

How could I not be charmed? This guy is friendly and cool. Exactly the person I need to help me in this unfamiliar world.

"I'm Athanasios, I just woke up here. I don't know Ambrosia."

"Ahh, is that so?" He approaches me even more now, standing only two feet away. His fangs are visible, sharp, clean. He smiles at me and licks his lips. The motion of his tongue resembles that of a creature, rather than a human being. So funny, I think to myself, but I try not to laugh. It wouldn't be proper to insult my new friend.

Another notification appears in my Neural Control Interface: You have been granted access to the Difficulty menu.

At last, probably the developers are fixing bugs as we speak. I access the Difficulty menu from my Neural Control Interface and change it from Hardcore to Casual.

Ok, another notification: Casual difficulty confirmed. I wonder what'll happen now. 

Hoofbeats reach my ears and I'm certain my new Vampire friend heard them with his heightened senses. This can't be good.

"You hear that? Something is coming," I warn him, but he ignores me. I feel hurt as he passes as fast as the wind, ignoring me entirely, and heading in the opposite direction I'm staring. Something has him running...

I look back and I see that the place has been infested by ghouls, all of them ranging between Level 6 and 8. Still, I'm not a match for any of them.  

"Ambrosia, come and face me, you coward," the Vampire Lord screams in the direction of the ghouls. "How many of your pathetic servants must I kill?" His voice is deep, demanding. He sounds like a warrior. I don't know what his beef is with this Ambrosia person, but I'm sure I'm about to find out. The stage feels set for an epic confrontation. I had heard the real world was full of violence, war, and confrontation. 

The other Vampire Lord makes her entrance, clapping her hands slowly, as if she's a spectator in a performance. "My dear Nestor, you never stop to amaze me. You came here all by yourself?" Then she stares at me. "Oh, forgive my insolence, I see you brought a toy with you. Is he your blood bag this time?" 

I want to yell out I'm no blood bag, but there isn't really a point. If I'm not with her, I'm  obviously with the enemy. 

I must say, I've never seen in my entire virtual life an avatar so gorgeous and hot as this one. I can feel my crotch hardening. So, this avatar of mine is made for other things as well. Not that it matters right now.

"Hi!" I greet her, smile on my face. "I just met him, but I think he's a great guy." I don't know why I say that. Must be the charm effect. 

"Shut up!" They both shout in unison.

"Ok!" I reply.

I use the Insight on Ambrosia and the tooltip on her head informs me she's a Level-23 Vampire Lord. Her HP bar is full at 86, but still lower than Nestor's. She must suck as a player, because all the babbling gave Nestor the time to heal 20 Hit points. Vampire Regeneration is a cool thing to have, I admit. There are thirty, maybe more, ghouls here at the moment. Still, I don't think she can beat Nestor, not without taking some serious damage. I give her a 30, maybe 40% chance. 

The two Vampire lords stare at each other. Both are predators, creatures of attack. Each measure's each other's strength.

"Enough talk, kill them," Ambrosia commands her ghoul servants.

The ghouls attack Nestor, with no concern of formation or strategy, like the mindless beasts they are. What I admire though, it's their speed and sheer strength. The Vampire Lord is strong and fast, yet, despite all his supernatural speed, they begin to tear at his body, but he keeps pushing, killing one ghoul after the other with one hit. 

Ambrosia army doesn't let up. One ghoul grabs Nestor from behind while another takes a bite out of his rib cage. The Vampire tosses the one into the other, right over his shoulder, then grabs the face of a third, swinging it around and smashing all three of them together on the ground. I can't believe it. He's even cooler now than before. His fangs protrude and his fingernails look like they've grown longer too, but that could just be something wrong with my eyes. I'm still struggling to see in the dark. Either way he stands out, his pale skin lit up like by the stones. His movements different each time he attacks. Swift, like a feral animal but something tells me he is in complete control. Another five ghouls go down without a hitch. 

The ghouls keep coming, though. Like a horde on parade. A few larger ones seem to get the better of Nestor. He struggles to push them out of the way. A few of the smaller ghouls trip over them and start trying to grab his legs. Nestor isn't only fast though. His agility must be off the charts because he's able to dodge and jump several feet up in the air to avoid them. Of course he can't avoid them all forever. 

I use my Insight, Nestor has 42 Hit points left, but for a moment it seems that he has taken control of the battle. That's until Ambrosia makes her move. She hisses and attacks Nestor. She grabs him by the throat as another large ghoul gets the better of him. He uses both hands to push up at her forearms, right at the elbows. Her arms bend upwards as he makes his increased strength known, forcing her to let go. She hisses again, clawing at his stomach before they exchange a raging series of deadly attacks, each more powerful than the last. With my eyes it's impossible to follow their speed. I must act though, my friend needs me.

I access my Spell Control Menu and cast Catapult, the spell-level 1 transmutation spell that I placed in my spell slot earlier. With this spell, I raise a 5-pound rock that I see besides me and throw it straight in direction of Ambrosia. Unfortunately, a bigger ghoul shields her and the rock crushes its head, achieving a critical hit of 24 Points, thus killing it.

My Neural Control Interface notifies me I leveled up and now I'm Level 2. At least you level up fast in this world.

The ghouls which previously ignored me, now see me as a potential threat. Two of them come against me. I use Catapult again and throw it against the first ghoul. It's a direct hit on the chest and I see that his HP decreased down to 10 HP from 22, which was a moment ago. 

"Yes!" I shout excitedly. 

Shocked by the impact, the ghoul falls down for a moment.

No more spells for today, it's time I make full use of my cantrips. I cast Chill Touch and a ghostly, skeletal hand appears before the ghoul, achieving a 5-point hit.

"Nice!" 

The second ghoul charges against me, but I fall back, trying to gain some time before I activate my second cantrip: Fire Bolt. I hurl a mote of fire at the ghoul and I achieve another critical hit of 10 points, but it's not enough to stop it. It approaches me and performs a vertical slash with its claws, achieving a 6-point damage to my avatar.

It hurts. My skin tears and blood gushes out. The pain is so intense, and I can't control it. There's no fucking option to decrease the pain level in this world. I must admit being an alpha or beta tester is harder than I thought.

I notice that my vampire friend is at his limit as well, only 26 Hit Points in his bar, but nonetheless he can win. He has Ambrosia cornered and only three ghouls still support her. The rest of them had become minced meat by his claws.

But it's not the time to worry about my vampire friend. I have two ghouls I must fight by myself. I cast Fire Bolt again, but before I finish my move, something or someone hits my head and I lose consciousness.

The only thing I see is a black notification: You have been paralyzed!


Chapter 3

Vampire's Plaything







The effects of the paralysis start to fade. I perform a Hit Point check immediately. My HP is 9/22. Better being half-dead than entirely dead. I wonder what happens when you die in this world. Do you respawn as an undead zombie? That was the case in one former game experience I played. It was lame to be honest. The brain cravings kept me up for days and not to mention that nothing can prepare you for the psychological effects of smelling like a rotting corpse all day. 

"Wake up," a sweet, friendly voice urges me. It's hard to resist.

Slowly, I open my eyes, but my vision is still blurry. Fuck, I'm still inside the cavern, tied up now. I wonder what happened to my vampire friend, Nestor. Obviously, we didn't win. 

"Don't worry," Ambrosia reassures me with her warm, buttery voice. "Your master is in expert hands." She points with her index finger at the ceiling and I see him hanging with his head down, tied up with silver chains and a wooden stake shoved near his heart. "You know, me and Nestor were very close in the past. I could never harm him or his playthings." The tooltip notifies me that my friend is paralyzed, but still alive.

I get another notification: You have been Charmed. 

"I thought you wanted to kill him," I tell her. My vision becomes clear now and I can see her. And by the Great Administrator, she's truly gorgeous. Her skin is white, pale and waxy, perfect like an expensive avatar. Everything is flawless, her face, her hair, her purple eyes. Beautiful. They look like perfect gemstones staring back at me. 

She approaches me and sniffs my bruised, naked chest. Like a hungry cat, she purrs near my ears, then goes down and licks my bloodied wounds. My face becomes red and I moan softly from the pain and yet I don't want her to stop. 

She stands up and looks at the hanging Nestor. "Now, it's time the ritual begins!" She claps her hands from amusements.

Although paralyzed, Nestor can still talk. Probably because he's no ordinary vampire, but a Lord. "Ambrosia, you idiot. I don't know who this guy is."

"Oh, really?" She hisses back at him, then stares at me. "Tell me child, what's this guy to you?"

"He's my friend, Nestor," I tell hell in absolute naturalness, emphasizing the word 'friend'.

"I knew it," Ambrosia grins smugly.

"The fool has been charmed!" Nestor moans, still in pain from the silver and the stake.

"Take him," Ambrosia orders the two ghouls that had attacked me earlier. 

They jack me and pull me under Nestor. Then, two other ghouls turn the pulley and lower him, till our heads are a few inches away.

"Vampires who take particular interest in a mortal being, may allow the human to take a test of their own blood. This ritual is seldom practiced. In fact, Lamia, our previous Vampire Queen forbid it. I know only of a few vampires that would dare to do something like that and she would punish them in the most agonizing way."

"What happened to her?" I dare to ask, while staring at my friend hanging above me.

"Nestor and a few others raided her Vampire Castle and killed her. Several of my comrades met the same fate. I was wise enough to retreat with my ghouls and some of my Vampire warriors. Those who stayed behind became ash and fertilize the soil now."

"Well, what does all this have to do with me? If there's a ritual that needs to be performed, then go on. I like Role Playing, but I'm getting a bit bored right now."

"Silence," she commands me, and I obey. I cannot resist her.

A new notification again: You have been Dominated!

"Untie him," she orders her ghouls and that's what they do.

Free from my shackles now, I wait for her next command patiently, as her loyal servant.

"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?" She bites her lips and shows off fangs. They are slightly larger than Nestor's but sit perfectly between her lush lips. 

"Glad I could be of help!" I give her my sexiest smile back. 

"Stand still, raise your head and open your mouth."

Reflexively, I obey her to the best of my abilities.

She approaches, and with her forefinger cuts the throat of Nestor. Coppery red blood gushes out in surges and falls inside my mouth. Thick and strong, the cool, salty liquid flows down my throat.

"Drink it," she commands me again and I gulp desperately, trying now not to leave a single drop to waste.

After a few moments, I'm inside a pool of blood, but the stream is slower now, weaker. To my surprise, Nestor's cut has been slowly healing and he's still alive. Well, technically speaking, he is dead, but you get what I mean.

I feel my stomach ready to burst, then a coldness expands throughout my body, reaching the fingers of my limbs. My Neural Control Interface notifies me: Vampiric Bloodline obtained. I dismiss it and I get a second one: You obtained Dark Vision.

Ok, that's cool. Now I get to see clearly inside this dark cavern.

"Do you feel different now?" Ambrosia asks me with her warm voice.

"No, but I obtained Dark Vision," I tell her, while staring at her heaving chest.

 With a soft hum of pleasure, she suddenly plunges her incisors deep within my flesh. 

Hot-white pain flushes through my arm and up my neck. For a split second I commend the developers for the realistic sensations coded into the game. The pain is unlike anything I've ever experienced in a game, and I grind my teeth to endure it. Beads of blood rise to the surface and collect in her open mouth, which are quickly removed with a flick of her tongue. Ambrosia offers another hum of delight before withdrawing to look up at me. 

"It reminds me of Nestor's, but better," she tells me. "I might actually enjoy this."

Then, she moves behind me and plunges her fangs inside my neck. The same white-hot pain pulses in my neck and through my shoulder, exponentially worse than the bite on the wrist. I let out a groan, my head falling against Ambrosia's shoulder. The vampire's kiss causes me to feel heavy and sluggish, my limbs as heavy as lead. My vision blurs and suddenly a warm sensation floods my entire body, shooting straight towards my shaft. Through blurred vision, I watch as it hardens at its maximum length, twitching and throbbing for release. 

Ambrosia's hands glide around my waist to grip my length within her palms, her fingers toying with the precum. Her breath brushes against my ears as she strokes me, and all I can focus on is the floral scent of her hair and the way her hands feel on my skin. Amidst my drunken lust, I begin to understand that her 'vampire kiss' serves as an aphrodisiac; which explains my sudden sluggishness and inebriated state. 

Absently my hips begin to move with her strokes, soft moans escaping my lips. 

"You want release?" She asks in a mocking tone.

I nod in response.

"Too bad, you'll have to wait until I'm satisfied with you."

My body is shoved forward and my limbs scramble to avoid face-planting into the stone floor. I turn to face her, and her hands begin to caress her body seductively; her purple eyes glittering in the dim light of the cavern like jewels.  

She strips off her clothes before me and her servants, and involuntarily my breath catches in my throat. Ambrosia's slender shoulders dip into her wide, pronounced pair of plump breasts; perky and inviting. Little, pink nipples sit slightly outward on each breast, visibly erect. Her wide hips accentuate her stature, then dipping again into her long, pale legs. Excitement rushes through me, and I must look like a drooling fool by how focused I am on her gorgeous, curvy body. Even the servants can't turn their gaze from their master's naked form. 

Ambrosia descends on me, her hot mouth enveloping my entire shaft. Her lips are tight around me as she begins to suck me, the tip grazing the opening of her throat. Her eyes lock on mine as she starts to bob her head, her tongue swirling around my twitching shaft in swift motions. Never in my virtual life have I had such a reaction in my avatar. Shudders rock through my body as her sucking motions escalate, a hot pressure building within my groin. I exhale in pleasure, closing my eyes to completely immerse myself in the sensations. 

Suddenly, she withdraws and orders me to lie down. Without any hesitation I do as I'm told and slide onto the cool rocky floor. I watch as she spreads her legs over me, lowering herself onto me until I can feel the heat of her entrance grazing me. Over her shoulder, I see Nestor stealing glances at us. Though I pay no mind to him as she takes me in, and I am plunged inside her. 

My mouth stretches open in a mixture of surprise and pleasure, her hot embrace clinging to my shaft mercilessly. She plants her hands on my chest and begins to rock her hips; her gaze never turning away from me. With each rock, the pressure quickly builds within me. My hips desperately mash up against hers to further my pleasure, like scratching an itch that is nearly impossible to reach. My chest rises and my breath quickens, and my mistress starts to moan.

"Getting close already?" Ambrosia laughs between moans, her breasts bouncing with our rocking bodies. Her hands grip her own breasts as she bounces on top of me, and I take the opportunity to set my hands on her waist, running my fingertips along her cool skin. 

"Yes, master," I pant, my head tilting backwards against the stone floor. I plunge myself inside her with all my might, and I can feel that my climax is approaching rapidly. It isn't long before I reach my apex, my fingers digging into the flesh of her thighs. 

Ecstasy rolls through me, and for a moment I see stars. Though it is probably her jewel-like eyes looking down at me, accompanied with a small smirk as I start to come. Spurts of my seed shoot deep inside her, my muscles tensing with the all the exertion I'm using. The sensation is better than any cheaply made pornography game that I've played; my nerves shocked and vitalized, freshly dipped into a new, earth-shattering sensation that I've never felt before. 

The moment is swiftly interrupted as Ambrosia withdraws herself, rivulets of my seed running down her thighs. I take a few minutes to recover before scrambling to my feet; the deadpan gazes of Nestor and Ambrosia's servants suddenly sobering me back to reality. 

Though I'm not intoxicated by the vampire kiss anymore, my status bar stills says that I am Dominated. I still feel a pull to please my new mistress, especially the one who has essentially taken my avatar's virginity.

"Did I assist you, master?" I ask, seeking her approval.

"Yes, you did," she tells me while staring at Nestor with a smugly expression.


Chapter 4

Pedasa, The Vampire City







You submit or you die and I am more than happy to submit. 

Clapping sounds interrupt the unexpected euphoria my Vampire lover just provided me. Since I obtained Vampiric Bloodline a few minutes ago, my senses heightened to a new level and now I'm able to hear the slightest noise.

"Humans!" Ambrosia yells disgusted at her ghouls. "Be prepared, Nestor's Vampire hunting squad must be here."

I look at my vampire friend and notice a slight smirk on his pained face. Hard to imagine that a Vampire Lord created his own Vampire hunting squad, a double-edged weapon if you think about it, but makes sense in the end, if you want to get rid of your vampire adversaries.

The hunters reach our chamber quickly. Knights in shining armor advance as one and circle us. Dressed head to toe with their heavy gear and silver weapons, they point their spears with a sonorous clamor. Their legs move in unison, synchronized in a way that makes the soil tremble.

I feel the adrenaline rushing through my veins again, and I see that my HP bar goes full. My Neural Control Interface, or NCI for short, notifies me of my Vampire Ancestry. A handy skill that replenishes my health. The thing is that most of the vampire hunters here are Threat Level 7 to 9, which makes them formidable foes, even for someone as Ambrosia, let aside me. If there were a couple of them, she could manage, but these great knights number over thirty right now. Even if she still had the rest of her ghoul army I wouldn't give her more than a 50% chance. 

"How low you've fallen, my old comrade," Ambrosia tells the paralyzed Nestor. "A wise move though, you killed most of my ghouls without wasting the lives of your precious hunters and now I'm left without protection." "Your reign has ended," Nestor snarls, still chained and paralyzed.

"Oh no, you're wrong, young Nestor. As long as one of us stands, we're always a legion." She pauses for a moment and takes a quick breath. "Ghouls, kills the humans!"

There's no way she thinks five wounded ghouls can fight them off. But as it seems, that's not what my mistress plans. Instead, she transforms into a mist. My NCI shows a tooltip above her: While in Mist form, the Vampire Lord cannot take any action, receive damage, speak, or manipulate.

It is then, when I get a notification from my NCI: Telepathic link broken. You're no longer Dominated or Charmed.

At last, I break free from my mistress' web of influence. This place is a perfect pandemonium of death. The ghouls attack anything that moves, but there's no easy prey here. The knights put a formidable battle and pierce the rotten flesh of the ghouls like ravening wolves on sheep. I must escape now, or things could go worse.

The ghouls prove an excellent distraction for the hunters. I slip into the shadows and make my way along the wall while they distract all the knights. Soon, I reach the cavern exit. There are four knights standing guard there. Oh, for fuck's sake, I thought I activated the Casual difficulty. How am I going to kill those four? I'm not even able to cast proper spells.

"Look, Ambrosia's there, hunt her down," a knight shouts to his comrades.

Without wasting time, the knights abandon their positions and move to hunt my former mistress. It's the opportunity I needed. I slip out and look up towards the red moon, lighting my path. The moon here is unlike anything I've ever seen before. I can feel an energy coming off of it. Maybe it's my imagination, but I feel as if it's giving me strength. Some kind of passive boost to my stamina. That or it's the fresh vampire blood running through my veins. 

I run as fast as I can and follow a slightly worn path that leads to the main road. From here, I can see the lights of a city. I should head there for now.




****




After three hours of walking, the rising sun shines pale stripes of light and the morning comes to greet me with new hope. I can see clearly now, it's an enormous city, one that could house millions, but as I walk the empty streets, I'm left to wonder if it's a ghost city. There's no one here. I reach a derelict inn and from the looks of it, it must be open.

Great, because my stomach is burning from hunger awhile thirst fills my mouth with thick saliva.

My NCI warns me that soon I'll suffer from exhaustion. It's a status that can only be removed if my avatar eats and drinks the required amount. That's a status I encountered in only a handful of virtual games, but this one's different. Not only I'm notified by my Neural Control Interface, but my avatar has other senses that warn me as well, such as my gurgling stomach. Awesome sensors! And after my encounter with my sexy mistress, I'm starting to enjoy the pleasures of this avatar of mine even more.

So, back to the topic at hand. If I don't eat, drink and rest, I'll receive a penalty, so to the inn I go. Then, I stop for a moment and think: If I was sent here, then there's a Main Quest I must fulfill. If I do, I'll probably log out from this game and return to Asphodel Meadows sector once I'm done. Better know what the Main Quest is, and inns and alehouses are the ideal places to obtain information.




I take a couple of minutes to find the Adventurer's Log and open the main quest. There are two main quests, actually.

I open the first one: Kill Sarpedon, the Undead King of Lycaonia.

Ok, sounds clear to me.

Then, I open the second quest: Kill Alastor, the Demon Lord of Lycia

Both quests are clear, the problem is that I have absolutely no idea who these guys are. I'll have to ask the innkeeper if he knows anything about them.




I rush into the door to the inn. The ground floor is full of tables and the bar curves at the back of the room. Besides myself there are no other customers. Maybe this place is meant to be full of players. Like a greeting ground for adventurers. I look around trying to find a quest board but there is nothing. This definitely isn't a place to take on bounties I guess. A foul smell harasses my nostrils, but I can manage. I see then a barkeeper standing behind the bar, staring at me curtly. I decide to approach him, giving him a harsh look, trying to intimidate him at the same time. His Threat Level is 2, just like mine.

"Greetings," the barkeeper snarls at me and at the same time grabs a mug and starts cleaning it with a kitchen cloth. He bangs the mug on the bar, in front of me. "What can I get you lad?"

"I need food and water," I tell him, staring him eye to eye.

"Got coin?" He demands with a hard look.

I think for a moment, but nothing comes out of my mouth.

"I'm not a charity, kid, get lost before I kick you out," he tells me.

Ok, negotiations are failing. Maybe I ask him if there's something I can do for him. Side Quests are a great way to get some coin and help friendly fellows at the same time. "I was attacked and lost everything. I might be able to help you, help me," I tell him.

"Help me how?" Frowned, the barkeeper asks me.

"I'm a sorcerer, and a handy one. If you have a request, I might be able to help you in exchange for food and a roof over my head."

Now I got his attention! He's thinking.

"I'll get you something to eat and drink, then tell you what I need," he 

replies in all seriousness.

Well, I could ask him what he wants, this way I will have better leverage, but my hunger and thirst get the better of me. I'll do anything he asks for now. After all, it's the beginning of my mission, there's no way his request could be that hard. 

I sit on a table and after a few moments the barkeeper brings me three eggs and half a loaf of dry bread. I take only a few moments to devour everything. The details are amazing. Every bite tastes delicious. I can tell that the bread was freshly baked, probably as the sun rose up. Even the eggs taste completely organic with a small dash of salt that he must have added before serving them. It's more than enough to fill my stomach and change my mood. Honestly, compared to the food in Asphodel Meadows this tastes amazing. Everything back home is generic. Being a virtual puppet it was never really necessary that we eat, but the program provided sustenance at our whim for us all the same. Nothing as amazing as this. 

Now, I'm ready to listen out his request, as the warning for a possible exhaustion fades away.

"My daughter's name, Melissa. She's young and beautiful."

Now he gets my attention. I'm interested in young and beautiful Melissa as well. "Was she kidnapped?" I interrupt him.

He glowers at me. "She was asked to serve our new Lord, Nestor in the Vampire Castle. It's been two months since the last time I saw her. I receive letters every week, but I haven't seen her myself. I don't know if she's actually doing well. I mean, I trust our new Lord, but I'd like to see if she fares well there. I'm not allowed to visit the castle myself."

"So, you want me to sneak in and find out if she's still alive?"

The barkeeper stammers. "I... I'm sure she's alive and well, our benevolent Lord would never harm her. Since he took over, Pedasa is thriving. He exterminated most of the ghouls of the Great Graveyard and the other vampires dare not to approach the city." 

A notification appears before me: Accept Side Quest?

"I accept your quest, but I'll need more than dry bread and three eggs, if I'm to lose my life searching for your daughter." 

The barkeeper nods agreeably.

"My name is Markos, I'll cook up something great for your journey."

"My name is Athanasios." It seemed the polite thing, introducing myself, though I am a bit surprised by his reaction to my name. It was only for a short second that he seemed off guard. Without my heightened senses I probably wouldn't have noticed. It is something I hadn't thought about. I am a stranger here and despite my avatar looking remarkably similar to my Elysium avatar I must have stood out some from the other bypassers. Maybe I am putting too much thought into it, after all Nestor and Ambrosia didn't seem to notice, or care. 

"Athanasios, thank you again. So where do you hail from my friend?" 

I'm not t sure how to answer. Not like I can tell him the truth.

"Down south," I answer. 

"Well, let me be the first to welcome you to Pedasa."

"Thank you again," I say. This was more like it. It was too bad the game had started me in a cave and not in town like most adventures. Some coin would have been nice too so that way I could buy some proper armor and starting gear. A bow, maybe a sword. I'm sure a staff would come in handy as a sorcerer. 

While my new friend Markos, cooks a proper meal for me, I ask him about the location of the Vampire Castle and how Melissa looks. Now that I have a good understanding, I should find out more about the Undead King and the 

Demon Lord.

"You know anything about Sarpedon? The Undead King?"

He gives me a serious look. "Who hasn't? He's one of the three Plagues of Anatolia, although only he remains now."

"What happened to the other two?" I want to know.

Markos exclaims. "Nestor and his brother Alastor, put them out of their misery once and for all. It's been two months since he got rid of Lamia, the 

Vampire Queen that plagued this city and it seems he killed Lycaon as well, the Lycaon Lord."

Intriguing. I must learn more about this Alastor. "And why did he do that?"

Markos shrugs his shoulders. "I have no idea. What I know for sure is that he plans on putting an end to Sarpedon's reign, once and for all. That's what he said at least, when he left Pedasa and put his brother in charge as Lord and commander."

I have to ask."Is Alastor a demon?"

Markos stops for a moment, thinks and stares at me. "He has horns on his forehead. I don't know what he and his team are, but they seemed a pretty capable lot. They got rid of the Vampire Queen in a matter of days, then flew away with his Titan Dragon."

"A dragon?" I exclaim from interest. I had what some would probably call an unhealthy obsession with dragons. Being a Dungeon Core master back in Elysium I had been trying to build my dungeon so that one day I could either buy or tame one. Leda always said I was a wishful thinker. Most avatars in the Meadows couldn't afford such magnificent creatures and most wouldn't know what to do with them once they had. Dragons were for the distinguished and those that lived in the Isles of the Blessed. I'd grown up fascinated by stories of dragon riders but had never experienced the sensation myself. 

He scoffs and shakes his head left and right. "I know you don't believe it, I didn't either."

Actually, I was absolutely sure dragons would  exist in this world. That was one good thing besides sex that the Devs had been clever enough to add.  

"And where's this Alastor?"

"Probably back at Lycia, where he's from. He's building an army to fight Sapredon."

"Interesting!" I probably should have sounded less excited. 

"Want to join him?" Markos mocks me as he stares me down, only turning around and taking a roasted chicken out of a small stone oven. 

Wow! That's an excellent idea, I think to myself. Markos attitude changes completely as he smells the freshly cooked meal and grabs a small bottle of salt and lightly sprinkles it across. I should have known I would be starving. The small meal I had earlier wasn't enough to fulfill the hunger I had growing inside me. A hunger for more everything. 

But for now, all that matters is to devour this tasty chicken he cooked for me and find his daughter, Melissa.


Chapter 5 

Side Quest: The Innkeeper's Daughter







I ate my meal and said farewell to Markos. He told me more about the village and a few strange rituals that had been taking place. It made for interesting entertainment while I ate, especially when he would act out certain parts of battles. Still, I can't shake that feeling of being unwelcome there. I thought about exploring the rest of the town and seeing if I could pick up multiple-side quests, but everything looked closed and deserted. I couldn't tell if people were just ignoring me like I was some kind of comic-book villain or they simply didn't exist. Maybe more would pop in once I completed a few quests or leveled up. Still, some armor, potions, weapons would have been nice. I would have to pick up gear on the way. I was lucky I had chosen sorcerer as my class. Anything else I would use my fists. I could easily picture myself punching one of those ghouls and breaking my hand. Not the kind of pain I was looking for. 

It's noon when I find out where the Vampire Castle is. It is said that it was once an infamous cynosure for scientists and philosophers from all over the world. Now a shadow of its former glory, it stands sad and gloomy, overshadowing Pedasa with its recent past. That's the place where many men and women lost their lives and where the demon Lord Alastor killed the Vampire Queen. At least, that's what Markos told me. And besides being a quest-giver and superb chef, I'm not sure how much I can trust him. 

I continue to walking on a path that takes me through the city. On the way out I notice a small stable, empty of animals, but there is another figure there. A human boy picking at a straw. I decide to leave them alone for now. Maybe later they will be able to sell me a steed, but at level 2 it's just a waste of time. Down the road outside the city I go, marking Nestor's castle on my mini-map. There are woods to travel through, but they don't look threatening. Plus, since it's the middle of the day, probably the worst I could run into are bandits. Maybe a few feral wolves at worse. 

I've been in the woods for about ten minutes when I have my first encounter. An enormous creature that looks like a boar approaches me. The fur is a mixture of brown and green. Four large tusks sit at the edge of its snout. It has a black mane, covered in mud and dreadlocks, across its entire back. It's short tail looks like it has been chewed on with several dozen claw marks across its body. 

"You don't happen to be a herbivore?" 

I use my Insight. Boar. Threat level 5 HP: 15/50. The creature is badly wounded. A part of me wonders if I could heal it, maybe it will go away on its own but the red in the creature's eyes tells me it won't work. 

I step back and wonder if I should run or hide, but I'm already too late. I try to cast Shield but decide instead to dodge and roll out of the way. I never know when I must use one of my spells again and it really feels too early in the day to be out of inventory spells. That was some advice Smeme had given me. Play it smart. Never just dive in. Use the world around you to your advantage. Maybe this entire game was some idea of his. Either way, I i'm not too eager to find out what happens when you die here. 

I shift my weight across the ground and balance myself. I'm putting myself on the offensive, into the line of fire. The Boar misses me by charging headfirst. It isn't fast either. It's limping as it comes at me. Had I more strength or martial arts I probably could knock it to the ground. It must think I am just another slow villager. My speed is to my advantage. With my magic, I will take it by surprise. 

As it turns, I cast a Fire Bolt at it for 5 damage. Boar, HP 10/50. Not bad. I smile. I'm sure I have this. 

"Sure you don't want to turn tail and run. I won't tell anyone." I mock the creature. 

The boar huffs. I wonder if it can understand me. It doesn't seem feral. 

More like I wandered into its territory. It was probably a common animal. I'm sure there are plenty of fetch quests. Boar meat meant bacon. One large boar could probably feed a tiny village. 

The boar charges again...  this time its back end is literally on fire. I do my best to calm my nerves. This isn't my first big battle. A boar is nothing compared to feral ghouls and vampires. If it's still on fire, that means it is taking fire damage. I use my Insight again. A small red three-tiered teardrop sits just beside the Boar's name. I was right. All I have to do now is dodge. Dodging a boar that is raging and on fire sounds easy enough, but with forest on all sides, rocks, and tree branches not so much. I move to my left and the boar follows. It's watching me now. Devs must have designed the AI to learn. That meant any encounters I have will be unique and if I take too long in battle, it will screw me. Gotta give them that... it makes it slightly less boring. 

The boar comes at me, and I jump up and grab a tree branch. I swing over it as it runs into the green brush. The fire quickly burns out as the boar rolled across the forest floor. I am thankful. Least I don't have to worry about everything catching fire. That was another 5 damage. The boar stands up. Looking at me, its eyes are no longer red. For a moment I wonder if I should finish it, but... I let it go and we part ways.

My second encounter in the forest doesn't go quite as well. 

Along the path I see several people in white tunics here, gathering some purple flowers. They wear a bizarre garment around their necks, probably to hide the fact that Nestor bit them. Markos told me that these people were offered as Sacrificial Offerings to the Vampire Queen in the past. Addicted to the Vampire kiss, it makes it impossible for them to return to their families now. The folk of Pedasa fear them and if they are not bitten once or twice every month, they could go mad.

Maybe this is another side quest and I must find a cure, but for the time being, I want to focus on the task at hand: Melissa.

"Hey friendly fellas," I tell a young, black-haired man.

He glowers back at me and says, "This place is forbidden to strangers. Go back the way you came."

He isn't receptive, but again, no one is in this city.

I raise my hands, showing my palms at him, trying to calm him."I'm looking for a girl and you might be able to help me, I just arrived in your city."

My last sentence makes him even warrior than before. "What's the girl's name?" He demands to know.

I check him with my NCI. His Threat Level is 2 - HP: 17/19, Common folk.

Good, I can easily take him on if he tries anything funny. What I don't like, though, is the fact that two more men in white tunics are approaching us fast. They have the same stats as him and I notice their HP is a bit decreased as the man before me. Probably from the constant blood-sucking, I guess.

"Well, what's the girl's name?" He repeats, now his two comrades standing side by side.

There's no way to avoid them now, it seems I messed up. "Her name's Melissa. Her father wants to know if she fares well in the Vampire Castle."

"He sent you, right?" The guy shouts, now taking his dagger off his belt and the rest follow. His hands are trembling. His skin is pale, not in a flattering way. He looks like he's ready to take a bite out of me. Honestly, if I didn't know better, I would say he was moving the same way as the ghouls. 

I'm at a loss and have absolutely no idea who he refers to. "Look lads, you got it all wrong, her father..." but I'm unable to finish my sentence, as the guys attack me, trying to slit my throat. The first guy I talked lunges forward towards me and I avoid the cut. Unconsciously, I cast Fire Bolt. The spell activates immediately and through my hand, I unleash my full wrath. 

The Fire Bolt crushes on the guy's head, achieving a Critical Hit and Blindness. The other two guys are at a loss as their friend falls back moaning, but quickly they gather their lost morale and try to stab me. I avoid them the best I can and gain some distance from them. I cast Chill Touch to the guy closest to me and the ghostly hand appears and attacks him; I stop retreating and rush against the surprised other. I punch him in the face  throwing him down until I'm above him, punching him hard. Each hit decreasing his HP by 1, till I have him lying unconscious on the ground. The tooltip says Paralyzed above his head. Guess I was wrong about not using my fists so far. 

Chill Touch has been effective slowing down my last standing opponent. He still  has HP 12/17. I cast Fire Bolt and I manage to decrease his HP 5 more points, while burning his chest. I hear all of them moaning now. I take the dagger and head to the one who's still conscious, ready to put an end to his misery.

I'm interrupted when a strange, gorgeous girl makes her appearance. She's tall, the same height I am and has long, blonde hair, "Stop it," she tells me.

The tooltip above her head shows a Threat Level of 9 and holds a dagger and a whip. It will be impossible to win against her with my current level 2 without proper spells. I doubt I could get away even if I ran. 

I defend myself with words. "They attacked me first, all I wanted was to deliver a message to Melissa, the innkeeper's daughter."

She stops and glowers at me. "Tell the old fool, my father, that I'm doing well, and I'll visit him when my duties allow me."

I nod agreeably, admiring her petite, elegant body like a drooling fool. 

"Now leave, before the Vampire Squad comes and kill you!" She booms at 

me.

My NCI informs me of another Main Quest, which I look into immediately:

Escape the Vampire Squad. 

I leave her standing and start running, heading back to the innkeeper, hoping the Vampire Squad will need some time to prepare.

After some time of intense running, I reach the inn and inform my 'friend' of what happened. Markos finally reveals to me that Melissa is one of Nestor's future brides and that Ambrosia has attempted to murder her in the past, so that was probably the reason the other guys attacked me. Maddened by the sick bastard's poor briefing, I request twice the amount of food we'd agreed for compensation. He accepts it without arguing. Now that I think about it, I should have demanded thrice the amount of food, but anyway, I have little time. For all I know, the Vampire Squad could be on my tail, so I must hurry and leave this place.

As I leave the inn and say farewell to Markos, a window appears: Side Quest Completed Successfully!

Good, now I must head to the royal capital of Lycia, hoping to find the demon Lord Alastor and escape the Vampire Squad at the same time. I'm left to wonder what kind of gameplay experience I'd have in this world, if I reverted the difficulty to Hardcore again. Better left wondering, I think to myself.


Chapter 6

The Road to Lycia







There is no easy mode. That is the first thing I notice when I go through my NCI once more. Its casual or hardcore and honestly it doesn't feel like there is any difference between the two as far as I'm concerned. Maybe in the alpha, beta stage of the game it doesn't know the difference. Sure, the AI seemed pretty advanced. I had encountered nothing like it at my job in the arcade. Even compared to the more advanced Dungeon games Leda and I played. Since my first encounter I would have sworn Nestor, Ambrosia, even Melissa were all other players. If that were the case though, they were taking their role-playing a little too seriously. 

Most of the boxes I had desperately clicked out of earlier at the start of the game have disappeared now. There are only a handful of tutorials left I can open. Mostly more of the same. Health potions are red, stamina is blue. Drink nothing purple or hazy. Another that warns of staying away from making deals with Fae. A few broken pieces of lore that tell the story of the world, but they are so fragmented I can't even piece them together. I think maybe I'm supposed to unlock them as the story progresses, but there isn't a quest or notification for that either. 

My NCI includes a small bestiary that records the encounters I had. So far the only entries are Vampire, ghouls, humans, boar, and some birds I had spotted on my way out of town. Another tutorial for crafting, which seems interesting and pretty in-depth too. Everything from clothes and armor to weapons and different foods. There is even a whole subcategory for campfire cooking. 

I pull up one for plant collecting. The world is filled with hundreds of unfamiliar types of herbs. About half of them are deadly. A notification appears: 'You have unlocked the Herbarium'. The Herbarium is an additional Insight feature that will tell me whether something is deadly.  I am sure that by collecting the right plants and mixing them together I could make my own potions and buffs that would help me later. I can probably make a minor fortune in coin if I made enough of one. Leveling up my knowledge of plants and creatures will also unlock another entry that is currently locked entitled 'Alchemy'. 

I've been walking for some time now on this god-forsaken road. It looks more like a broken path, rather than a major road that connects one city to another. Markos was kind enough to give me a small satchel with some leftovers and an old map that in his own words is 'terribly out of date'. More like 200-300 years out of date. The city itself was only listed as a tiny village. Pretty sure he just wanted to get rid of the thing. Having a Vampire as the Lord of Pedasa led to abandonment, so it makes sense that this road is the way it is. Still, it's better than walking through the forest again. Here the terrain is more open and I can see what is coming for me. Not that there is anything. It's open fields and meadows. 

At least, I got the Vampire Origin Bloodline here and now my powers increased exponentially. I feel I can walk for days without rest. Although I'm not as strong as a normal Vampire, let aside a Vampire Lord, this new class / sub-race has come in handy. The way I could move, dodging the boar, fighting the humans. Even the cut I received had already healed. I better keep that fact to myself though, I don't think the NPCs of this world will be happy if they learn of my bloodline.

From meadows to forests. As the night comes, my heightened senses inform me of a new menace. Something is approaching. I don't know what this is, but the stench of death is everywhere. I must hide somewhere, it's not safe here. My instincts kick in and almost instantly I climb a tall tree I find before me, although I don't have any climbing skills. Must be my vampire instincts. I feel the bark under my fingernails; it doesn't hurt, my skin doesn't even splinter, in fact my hands feel almost numb to it. This avatar feels stronger than the one back home in Elysium. Maybe it really is just the vampire in me, but as the sun falls behind the horizon, I feel the chilly night air fill my lungs and it feels good. 

The tree is enormous enough I think I can hide in the branches without giving away my position. My first action now is to double-check if my spell inventory replenished, but as expected, I can only use cantrips. I haven't rested and I'm unable to use any 1st level spells so far. Fortunately, my HP is full again. Another advantage of having the bloodline. I wonder what will happen later as I level up. Will my avatar remain the same or will the urge for blood overrun me? There's no way I inherited an ability like this without its demerits.   

Still, being a Vampire means being dead. Right? At the moment I can feel this body's heart beating, the blood running through my veins, I even have a pulse in my wrist and neck. As I level up am I going to lose what it means to be human? Marko's bread and eggs replaced by his neck. He may not have been the greatest guy in the world, no tact in greeting visitors, but I couldn't imagine stringing him upside down and draining his blood into buckets. That isn't exactly me. My alignment was always on the side of good. That's something I must consider once I'm out of this mess. For now, though, maybe it's best I just relax here and enjoy the cool night air. Worrying about such things will not change the fact that I am now and so long as I'm stuck here a part of the vampire bloodline. 

To my surprise, instead of ghouls and vampires, I now hear the synchronized marching of an army. It must be the Vampire Hunting Squad. Every one of them is stronger than me. I doubt I can fight a single one of them and win. Especially now that I'm out of spells. Gradually, they become visible on the horizon. I can see them now. They're eleven in number and their leader is the girl, Melissa, that I talked to earlier.

"Look at the mess that you got us in, Melissa," a bearded knight tells her. 

"If you had killed the guy, now we'd be hunting Ambrosia and the rest of the Vampire Lords. Instead, we must find the vermin that drank the blood of our Lord."

"If I knew the events that preceded, I would have killed him myself," she says, glowering at him. 

"It is said that a vampire lets a mortal being drink its blood only when they have taken an interest in them. Having a vermin drink our master's blood... I will make sure he breathes his last breath once I find him."

My NCI reminds me of my Main Quest: Escape the Vampire Hunting Squad.

Ok, I must stay here till they get bored, I guess.

Unfortunately, after a few moments  it becomes clear to me that they know where I'm located. How do they know? I'm not sure, but there are a couple of items in this game that could have given away my position. 

Probably they're using some scry gem or spell to track me down.

I climb down the tree but fall stiffly like a rock. Hitting the ground with a thud as I bury my feet and hands in the dirt, catching myself. Fortunately, no damage taken. I get the feeling I move like a creature, that's why I landed on all fours. My ears twitch and I hear their voices behind me, cursing and shouting at the same time. Honestly their voices blend but I'm able to make out a few of them. 

"Stop! Don't you dare move, you vermin," the white-bearded knight barks at me as he raises his heavy crossbow and aims at me. His weapon is loaded with a silver arrow. Looks expensive. There is a small design carved into the side along with several dozen scratch marks. Must be vampires or ghouls he has killed with that thing. Nestor wasn't messing around when he trained these guys. Hired them maybe? Most looked like run-of-the-mill mercenaries. This is probably a straightforward way for them to make some coin. 

"You must be mad if you think I'll stay. Eat my dust Vampire Hunting Squad," I mock them as I run away.  I might be weak, but my stamina is way higher than theirs. I will keep running and hopefully, they will get tired earlier than me.

The white-bearded man fires but misses me by a long shot. Guess they aren't as trained as I thought, or maybe I have just gotten lucky. Either way, two more are already right behind me with arrows ready to go. I dodge, rolling across the ground like I had when faced against the boar. I don't want to even bother with trying to attack them though. What little magic I had would only come as a last resort. 

Fools, reloading their crossbows, slowed them down. 

I take off into the woods. According to ol'timer's map, the woods shouldn't even be here. Looks like this place is home to an old ruin of some kind. 

There is even a picture of what looks like a one-eyed troll drawn on it. Superstition, maybe? But this is a world of dragons, vampires, ghouls, and more. Trolls are probably the least of my worries.  




****




I've been in a running battle for the last couple of hours. The Vampire Hunting Squad hasn't stopped. These bastards are better prepared than I thought. From time to time, I've seen them drinking a potion that replenishes their stamina. It's like they have a bottomless bag of holding filled with it. Each time I think I'm putting distance between us another one shows up firing his crossbow or throwing a dagger in my direction. It will be impossible for me to escape them, but there's no way I can fight them. I access my NCI again and search for the difficulty level. It's casual, so I wonder if there's something wrong with this game's settings. Probably the only thing I can do right now is keep running. 

That's until the stench of death fills my nostrils again. It's the same stench I smelled before the knights appeared. Creatures lurk here and wait for the right moment to attack. I hope their target is the Vampire Hunting Squad and not me. How great would it be for that one-eyed Troll to show up now and put an end to this for me. 

Without notice, I see several level-6 ghouls coming from the left and right. The vampire hunters take defensive positions and stop hunting me. It's the chance I've been waiting for. I sprint for a couple moments, then I turn back and I see that only Melissa, the innkeeper's daughter, is following me. Her knights are left behind, battling the ghoul menace.

"Stop, you bastard," she shouts at me.

I think she must be insane if she thinks her order will work on me. "Just leave me alone, I did nothing wrong," I shout back at her.

I keep running and she keeps chasing me for a couple more minutes, till the ghouls and the knights are no longer visible. Is she perhaps the boss of this stage and I have to battle her in this condition? It could be the case, but I have seen no updates in my NCI, so she probably isn't the boss after all. Still, that might be the only actual way out of this mess. What better way to escape them than to devour their ranks. 

In the distance I can see an old ruin, the one from the map. No trolls in sight, but the ruin looks like it might make for a good place to hide. As long as it's not the entrance to some kind of dungeon I can probably lose Melissa inside. 

As I take off, she follows me. She's less than a hundred meters behind. It will be hard. When she loses sight of me, I will lose sight of her. It will be a game of cat and mouse. Maybe then I can get the drop on her. Not that I want to harm her. She doesn't seem evil or anything. Even now running like a horse let out of the gate I can't help but to stop and glimpse her golden hair lit up by the moonlight. Her eyes are slightly slanted, athletic body. She glides towards me. Maybe it's my vampire instincts, but I feel like I'm starving. 

I dive in through a small hole in the grey stone ruins and take a tumble down a small ravine, hitting my head on a bed of a tree when I finally stop. No damage. My avatar is headstrong. I give a brief smile as Melissa begins fumbling down the ravine after me. She keeps her balance by moving as slowly as possible, but I've now got the advantage. I smirk at her and move back into the woods and into another set of ruins. There is no roof. The grey walls are overgrown with vines, weeds. A few strange plants grow randomly across larger stems. I use my Insight to see if they are poisonous. Draugr Fruit. Toxic. Yeah, not going to be replenishing my stamina with any of that. I may use them to my advantage later on though, so I snatch some up by my hand and place them in the satchel Marko's gave me. 

Luckily I had already eaten the rest of my leftovers and wouldn't have to worry about any kind of cross-contamination. In what feels like another lifetime I remember Smeme telling me how as a slime he could devour nearly anything. From toxins to spicy foods. It basically just dissolved within him. Of course, it meant there was one kind of game he wasn't very good at. Cooking. 

My thoughts of home fill me with regret. I have wanted to visit the real world for so long and now here I am. Not that I am entirely convinced, yet I can't help but wonder if I have made a mistake coming here. 

"I will find you!" Melissa shouts, waking me from my reverie.

I can't hide here forever though. If I stay I am as good as dead. 

Maybe I should try calling a truce. Nestor had charmed me back in the caves. Even before Ambrosia performed the ritual, I was sure he would make me one of his puppet soldiers. Had they not encountered one another there is a good chance I would be a member of the Vampire Hunting Squad and Melissa would be my superior. I would have liked to see how that would turn out. 

There's a silence in the air. It's too quiet like the entire forest has come to a halt. Has the game some kind of glitch and frozen or was this the beginning of epic showdown? You know when the music either comes full stop or picks up. Cue heavy guitar in three, two... nothing. The icy wind brushes against my cheek and I let out a breath. A whip flies through the air towards my face breaking the silence. I hear the snap as it hits and cracks the stone. At that moment, I feel like my heart skips a beat. Is this what they call a heart attack? Whatever the feeling is, I hate it. 

"That could have been my face," I exclaim. 

"You are lucky it wasn't. I missed." 

Melissa had found me. The chase is back on. I jump up high as I can and land atop one of the walls. It is tricky. I'm not able to balance on the stone and the tree, but then I only have to stay still long enough to jump from one to another. If I can escape her once I can do it again. It helps that all her guards are still busy dealing with ghouls in the woods and she hasn't brought a crossbow. No. She seems like the kind of fighter that preferrs close-combat. That or she is a magic user like me and hadn't played shown her cards yet. 

"Catch me if you can," I mock her jumping back down from the ruins and into an area that looks like it had once been some kind of courtyard with a small pool. Now it's dried up and covered in plants. More of the same poisonous vine. 

I can see a statue of the one-eyed troll carved from stone near one of the resting pillars. It is in ruin, just like the rest of this place. Arms broken, face cracked, with most of the details eroded in the passage of time. The only reason I know it is a troll at all is because I have seen a similar image of it on Marko's map. Alongside it stood several dozen other statues. A few of them are suggestive. This must have been an interesting place to play a few hundred years ago. Markos had left out the troll's backstory, but then it is more interesting discovering this place on my own. Not that I really had time to look around, Melissa is still hot on my trail. 

Buried between the plants are dozens of skeletons. It was like the two of us have walked into some kind of death trap. It reminds me of the pits I had used back home building my dungeon sets. Pits filled with vicious creatures, spikes, fire, and of course acid. Whatever had happened here had happened fast. The bodies looked like they had been in the middle of an orgy. Several of them are so close together it was hard to tell where one begins and one ends. 

Suddenly, Melissa stops chasing me, and I stop as well. Before us stands Ambrosia, the Vampire Lord I encountered just yesterday. Her Threat-Level increased to 24. Her HP went up to 93, and she seems a bit stronger as well.

"Well, well," she claps her hands, amusement on her face. "What do we have here? If it isn't sweet Melissa, Nestor's favorite toy."

Melissa seems pale and surprised, as if a great revelation occurred before her very own eyes. 

"So, it was your plan all along," she tells Ambrosia. 

She doesn't even care that she has me dead to rights now. Her entire focus, her mission has changed entirely. I can see her whip in one hand and a dagger in the other. I can't decide which is the worst way to die. There is a strange humming sound emanating from her as if it is enchanted in some way. Maybe I am right. She is a caster of some sort. If that's the case why hadn't she used that against me earlier? 

"Indeed," the Vampire Lord confesses with a smile. "I thought Nestor would be fool enough to send his precious Vampire Hunting Squad and their commander to take the head of this abomination." She points at me with her forefinger. "It makes perfect sense for me to take advantage of the situation. You, my dear," now she casts her gaze at Melissa, "are the perfect hostage. With you, I'll be able to blackmail poor Nestor. You are his favorite after all."

Melissa talks back to Ambrosia. "You overrate me Ambrosia. Nestor will replace me in no time, but you're a fool to think I'll let myself live and have your way with my master. But enough talk, show me what you got there!"

Is she insane? Her Threat-Level is only 9, while Ambrosia's 24. There's no way for her to win this battle. 


Chapter 7

Melissa




Ambrosia jumps and attacks Melissa from above. She tries to grab her by the neck, but Melissa avoids her by a hair and gets some distance. It seems that the whip isn't the ideal weapon for close combat, so she pulls her dagger and tries to attack. Ambrosia quickly knocks it from her hand, giving a sly laugh as she does. I'm at a loss and don't know if I should help any of them or escape.

"You're weak, there's no way you can defeat me. Surrender now fool!" Ambrosia says with a sinister smile.

Melissa tries to catch her breath. "I think that you are the fool here. You think my master, Nestor, wouldn't have thought you or another Vampire Lord wouldn't try to ambush us?" Melissa's pale expression and shock turns to a grin. I can still hear the humming coming off her body like a soft song carried by the wind. Ambrosia doesn't let up. 

Slashing at Melissa again, Ambrosia's wrist gets wrapped in Melissa's whip. I watch as Melissa holds her own, pushing Ambrosia back. Ambrosia smiles again and shifts her weight, knocking Melissa off guard. There is almost no distance between the two. With the whip wrapped around Ambrosia's wrists, it almost looks like the two of them are engaging in some kind of intricate dance. 

Ambrosia's claws rip Melissa's light armor, tearing pieces off of it. The vampiress moves in to tear her exposed skin. Melissa lets go of her whip and throws a roundhouse kick into her side. Ambrosia is taken back. It is the first offensive move Melissa has made, and it does some damage. 

"That was a lucky shot," Ambrosia says, unwrapping the whip from around her wrist and tossing it to the ground. Melissa stands on the other side of her, both of them about fifteen meters away from me. Their bodies seem to glimmer in the white light of the moon, as shadows showcase every curve of their bodies. Watching the fight turns me on more than I imagined. If I wasn't so powerless I would take both of them right here and now. 

Ambrosia advances and with a quick move wraps her legs around Melissa's neck. Both women fall to the ground. It looks almost like she will suffocate the Vampire Slayer. Just as the vampiress seems to have the edge. Melissa lifts her leg, unstraps the armor plating around her calve, and uses her new found flexibility to move her foot around Ambrosia's neck and by shifting her weight.

Ambrosia, is caught by surprise but presses forward, moving her crotch back onto Melissa's face and bends backward arching her spine. Both of them look like they do gymnastics. They sit there intertwined for a moment as Melissa moans under Ambrosia's body. 

Shifting her weight again, Melissa breaks free and takes a deep breath. With her guard down, Ambrosia attacks again.

"Enough playing with my food," the vampiress says, licking her lips. I should have known she was planning to bite her. Everything up to this point has just been games for the mighty Ambrosia. 

Turning towards me, she adds, "You should watch this little pet," 

Taking her eyes off her prey has given Melissa the time to gain some distance. The blonde Vampire Slayer takes a gem out of her pocket and laughs wickedly as if she's the villain here.

Ambrosia seems troubled now and for an excellent reason. "A Trap the Soul gem," the vampiress exclaims. "There's no way you can use this item."

"Let me prove you wrong," Melissa tells her, as she lifts her hand and activates the gem. I can hear it. Louder than before. Louder than ever. The gem is the source of the enchanting sound I had been hearing. 

There is a burst of red light as wisps of energy fly around the entire 

courtyard. 

"Nooo! This cannot be!" Ambrosia shouts now trapped inside the small gem that Melissa holds. Her voice is as clear as ever, but there is an echo.

I focus on the gem and a tooltip appears above it with a notification: The gem holds the trapped entity indefinitely or until it's broken.

"Now, where were we?" Melissa glowers at me, picking her whip and dagger from the ground. Stretching the whip she moves her fingers down across it slowly, as a way of mocking me. It looks like Ambrosia wasn't the only one that liked to play with her prey. I see a tiny drop of blood mouth fall down from her lip and I can smell it from where I'm standing. I feel a tingling sensation over my entire body as if it overloads my senses. Is it fear? Frustration? Some kind of mixture of both? This game has made me feel emotions that I can't even name. 

Melissa has taken some damage from Ambrosia but overall it wasn't too bad. Not enough to make the difference between the two of us. She snaps the whip again and licks the blood away from her lip. I'm both deathly afraid and turned on by how badass she looks. 

This can't be good, I think to myself.

A notification appears: Quest update: Defeat the Vampire Slayer.

Then a second: Optional quest: Free Ambrosia

OK, you gotta be kidding me. There's no way I can defeat a Threat Level 9 opponent. There's something broken with the difficulty level of this game. What's worse is that I haven't been able to perform a long rest, so I can't cast anything else other than Cantrips. 

Without a second thought I cast Fire Bolt. I can feel the heat as it bursts forth from my hand. It doesn't hurt me. The cantrip finds its target but fails miserably as Melissa deflects it with her whip.

"Those tricks don't work on me, Vampire Sorcerer. You better try something else," she mocks me, while whipping the ground.

This time I know she's missing on purpose. 

I think of my options. Should I release Ambrosia or try and fight Melissa by myself? The way I see it, it will be impossible to fight the Vampire Slayer on my own. On the other hand, there's no guarantee that the vampiress will help me. But what choice do I have? 

I look around the courtyard again wondering if there is something  I can use as a shield or weapon. Seeing enough skeletons here, I wish I could reanimate the dead and create some Draugr as cannon fodder that would allow me to escape but I didn't have that kind of power. I really can't do anything. For all my wishful thinking, I cast chill touch and try to grab the gem with the ethereal skeleton hand that I animate. It takes all of my concentration and luckily I catch Melissa completely off-guard. My action, most fortuitous. The skeleton hand shutters the gem and Ambrosia is released. Another wave of wisps appear as Melissa cries out in disbelief. Her mission failed. 

Optional quest: Free Ambrosia completed!

That was easy. Let's see how things go from this point on.

Melissa curses. "You idiot, do you have any idea what you just did?"

"Just helped an old friend of mine," I smile at her my sexiest smile.

"Thank you, pet," Ambrosia tells me with her soft voice. "It's time I give a good lesson to this fool who tried to imprison me for eternity."

Melissa seems more hesitant than ever. The tables have turned and now; she faces a stiff challenge. She knows there's no way she can defeat the beautiful Ambrosia only with her whip. She then does something unforeseen and takes her dagger off her belt and points it to her bare neck.

"You will never have me. I'd rather die than become your pet or even worse," she says determined to end her life.

I can see the knife breaking her skin. My senses heighten again. The smell of her blood like scented flowers. I can't let her. There has to be another option. I take the chance and intervene, knowing that what I'll do is completely stupid, but hey, I can't allow gorgeous Melissa to die in vain. I enjoy acting the hero when I can.

"Don't be a fool, it's not your time yet," I tell her, pointing her out with my forefinger, then I turn my look to Ambrosia. "You should think smarter Ambrosia. Leave her be. There's no reason to continue this battle. Your army of ghouls has been annihilated and Nestor is stronger than you. If you kill his bride, then he'll hunt you to the end of the world."

She stares at me with her cruel face, "Oh, I'm a fool now? And what should I do? Let them have their time with me as they please and kill me?"

It's time I make another stupid proposal, "You can come with me, the world is vast, or at least that's what I think. Leave this place and build your Legion somewhere else."

Ambrosia is intrigued by my proposal. "Pedasa has been my home for centuries. Do you think I should be the one who leaves and let a new Vampire Lord do as he pleases?"

"This is a game and you've lost. Just admit it and be done with it. The only thing left is your life. Live to fight another battle. You're immortal, a new opportunity will arise. Leave your pride behind now." 

The vampiress is actually thinking about what I've said. There is a lengthy pause. I can even see Melissa's hand shaking as she wonders what will happen next. Not one of us wants to die here. 

"Good, I'll take your advice for now, but don't forget that I'm the master here, pet!" She looks at Melissa. "You can keep your pathetic life mortal. I'll leave this place and don't forget to remind your master that I still have him," She points at me, then continues "Nestor's biggest disgrace."

Melissa gives an empty threat. "I'll never stop hunting you."

"You are free to follow us..." Ambrosia provokes her, as she approaches me from behind and licks my ear. "Hm, aren't you tasty?"

A pop-up notification appears: A new member joined your Party!


Chapter 8

Exploring the Real World




As we leave, I look back and watch as Melissa removes the knife from her neck. She falls back to her knees sobbing. I feel bad, yet I just saved all of our lives. Whether I'll actually come to regret that decision, I'll soon find out. 

Ambrosia had a small wooden wagon waiting just outside the ruins. It is her personal transportation and looks like it had seen better days. The horse, the first I have actually seen, was a black stallion with armor made of bone. It pulls the wagon using chains. Inside, it isn't much nicer. There is some soil, a collection of books, unlit black candles, a few animal skulls I don't recognize, a collection of daggers, a short sword that looks like it has a face with teeth and several dozen blankets and pills. Several ghouls are following us out as we climb aboard. 

"Yours?" I ask.

"Not mine, feral. It took me a long time to build my forces against Nestor-taming ghouls is no simple task. There are rituals, blood sacrifices that need to be made," she answers. I can hear the anger of defeat in her voice as she walks over to one of the feral ghouls and starts ripping its head off. The other she slices in half with her claws. As half its body falls to the ground it lets out a moan before she stomps on its head. It is a vicious display of power and one I expected in the little time I had gotten to get to know her. Her clothes and body are covered in blood. Some of it I'm sure has been Melissa's as she licks it off the tips of her finger and gives me a look.

"Come pet, we ride for Lycia," she adds pushing me onto my back inside the wagon. She snaps her fingers and I could feel the wagon move as she climbed on top of me. She pulls her clothes off almost immediately. There is more blood on her skin than I thought. Her breasts, stomach, and thighs are all covered in blood. 

"Trapped inside that gem, it was a nightmare. I clawed and scratched, I tore through layer after layer to no avail. It was like time itself had slowed down. I would have gone mad spending another minute in there. But you..." she runs her sharp nails down my chest, tearing my shirt off, "you set me free."

"I did what I..." she holds her finger to her mouth, and I stop speaking immediately. I'm not sure if I have been charmed again or if it is a mixture of adrenaline and exhaustion, but I can still feel my heartbeat racing as she places her head against my chest and starts biting my nipple. Strands of her hair fall to the side of her face, and I can see her teeth biting my nipple. I watch as she grazes her dulled fangs across my skin, sending shivers down my body. I take note of the difference between this treatment and the time in the cavern. 

There is more sentiment in this gesture, more meaning. Ambrosia seems... genuinely grateful. 

Her mouth shifts towards my neck and she licks the back of my ear with her tongue. 

For a moment I think about taking initiative this time, possibly pinning her down to the wagon floor. But before I can even begin to take control, she snatches my wrists within her grasp and pins them above my head. With her free hand, she disrobes me; tossing my clothing to the side without a care. The smirk that previously adorned her lips fades, and what is left is a softened expression. What didn't change was the way her eyes sparkle in the moonlight, and I feel something clutch at my chest. I can't name the feeling, but it is something I've never felt in a game before. 

My mistress presses her hips against me, rubbing her body against mine in a slow, rolling dance. With each roll of her hips, my shaft grows harder and harder. The tip slides between her lips, ever so slightly grazing against her clit and the folds of her labia. It is a wet, anticipatory dance that edges me on by the second. 

A soft moan escapes Ambrosia's lips, and she tilts her head backwards. We rub against each other like this for a while, enjoying each other's bodies and caresses. Eventually, though, the tease becomes too much to bear. Absentmindedly I increase my pace, wanting to slide inside her immediately. 

"Patience, pet," she whispers in my ear, her nails dragging down my chest towards my cock, "You must save your stamina for the duration of the night." 

Is this the graciousness of a vampire mistress? I wonder as I watch her gradually increase her pace on top of me; her fingers dragging through the streaks of blood that mark her body down towards her clit. She is giving me a show, I realize, as her fingers begin to stimulate her entrance. Even with this, I can feel that she is still dominating me. While the domineering aura isn't apparent, her power is. 

The way her thighs hold me in place, to ensure that I do not move, along with her strong gaze, is proof enough that I am under her authority. And at this moment, I don't mind. Raw power right on top of me, being used to pleasure her pet. And I can't be more accepting. 

Once Ambrosia is stimulated enough, she settles herself above me and slowly takes me in. A gasp escapes my lips once I'm completely inside. My shaft is welcomed by a tight, warm contraction of her walls; a wet and hot embrace. My tip brushes against her cervix, which incites a moan from my mistress. 

"I love the way you feel," she breathes, digging her nails into my torso as she starts to bounce on top of me. The wagon rolls over some bumps on the road, causing our bodies to jerk and rumble with it; only adding to the sensations. 

Then, the bliss in our bodies begin to escalate. I dare to cup her breasts within my palms, flicking her erect nipples with my thumbs experimentally. They harden even more in response, begging for more attention. As my hips roll up against hers, our moans join in a synchronistic chorus that echoes through the walls of the wagon. Her nails dig deeper into my skin the more pleasure she feels, and the mix of pain and pleasure sends a bolt of ecstasy through my body. 

"I'm going to come," I gasp, feeling myself twitch and jerk in the confines of her womb. 

"Fill me with your seed, pet," she orders, and I of course, oblige. 

For the first time, I pull Ambrosia into a kiss. It catches her off guard, but I am too focused on my climax to worry about her surprise. As I begin to climax, she begins to melt into it; her body falling into my arms. I feel her shoulders relax and her lips start to move against mine, shifting and deepening the kiss. Our tongues swirl in a hot dance, each flick and turn adding to the sensual experience. This is when I begin to come, shooting every drop inside her. 

After a few moments, she stands and spreads her legs wide. She then starts to mix the blood on her body along with my seed into her pussy, looking up at me to make sure I am watching. For some reason, this doesn't disgust or deter me. It is oddly sexual and intense, mixing the blood of her enemies along with the fluids of her pet inside her. Another demonstration of who she is as a powerful Vampire Lord, and it is a turn on. 

"Ready for another round?" Ambrosia asks with a mischievous smile, descending onto me again. 

"Of course, mistress," I reply with a smirk.

We fuck hard for the rest of the night. It takes me three more rounds for her to finally approach her climax, which is glorious. Her screaming moans echoe into the night sky, her thighs trembling around my waist with the ferocity of an earthquake. I've never witnessed a woman having such an intense orgasm such as this one, and I make sure to burn the memory in my mind. Each round seems to vitalize my mistress while I become more drained by the minute. Once the sun begins to rise in the brink of dawn, we fall into a deep sleep while the wagon rolls on. 

Everything after is a blur. When we awake the next afternoon, I reset my magic skills. I am 'well-rested'. The wagon had stopped. We are still far out from Lycia and it looks like we will need several new spokes on our wagon wheel and the boxing had broken. The spokes will be easy enough to fix, but the boxing will take a small piece of metal. Something I will not find lying around. 

I let Ambrosia leave while I explore the unfamiliar area of the forest we had entered. I'm not even sure if she can venture out in the daylight as she lays covered in a cocoon under the blankets, I honestly have only one thought and that is how fragile she looks.  

Into the woods I go to search for supplies, hoping maybe I can find a village around and buy food and wine. I'm not on the lookout for more quests but I'm sure if I find someone to trade with it will make our journey easier.

Along the way I can hear strange animals coming across my path. I make note whenever I see a fresh one and check the bestiary with my NCI. Most of the time it is a small squirrel or rabbit, but there are a few strange creatures I have never heard of before. A small fox-like creature with more than one tail is labeled as a nine-tail fox. It is said to bring good luck, but I'm not sure I believe in any of that. Another creature called a giant sloth moves across the limbs of a giant tree above my head. I feel like I will be a goner for sure when my Insight tells me it has a Threat level of 9. The creature instead drifts gracefully over me as I gaze at it in awe. 

The air in the day isn't cold like night. Instead, the sun beats down on my skin, almost burning but not quite, and made me feel energized. I can feel the warmth as god rays shine through the branches all around me. I am grateful we stopped when we did. 

Coming upon a small river, I do my best to catch something to eat. I grab a branch from a tree and used one of the daggers I had taken from the wagon to fashion it into a small spear. I spend about an hour trying to spear a fish. Finally I catch one that is smaller than the palm of my hand. At that point I am losing my appetite. 

I look at my herbarium and find several dozen edible plants to whet my appetite. Each one probably tastes worse than the last and I am regretting not taking more time to advance my fishing skills, which I'm sure are now a -10. Like climbing, I assume many skills in the game are passive or based on prior knowledge. It seemed I could advance them in certain ways. When I was carving the spear, I noticed that I improved both my knife skills and carving upon and my experience was going up. I was halfway to Threat Level 3. If I carve a hundred spears I'd probably level up, but that is a grind I'm not interested in working on. Honestly, it can probably be just as bad as playing Tetris back in the Arcade. 

With a stomach full of sour berries, I am missing the strange paste that they gave us in the Meadows. There are a few other things I missed about home such as Smeme and Leda. Have they noticed I've been missing for over a day now? How would they even know I was gone? Did time move differently here? I could imagine Smeme giving me another lecture about how I shouldn't click on random invites to games from strangers. Always on the lookout. I bet he'd be the first to die in this world. That or as a slime he would just eat everything and everyone trapping them in the void that is his stomach. 

I open up my crafting guide and begin to gather wood to use for spokes. Hoping I can fix the wagon before Ambrosia wakes up and has a fit. If she is as rough with me for saving her life I can only imagine what she will be like mad. Tempting as it might be. 

I've always been good at finding my way around. Whether it was games, dungeons, or fantasy role-playing. Maps were another one of those things I was superb at. I wander about half a mile from the wagon and go in a small circle around it. Double-checking Marko's map I know that at least three hundred years ago there weren't any towns or villages nearby.

When I approach the wagon, I spot my first goblin. Threat Level 3. HP 17/40. Apparently it had tried to mess with the horse who kicked it hard. 

"This is my chance," I think, preparing to cast Fire Bolt on the little green creature. But something is amiss. It seems too easy and had I been placing bets I would have been right. The little goblin isn't alone. I should have known goblins traveled in packs. Not only was it in my bestiary, but it was common knowledge to every adventurer. Goblins are easy to kill one on one but a horde, that is a different story. The other thing about Goblins, they smell. Like a mix of rotting eggs and shit. I can smell all of them from where I am hiding. Three are approaching me from the right side. Another two from the left. That is six goblins total. They are between Threat Level 2 and 3. Each one is malnourished and carries a marking by their name that means they are in a frenzy. On the bright side, it means they are already low on health points and my NCI verifies my hypothesis.  

I pick up the spear I had made and toss it in the one's direction closest to the wagon. From what I can tell it is the only one not in a frenzy, which means it is probably their scout or leader. Given its fat green belly, it has probably been stealing what food it found for itself. 

A critical hit. The goblin falls. HP 0. Signifying it's death. Strange thing is that goblins don't disappear like ghouls. In most games I've played, corpses of random encounters disappear to save processing power. In this game however, things are different. 

"That got their attention," I say smiling to myself. I pick up another stick, it isn't sharpened into a spear like the other so I light it on fire with Fire Bolt, making it a torch. The goblins, without thinking, walk straight into the fire. Honestly, it is like they feel no pain. They keep coming. 

I take the dagger from my belt. If fire will not stop them, I'd just have to attack them the old-fashioned way. I kneed one in the chest, knocking him back into the other and slashing the third in the stomach. The two to my left were running up towards me. Being pack animals, they are used to attacking from all sides. All angles. They will overrun me in less than a few seconds if I don't move. Luckily, despite eating nothing but salads all day, my stamina has refilled, and I am as fast as ever. 

Much faster than the little green men and I kill two with a swift strike to each of their throats. 

One of the faster two goblins I had knocked down jumps up and grabs me by the back of the head. His little claws scratch at my eyes and I feel my HP drop several points as I struggle to pull him off, slamming him down to the ground in front of me. I try to attack him with the dagger but miss as he bites my ankle. The goblin's teeth sink into my flesh and not in a good way. I kick it off with my other foot and turn, stabbing another that is trying to attack me the same way. Fool me once that's fine... you know the saying. Adapting to my surroundings, that was something I was good at back in Elysium. This game experience is no exception. Maybe all that hand eye coordination from working in the Arcade is finally paying off. 

I'm already healing as a result of my Vampire Ancestry.

The others are afraid now. The lower their number, the more they have to lose. They know they are no match and run. That was when I saw it. A Hob creeps out of the woods. They hadn't come in low numbers after all. It was three times the size of a regular goblin and had a Threat Level of 7. They haven't come in low numbers after all. 

A Hob is a Hobgoblin, basically a larger grey variant of a goblin. Some think they are an advanced form of goblin born every so often to lead them. They have slightly higher intelligence, much greater strength, and they are usually the alpha. Killing a Hob isn't exactly easy. If this was a dungeon and not just a random encounter, the Hob is probably the boss. 

I cast Fire Bolt again. I can feel my magic running low. Not that I will let that stop me. It fries two of the smaller goblins and when the last of them runs up to the Hob sobbing; it picks up the little guy and snaps its neck. Threat Level 8. I guess even monsters can level themselves up in the real world. 

I stand there, dagger in hand. Ready to fight for my life, for Ambrosia, for the nameless horse. For the party I have. I've never felt more heroic and stupid at the same time. I love the blood rush. This must be what people meant when they said they were adrenaline junkies from the e-books I've read back in Elysium. 

The Hob lets out a war cry and starts running towards me. I can see the hunger in his eyes. It's nearly over me and I wonder if I will see all twenty-four years of my boring life pass before my eyes. Suddenly a figure holding a pitch-black falcata sword, her body wrapped entirely in blankets, appears in front of me almost instantaneously. The Hobs head goes flying and lands on the ground in front of me. 

"Pet, what are you doing out here?" The voice is muffled but I can tell it is Ambrosia. The blankets are also a pretty good giveaway. 

"I went foraging for food, water, and wood. The wagon..."

"The wagon is fine. I have all the wood I need," she says. I look over and see the spokes along with the metal boxing have already been replaced. 

"You shouldn't wander off on your own, last thing we want is for you to get lost." 

I stand there in silence. I'm not sure what to say. It is true the two of us have formed a party and I feel a need to watch out for her, but I will not be hostage to anyone. 

I smile and wink, "Just trying to make sure I have my stamina built up." 




****




The sun goes down, and the night comes. I stay awake and study several of the books Ambrosia has in her wagon. Most of them are nothing but nonsense, but a few catch my eye. Specifically, the ones focused on sorcery and the dark arts. I even discover the origin of the one-eyed Troll who used to live in the ruin there. The ruin had in fact been a small castle and the Troll himself had been a human duke that liked to party too much. Cursed by a witch and granted his hideous appearance, he had her head chopped off. Rather than hide away, he made artisans craft monuments of his new form and had his fill of women daily. 




****




It has now been days since our battle with Melissa. Ambrosia keeps stalking me and from time to time, she keeps harassing me. I can't blame anyone but myself for what happened. I was the one who proposed this and now I pay the price of my foolishness.

We have encountered nothing but goblins in days. The sword in which she used to slay the Hob she gave it to me as a gift. She told me the sword was named Lush, and she had forged it with the blood of one of her vampire sisters. The nameless horse that pulls our wagon. His name is Abraxas. Every time we encounter a goblin now Ambrosia has me do the work which helps me upgrade a bit and now I'm Threat Level 3, HP 28. Still, I'm no match for most opponents and the only thing I can easily kill is low-level goblins. Ambrosia keeps pushing me to fight those tiny creatures, so I can level up and be a 'strong pet', as she calls me.

I haven't mentioned that she becomes restless by the day, having days to taste soft and pudgy flesh, but only mine. She refuses to drink goblin blood and yesterday she took a bite out of me.

She told me, "My, aren't you tasty?" As she grappled me and had her time with me. My HP decreased momentarily from the bloodsucking, but thankfully, my Vampire Ancestry comes in handy as it helps me heal pretty fast. It seems I don't need to drink blood to replenish my strength and I don't have any weaknesses. On the other hand, I don't have the powers a pureblood vampire has. I'm left to wonder, however, if this will be the case as I keep leveling up. 

There has to be a catch!

As the sunlight inflicts damage to my vampire entourage, we travel only night. I don't mind though, as it is the same for me. Dark Vision helps me see clear as daylight.

Ambrosia looks at me with a drooling face again. "I'm hungry!"

I know what will follow, but I keep looking the other way as I tell her, 

"Soon we'll reach the city of Tlos, then Patara, the royal capital of Lycia."

Her face becomes paler than usual. "Are you sure you want to go there? The entire kingdom of Lycia is unrest from the recent events. Alastor, the Demon Lord that rules these lands is a cruel and strong man. He killed my former master, Lamia, the Vampire Queen of Pedasa and now gathers a great army to fight the Undead King of Lycaonia. I must warn you though, since he came into power, devilish creatures have emerged, making even creatures as vampires look gentle and kind."

I keep wondering if Alastor and Sarpedon are Players, just like me. It will be of interest to meet them and see how this story progresses.

"So what else can you tell me about this Alastor?" I ask her.

"He is, was actually the fifth prince of Lycia. His two elder brothers died, and Nestor, the third in line, was considered dead. Pero, the fourth in line, reigned for two years, till Alastor killed him and took over the throne. That's how much I know, but all of these Lycians are evil and bloodthirsty. What man would kill his own brother. Their devilish bloodline will bring doom to all of Anatolia. Of that, I'm pretty sure," she tells me with certainty.

I dare to ask, "How strong is this Alastor that makes even a Vampire Lord as you shiver?"

Ambrosia grunts upon listening to the foolishness I just said. "I've lived centuries mortal, don't you dare mock me again or you'll pay it dearly."

I nod agreeably, waiting for her to continue. 

"He is strong, stronger than any creature I've ever encountered in my long life. Stronger than my master, Lamia. He ventured into her chambers, killed her and her elite guard single-handedly. He had powerful friends with him, a demoness and a necromancer. They stormed the Vampire Castle with Nestor and killed most of the vampires and Vampire Lords. I was wise enough to retreat with two other Vampire Lords. We were the only which were spared.  Not of Nestor's benevolence though, but because of our cunningness. Alastor left soon after and headed back to Lycia with his dragon, or so I know. He left Nestor behind to act as Lord of Pedasa. Things have been worse for us since he took over control. The bastard drank the blood of Lamia before Alastor could kill her and gained some of her powers. Even though he was the weaker and younger of the Vampire Lords, he obtained great power. Now he's the one who plagues Pedasa."

Your Adventurer's Log has been updated, I'm notified.

More questions come into my mind now. "Isn't Pedasa a city of the kingdom of Caria? How is it that Alastor, a king of another kingdom, decided who the Lord there is?"

Ambrosia nods and keeps explaining. "Pedasa indeed belongs to the kingdom of Caria formally, but because Lamia plagued these lands for centuries, Caria had no real control. I heard that Nestor tries to bond ties with the Carian Throne, but who would believe a Vampire Lord? No one dares to come to Pedasa. Which begs the question, how did you come and what was your business?"

I take a deep breath and start explaining everything to Ambrosia. She listens carefully to me, but doesn't understand much of what I'm saying. Well, it's the usual reaction I've been waiting. In all the game worlds I've been, the NPCs never believe where the Players come from and think we're mad. It makes sense plot-wise as this would ruin the experience.

Suddenly, she grabs me by the neck. "Stop," she orders. I know it's about time she feeds on me. But no, that's not the reason she silences me. I hear the clatter of horses and men fighting.

I understand that there's a battle taking place in front of me. Black knights, pillaging and attacking unarmed merchants. Strange, usually raids take place during daylight.

"We have to help them," I tell my vampire friend.

She seems amused for some reason I cannot understand, but quickly agrees to my demand. "I've been dying to taste something else. Let's help those merchants... for now..." she smiles wickedly.


Chapter 9

The Order of the Black Knights




Ambrosia's hearing is more fine-tuned than mine, but I could still hear the horses all the same. The sound of screaming, swords swinging. I imagine several of the merchants must be fighting back, no one would venture into these woods unarmed unless they wanted to die. 

"Normally, I would say this is none of our business but I see they displease you and I can smell their blood from here... and it's divine," Ambrosia licks her lips. She's hungry. I feel like I'm a puppet when she gets like this, but I will not argue. 

"What about the wagon," I ask as we ride faster and faster towards the battle. 

"Can't you use your fancy spells?" She asks in a demanding tone. I nod and cast Fog Cloud, hiding our presence. 

"I've cast an illusion spell over Abraxos and our wagon. From afar we are completely invisible to anyone with the gift of sight," I tell her wickedly. 

With the cover of the night on our side, we'll have the surprise. We'll stop close enough we can get a better look. Don't worry my pet, I won't let them harm you," she licks her lips again. Her pale skin almost seems to glisten in the moonlight as she brushes her hair back and moves to the front of the wagon. 

Mostly, Abraxos has led us without so much as a single order from either of us. I'm sure she has some kind of telepathic link to the undead horse. I can see the same fire in its eyes, the same fire that burns around her. A part of me wonders if I'm still charmed, but a quick look at my NCI proves that I'm not. I have a few buffs I haven't noticed before. Increased Stamina, Night-Sight, and Well-Rested. I fucking should be. 

Still, despite sleeping through the entire day, I can't help but shake the feeling that I'm not suppose to be here. Normally, I'd be at the Arcade with Smeme hating everything about my job. Not about to fight a group of Black Knights attacking some merchants. 

We stop our little wagon about a hundred meters from the battle. I just make out the horses the black knights are riding. I see several with their scythes taking the heads off a single merchant. They look like they are attacking in pairs while three more stand watch from the sidelines. The merchants don't stand a chance without us. 

"What do you say we get a closer look?" Ambrosia says poking my side. I feel the texture of fur beneath my fingers transform to bark as I blink and stand ontop the trunk of an tall old tree. Ambrosia is standing beside me, smiling. I can feel her fingernails drag against my skin. My vampiress moves towards the edge of the tree to watch the battle. Placing one of her legs up on the branch and lifting herself out of the cover of the leaves. I follow her, unsure exactly how we move so fast. 

When I look out over the cover of the leaves, I can see we are just above the Black Knights and merchants. 

"Quiet, don't want to scare our prey away," she whispers as I stumble to catch my balance breaking several tree limbs catching up to her. 

Ambrosia looks at the Black Knights like they are simmering in their armor as they fight, salting themselves with their own sweat. I count fifteen in all. Three watching the sidelines, just like I thought. That's a little more than what I had in mind, but with twelve merchants on our side we maybe have a chance. Make that ten. Two more merchants were just killed by archers. That might be a problem. I've dodged crossbows before, but the Vampire Hunter Squad were lousy shots and I almost always had the upper hand. Running away isn't exactly the same as running into battle. Several of the knights had swords and shields. Two substitute their shields for bows, the marksmen of the group. The rest are armed with war scythes. They are as long as spears. Resemblance to the kind used in farming is superficial at best. The sharp edge forged to take lives, curved like a Khopesh or Sickle. From where I am I can see how the ends can detach from one another in case the knights had to fight in an enclosed space. 

The curvature of the weapon's design made me think the weapons had been chosen specifically to take off the merchant's heads. 

The knights themselves are wearing full plate armor that is painted black with dark gray accents. Helmets, spaders, cauldrons with gardbraces that were covering their armpits. I could see red cloaks where greaves and other braces had been broken or fallen off. Their helmets varied. The marksmen wear kettle helms while sword and shield wielders wear bascinets. The watchers didn't bother even wearing theirs but I could see their helms strapped to the side of their horses. Most of the knight's had red cloaks with yellow trim draping down the front of their black armor. Others are torn and ragged. The knights look like they had been living in their armor. I can smell the dirt and grim. Even rust. 

"Plan?" I ask. 

Ambrosia, smiling, points at me the sword on my belt she had given me as a gift.

"We'll take the three watchers first, the one with the horn is the most important. We can't let them know we are coming. After that, we'll use their horses for cover and move from one to the other in darkness. Their throats aren't armored, clean cuts," she says, taking out a small leaf shaped dagger, "and don't let them take your head. You can take a lot of damage but if you lose your head you won't be able to heal." 

I struggle for a moment placing the sword into the black leather scabbard on my belt. It was another gift from Ambrosia. She made a promise to tie me up with it the night before, but it was looking like I would actually use it properly first. I am kind of glad I didn't leave it behind in the wagon. 

Right now I am wearing a dark blue leather vest made of top quality suede, padded with cotton.The top half covers my shoulders and attach together by chords and four bucked leather straps. The previous owner had been a lot thicker than I am, but I find the vest was easy to adjust and fasten from the front. The back sports a black hood that has been purposefully sewn in. The outfit makes me blend into the darkness. I guess that was part of the point. They have made the vest light and durable for combat. It might deflect a sword at the right angle once or twice, but a jab will tear straight through it. I like the color, but it was uncomfortable even against the tunic I am wearing underneath. I haven't asked how or why Ambrosia has so many clothes hidden away in the wagon. Victims? Lovers? It doesn't really matter, a little armor is better than having none at all. 

I began stepping lightly back, leaning down to climb my way back to the base of the giant tree when my boot hit a knot on the branch we are standing. As I fall to the ground, covering my mouth trying my best not to make a sound, I hit the ground with my ankles. I did not land on all fours this time. I could feel them twist and swell. It is  surprising to me that Ambrosia had let me fall. As I begin looking over towards the knights I see the watchers, having abandoned their horses, have begun moving towards the sound of  tree limb's breaking. Moving towards me.

Three bodies lay in front of me. Pale. Drained of life. Their eyes look up at me in shock. Their necks twisting and broken. Two of the three are arched on their backs across the ground. One of them has his entire head on backwards, his mouth still stuttering as he holds a horn in his hand. He must have been the last one Ambrosia killed. Killed before he could call for help. I have forgotten what it is like to watch her fight. How unbelievably fast she is. I ignore the radiating pain from my ankles and stand up. I am already healing. Across the watcher's necks I can see the two points in which Ambrosia has started to drain them. 

The Black Knights Threat Levels average between 7 and 10. Not a single one of them have an HP over 15. It seems the merchants are not the only ones they have gone after tonight. From the ground I can see their armor, their capes are stained in blood. No wonder Ambrosia can smell them from as far away as we were. She can probably kill them all with a blindfold on. It was too bad none of them have been wearing chainmail coifs around their necks. They might have survived Ambrosia's attack. Of course she can just as easily snap their necks. I guess that wouldn't have been as fun for her. 

"Come on Pet, stop lying around and play," her voice echoing through the surrounding trees. I wasn't the only one listening to it. Even with their ears covered the knights had excellent hearing. Several of the knights had noticed the watchers missing from their horses and begun running over to investigate the crime scene now. As one ran towards the horses Ambrosia struck again. Slitting his throat with her claws and carrying him away before the others could catch sight of her. They did, however, see me clear as day on the ground staring up at them. 

The larger one had a Threat Level of 8 and jumped towards me. It was surprising to me how easily he could move in his armor. It must have weighed at least 30Ibs. That was my advantage over them. They are slow. I am agile. The knight is stumbling in the mud, falling forward towards me with his sword and shield in hand. All I do is step forward moving towards his shield. I use it to pull myself up from the ground and in doing so push him down towards the base of the tree. 

I smash his head against the trunk. I almost laugh at how easy it is to move around him. I feel a great satisfaction watching him fall. So much so I have forgotten the other knight.

The other knight lets out a war cry as he swings for me. Had he been quiet, he could have taken my head off. His stupid arrogance is his downfall. I dodge his swing and watch as his sword collides into the other knight's back. It doesn't kill him, but I can see it has done some damage. His hast 6 HP as I cast my first Fire Bolt across both of them. 

The fire burns what skin they have exposed and turns their armor into an oven. Both die from the heat almost immediately. 

"Run!" I hear one merchant cry out. As I turn towards her voice, I see four of Black Knights with war scythes riding towards me. 

Just when I feel like I'm completely fucked I grab one of the fallen knight's shields and cast Bright Light on it. Their horses go blind and rear up, stopping dead in their tracks. The knights are blind too and I get the chance to counter. I run towards them, careful not to stumble. I use the shield to knock the first one closest to me to the ground and wedge my sword in between the eye slits on their helmet killing him. A moment later the second knight's eyes start to adjust to the light, I toss the shield at him and watch as he falls back towards the ground. Without their horses they are walking fortresses with no balance and they fall hard.

The merchants are fighting back. I can see them gathering in mass around several of the fallen knights attacking them with wooden staffs and tools. A few of the merchants, one a woman, has picked up one of their swords and is dealing significant damage to them. I smirk for a moment, proud to have inspired them to rise up for themselves. Of course not paying attention makes me vulnerable. One of the two Black Knights still alive grabs me from behind and tosses me to the ground. I feel the mud fall into my mouth as he pushes my face down flat and I struggle to breathe. I've lost my grip on my sword. I can't even call for help. I can feel his knee pushing down on my spine. He's trying to break my back with his weight while suffocating me in the wet mud. Not going to happen. I give up struggling and wait. I'm not afraid. Not when the forces of hell are on my side. 

Ambrosia kicks the Black Knight in the chest, and he falls several meters away from me. I start to pick myself up off the ground and I can just make out her mocking me. Something about looking like I ate a bunch of shit.

I pick up my sword from the ground. I turn towards the knight as Ambrosia disappears back into the darkness. My fallen guardian angel. I would smile but I'm too pissed off from almost drowning in mud. With my sword in hand, I look down at the knight. He has 2 HP, broken ribs. I can see a dent where Ambrosia had kicked his armor in. I'll have to thank her for leaving him alive for me. I let him struggle as I slowly plunge my sword into his neck. "Eat shit and die," I tell him. For the first time I'm tempted to drink the blood of another just because I want to make him suffer more. 

The last of the Black Knights that came after me is getting back up. Threat Level 8. He still has 16 HP despite being knocked on his ass earlier. He's wearing no helmet and takes his armor off where it had bent in. He wants a duel with me. No tricks. With a sword in one hand, he holds out his other and makes a motion for me to come at him. I answer his call and rush him like a wolf. I feel the frigid wind flow over me as I move. It's almost like the entire world is moving at a monumentally slow pace. My heart is beating faster and faster. I can feel the blood rushing through my veins. Even as the Black Knight swings and hits me and I take 5 damage from his attack, I feel no pain. I move low as he swings at me again. I catch his steel sword with my own and break his to pieces. It's a one in a million shot. The insignificant pieces of steel shatter back into his face. I feel stronger than I ever have. Then I feel arrows hit my back. I forgot about the damn archers. 

"Damnit, Ambrosia, what are you doing?" I cry out. My health drops another 5 points. That's 12/28 HP. Not good. This isn't how I imagine the fight going. The Black Knight grabs my wrist and twists it. I drop my sword from my hand and feel his fist hit me in the gut. My leather armor isn't enough to protect me from the iron knuckle he has in his hand. I lose another 2 points. 

"Ambrosia," I scream out. My insides feel like they are turning inside out. I'm reminded again how real everything feels. The pain I felt at the river of magma. The good, the bad. Again, wishing I could logout. Not even my impending death is enough to force me out of the game. Smeme would get a good laugh out of this one. He'd probably remind me this is what I asked for, a visit to the real world. 

I place my hands on the Black Knight's face as he grabs the back of my head and starts fidgeting for a dagger from his belt. I can feel my tongue bleeding from where I had bitten down on it too hard. The taste of copper spreads in my mouth as I begin to speak. I cast my level 1 spell catapult on a small piece of armor near his head and send him flying down across the ground. Gravity and inertia take care of the rest. His head splatters like a piece of abstract art. If it wasn't so morbid it would actually be beautiful. Of course the real beautiful thing is I'm alive. 

I take a deep breath. One of the Black Knights is running towards me with his war scythe holding it above his arms. He has at least a six foot reach on me and there is no way I can dodge. I exhale and watch as Ambrosia's dagger flies through his neck and he falls in front of me. 

"Pay attention, pet," the vampiress mocks from behind me. Reaching down and grabbing my crotch, "this isn't over yet," she says licking the blood from my lips and handing me back my sword. I can see her face clear as day with my Dark Vision. She has been drinking the blood of the Black Knights. Her pale skin, lips, teeth are covered in their blood. Her eyes almost look like they are glowing. She hasn't taken a single hit of damage. 

"I've had my fill, I think it's time to stop playing and be done." 

"The merchants still need our help, we can't abandon them yet."

"Such a hero," she giggles running her hand across my chest and down towards my stomach. 

I turn away from her as I hear one of the merchants shouting and as quickly as she appeared she's gone again. There are two Black Knights left attacking the merchants as the others flee wounded, most likely wounded by Ambrosia's surprise attacks. The entire forest is now lit up by fire from where I had cast Fire Bolt before against the two knights on the tree. A small spark has set the entire thing ablaze. 

"Galek, No!" I hear one merchant shriek as a young Elvish looking man jumps towards one of the knights holding one of their fallen comrades swords. I can hear his bones give way to steel as air releases from his back, a hole through his body and lungs, and his ribs take hold of the Knight's blade. The second Knight kicks him off and sends him flying backwards into the crowd of merchants, including the gorgeous girl who had been fighting earlier. The two knights wear a crest of a dragon on their armor. Brothers? Trained together, probably. The duo seems fierce. The more violent one is using a two-handed sword and the other a sword and a shield. They are unable to give in, to retreat like the rest. Their eyes look almost like they are glowing red below their helmets. Threat Level 11. 30 / 44 HP for the more violent one, Threat Level 11 24 / 44 HP for the second. 

I calm my nerves and start to run towards them. I'm faster than them. They may have strength but I have agility, speed, reflexes. I jump up and leap through the air bringing myself down between them. I grab the violent ones shield and cast Bright Light again. The entire area lights up and I move under his arm, grab the back of the second's helmet and cast Chill Touch. His entire suit of armor freezes over. I give him a little push towards the stronger, more violent knight who tears him through like butter. Unstoppable, sharp, violent, uncaring butter. So much for my theory on the two of them being brothers. Whoever trained them had given them shitty armor but plenty of fighting skills. The knight I face now is a being of pure rage.

Our two swords meet in the air. I'm not so lucky with my one in a million chance now. One, two, three strikes I manage to knock his HP down a few points without taking any damage. On my fourth strike I manage to hit the side of his helmet and he tosses it aside. His face is pale white but he's no vampire. I can see black and blue veins running up the side of his square jaw and across his shaved head. He's middle-aged, scars under his eyes that look like they were self-inflicted. 

The Black Knight lifts his sword into the air and comes down hard. When I dodge out of the way, yet with a swift move of his hand he knocks my shoulder out of place. I don't have time to acknowledge the pain. Standing three feet away the Black Knight gives me a moment to plan my next attack as it begins to shift its weight towards me. I crack and force my shoulder blade back into place. My regenerative powers help numb the pain. Without my Vampire Ancestry I would be a goner. 

Our swords meet again and I can feel the Black Knight pushing me lower to the ground as I bend my knees. It feels like he has the power to manipulate gravity around me but I'm hoping that's just me being in my head. I've used both my level - 1 spells for the day. I have a little magic left but not enough to cause any significant damage to the Knight. I'm pretty sure Ambrosia is done saving my ass too. I'm pretty much fucked no matter what I do. Despite that, I'm determined to fight to the bitter end and not die here under the weight of the Black Knight while a dozen merchants watch me suffer. 

I shift my weight under the Black Knight and move my body towards his, lifting my forehead up and hitting him straight in the jaw. He drops his sword and lets out a growl. I can see it has filed his teeth to sharp points. 

"What are you?" I ask aloud. The Black Knight answers by looking me straight in the face with hate filling his eyes. I can feel a chill run up the back of my spine and down my arms. I'm not sure the Knight is really human, but nothing tells me otherwise. Still, there is no denying some kind of dark magic has been fed to him. Is he part Vampire like I am? None of the others were anywhere near his level of strength and willpower. Not that it matters. Between the two of us, I don't really stand a chance. I'm level 3. He's a Threat Level 11. I feel my stamina running out. My magic low and worst, I get the sense that the longer the two of us battle the stronger he's becoming. The more our swords meet, the more black magic begins pumping through his veins. The monster. 

I think about calling out Ambrosia's name but I'm not ready to give up yet. That would be the easy way out. 

I enter into a bow stance. Spacing my feet apart and readying 'Lush' over my head ready to guard. I'll let the Black Knight come to me. If I can manage to make him stumble maybe I can get the upper hand. As he moves forward inching his way towards me I feel an intense pressure wrapping around my entire body. The merchants on the other hand show no fear. Several of them begin throwing stones, picking up heavy goods and tossing them at the Black Knight. They divert his attention away from me. It moves towards them like an animal, going after the most immediate threat. 

For a moment I'm safe, I could even run away. Not my style. I dig 'Lush' into the back of the Black Knights neck and cast Fire Bolt with what little magic I have left. 'Lush' heats up and penetrates the Black Knight's armor sinking down slowly into its skin. The Black Knight falls to it's knees and drops it's sword. The monster doesn't plan to die easily. Holding on with every last breath. I can see more scars carved out across the top and bottom of the Black Knights large hands as they reach over the back of its shoulders towards me. I hear bones break, nerves sever. I feel the creature draw its last breath and fall face first into the mud. 

I fall to my knees on the back of the Black Knight holding my sword tight in my hand. My chest heaving up and down as I struggle to catch my breath. I can feel my black hair dripping with sweat. I can't imagine what I look like to the merchants right now. Some half-dead thing that just slaughtered their attackers. Am I truly a friend or was I something much worse come to claim them? 

Ambrosia is nowhere as I look around and try to control my breathing. I remind myself that it's over now. 

I shut my eyes and exhale slowly. I feel the surrounding  fire, smoke, and the smell of death. I can't remember if I ever once felt this alive. 




A new notification appears: You have reached Level 4. 


Chapter 10

Esteri




My health restores. I feel my heartbeat slow to a normal pace. I can still taste the blood on my lips from where I bit my tongue. I feel my shoulder swelling. 'It sucks being in the real world,' I think before sheathing my sword back into my scabbard. I try to stand but lose my balance and stay on my knees. The merchants are looking at me with nothing but shock and awe on their faces. Ten of them survived the onslaught. I'm glad. I smile at them and watch as several take a few steps back. I can sense their fear almost like it's some kind of passive ability. Each and everyone of them looks like they have just escaped certain death. Their clothes, mostly old tunics, rags, and a few canvas coats covered in dirt, blood. 

The night was lit up by the moon and the fire of the burning tree. I could see two wagons were destroyed. Merchant horse tracks ran off into the woods. Not all of them belong to the Black Knights. Many of them also had a crest sewn onto their clothes that provided the evidence I needed to confirm they were all merchants traveling together. 

"Any healers?" I stumble over my words. 

"No sir," the voice of a youthful woman says from behind an older gentleman. He seems to protect her even as she steps forward towards me with an old beat up rag. It's the woman from before.

The older man, seemingly her protector, holds his arm out, trying to stop her from stepping forward, but the young woman pushes past him. She has red hair tied back in a band that drops below her petite breasts and frame as she comes into the shadow of the starlight to help me. She is wearing an older black and red corset over a torn white bodice. Her thin legs are a pearl white, slender, and long even for her short stature. Her auburn eyes seem almost to glow as she comes up to me and drags the rag across my face, wiping away the blood and grim. 

"There, now you don't look so scary," she smiles and turns towards the older man and the other merchants. I can see her little hands shaking as she uses the rag to wipe away more of the blood that had landed on my neck. I'm grateful none of it is mine. 

"There is a river nearby, we should go get cleaned up," she smiles. Her thin lips give way to show her flirtatious smile and teeth. Her smile makes her seem innocent. 

Turning towards the old man, she says:

"I'm taking him to the river. We will meet you at the rendezvous spot in an hour," she pauses and looks back at me, "maybe two," I can almost hear her giggling as she glances back at them and stands up. She reaches her hand out towards me. It's the first time I feel like I have received any kind of kindness in this world. I feel how soft her fingers are as she wraps them around mine trying her best to lift me from the ground. I push myself up with my other hand and when I'm finally standing I notice how much taller I am than her. She's about five foot three, maybe five foot four. I'm practically hunching over as she refuses to let go of my hand. She continues to smile at me as we begin to wander.

"Esteri? I would like to send Ritese or Bograd with you," the old merchant insists. 

"Father, please, I can take care of myself. Don't worry... I'm sure I'm safe in our heroes hands," she looks up smiling at me again. 

"Very well, we have much to discuss when the two of you return. Thank you stranger. We are all in your debt. Anything you desire from us is yours for the taking," the old man says looking towards Esteri as he says the words desire and back towards me as he finishes his sentence. The others bow their heads and walk in the opposite direction of us as Esteri pulls me in the river's direction. I can already hear the sound of water running over rocks as she tugs me along. 

Ambrosia on the other hand is nowhere in sight. Not that I think I could sense her if she wanted to be hidden. I can't see our wagon either but I'm unsure if that is because of the illusion spell or otherwise. Had she run off at the end of the battle. Perhaps she had fed too much or decided going to Lycia with me was no longer worth her time. Either way I wasn't too unhappy. The merchants seemed to think of me as their savior and Esteri was gorgeous. Not as filled out as Ambrosia but Esteri has an innocence about her that was just begging to be taken. 

As we walk into the woods and out of earshot of the others Esteri apologizes for how the merchants had looked at me. She explains that the old man was actually her father Immenithes. He is the leader of their merchant group and that he was very protective of his precious daughter.  

"What happened to your supplies?" I ask trying to strike up a conversation as we move away from the light of the burning tree and into the darkness of the trees. Esteri's skin seems to almost glow as the stars reflect back at me in her eyes. 

"We'll talk about that later, right now I need you to take your clothes off," she giggles a little saying it aloud. 

"My clothes? What? Why?" 

"We're at the river," she says. I wasn't sure how long we had been walking. Had I been that distracted looking at her lead me here. It must have been half an hour since the battle came to an end and now as Esteri began to unbutton my vest I could feel my heart racing again. 

"Don't worry, I'm not going to hurt you," she smiles taking my leather vest off and lifting my shirt up. She runs her finger down the scar that had formed where the Black Knight had managed to hit me. In another day it would be gone but right now it was a badge of honor. My shoulder was black and blue but unless you looked close, you wouldn't know I had dislodged it and forced it back into place. There was still a numbing sensation from it that went away as I felt her soft fingers begin to massage. 

"I can't have our saviour getting his clothes wet," she giggles dropping to her knees and I feel my growing erection kicking in. I'm ready to make her mine. She began unlacing my boots and soon as I could I kicked them to the side. She runs her fingers up my leg with one hand and with the other began unbuttoning my trousers. She stops suddenly. Teasing me. Standing up grabbing my shaft pausing only momentarily to give me a kiss on the neck. I start to feel dizzy as she runs her other hand back down my bare chest. She takes a step back admiring me like I'm a piece of meat. Slowly she begins undressing for me. Her corset falling to the ground along with the white dress she had on underneath. 

"I don't normally do this," she says, dropping back down on her knees and pulling down my pants. She doesn't seem as innocent after all. Her tongue long and soft as I feel her pull every inch of me inside her mouth. She moves my hand to the top of her head and I grab hold of her red hair like fire in the palm of my hand. I continue to swell inside her mouth wrapped in her warmth until I feel like I am going to cum. She pulls back at the last second, edging me forward and grabbing me with her left hand. My heart is beating faster and faster. I can't get enough of the real world as she looks up at me with makeup running down her face. I feel like our two hours are up. I am ready to burst when she reaches back around pulling my whole body forward and swallowing me whole. Her lips wrapping themselves around me as I feel her tongue moving back and forth.   

She doesn't stop for another minute making sure to devour every last drop. I feel like I am threaded to the ground, her face buried between my legs until there isn't anything left I can give her. When she finally begins backing away I can see my cum dripping from her lips down across her bare breasts and I notice that she has been fingering herself the entire time. 

Esteri stands back up and begins pulling me towards the river. 

"Let me clean you up," she smiles, giggling again. 

"This is why you insisted on coming alone," I ask. 

She doesn't answer, instead grabs my shaft again as we approach the water. Despite the cold breeze in the air the water is as warm as a bath. 

We are two hours late getting back to the merchants campsite. Not that I really care. Esteri wouldn't let me go back without making sure I was completely clean. 

The rendezvous spot was about half a mile from where the merchants had been attacked. The tree that I had set fire to had burnt out. I was glad it hadn't caught the entire woods on fire. Perhaps if it hadn't been magic, it would have spread but I was unsure. Fire was a chaotic element, unprediactable. Even when casting the only thing I could control was the direction it burst from my hand. I was actually pretty lucky I didn't kill anyone by accident. Not that I would let the merchants know. 

As I began walking through their camp each one stood up as I cross paths with them. There were more here than at the battle. I feel like a king having returned home from a war. They had set up a small campfire and were cooking some kind of rabbit creature that had fangs the size of boar tusks. It looks like we have arrived just in time for a late night snack. Esteri's father Immenithes sat towards the far end of the fire on a stool made of stones. There is a place for Esteri set up by his side and another next to her empty that had been prepared for my arrival. 

"Eat, I'm sure you must be famished!" her father insists, handing me a stick with cooked rabbit meat on it. The meat had been tenderized with rosemary and basil according to my herbarium. It is a relief to find I wasn't being poisoned. Something about all of this is feeling too perfect. Then again this was a just reward. 

"What brings such a fierce sorcerer into these woods?" Immenithes asks. 

"My partner and I were on our way to Lycia," I say.

"Partner? Did they die? Flee in the attack? I'm afraid you are the only one that we saw helping us in our time of need."

"They are very much alive," I said, smirking, it was both a truth and a lie but I wasn't about to scare them away by letting them know my partner was a vampire or that I was half-vampire. I much prefer they think of our encounter as being the right time and place. 

"It seems that they have abandoned you hero," Immenithes jested. 

"Father please, I'm sure his partner has a good reason for not being here," Esteri says, defending me. I am pretty sure Ambrosia would have either torn her apart or made her a Thrall had she been with us. Not that what I did mattered. Ambrosia was not my keeper and despite her mocking me constantly I was not her pet. 

"We have very important business in Lycia, I'm sure they went on ahead of me knowing I would catch up. My partner is about a hundred times faster and stronger than I am. I have no doubt she can take care of herself," I answer.

"Oh, your partner is a woman? Interesting," Immenithes says putting his hand to his chin and looking over towards his daughter and me again. Esteri didn't even flinch at the mention of my partner being a woman. Of course I never got the sense that Esteri wanted anything more since she had never asked my name.  

"Hero... I must ask," Immenithes starts.

"My name is Athanasios. You don't have to keep calling me hero," I insist.

"Hero," Immenithes coughs, "Athanasios, I am sorry we have little to give you as a reward." 

Esteri giggles. Her father looks at her with almost a glare. I wonder if he knows the things his daughter stands up to. He was hesitant to let us go off on our own back then. 

"It's fine, I didn't do this for any reward," I smile. I can't help but look over at Esteri who is taking a bite from her rabbit. She is tearing up. 

"Esteri, now is not the time nor place," Immenithes insists. 

"But father, he can help, he can save Estis," Esteri tells, her eyes almost completely covered in tears. 

"Daughter, I know, I would like to believe it too but..."

"Who is Estis?" I ask, feeling like a complete outsider. 

"Estis is my twin sister," Esteri wipes the tears from her eyes. I can feel my crotch harden. Twins. I now feel the urge to know what happened to her. 

"Estis was taken by the new local landlord, the same one that seized all of our merchandise," Esteri cries again. 

"I'm sorry, Athanasios. This has been a hard time for all of us. This is all because of our new king, Alastor. The king recently appointed the new Lord of the fort we came from and he performs all kinds of dastardly demonic deeds. He took my daughter Estis for god knows what purpose. My girls... they know nothing but innocence," Immenithes starts and I almost choke on my meal, "I fear what will become of her locked in the new lord's dungeon. Beyond that without her I fear our family will never be complete." 

"I swear I will kill the new Lord and free Estis,," I say proudly. 

Esteri reaches over and wraps her arm around me. She whispers into my ear, "you should know my sister and I share everything together." 

"It is settled then! We shall set out tomorrow and lead you to the lord's castle. We'll watch as you unleash your magic on the Order of the Black Knights and rescue Estis from the horrors of being a dungeon slave!" Immenithes raises his drink, some kind of foul smelling mead and drinks. 

Esteri whispers in my ear again, "my father is a heavy sleeper, when he passes out I will thank you personally." I feel her hand brushing against my crotch again as I start to swell. 

"Not so fast," Ambrosia's voice says from the darkness behind us. 

'Oh fuck'... 


Chapter 11

A Ghastly Night




"Hands off," Ambrosia shouts, picking Esteri up by the throat as she appears near her with the blink of an eye. All the merchants stand up and ready themselves to attack her. The entire woods feel like they are filling with an unearthly fog. 

Ambrosia's fangs show. 

"You will not hurt my pet," her voice echoes through the camp. 

"Ambrosia! What are you doing?" I shout back. I knew she might be jealous but I didn't think she would take things this far. How long had she been watching us from the shadows? 

"Look around you pet, don't you know when you are being tricked?" Ambrosia says still holding little Esteri up in the air. 

"See what? That you have gone crazy? That you've lost your mind? Let her go!" I demand. 

"Pet, you really have no common sense do you? These filthy creatures, masking their scent with lilacs and lavender. They are not merchants. Nor are they as weak as they are making themselves out to be," Ambrosia insists. 

"All I see are people hurting!" I shout back, my hand is next to my sword now. I'm not sure what I'm thinking. I can't and don't want to fight Ambrosia but I can't let her hurt these people, especially after how they have been so kind to me.

"Silly pet," Ambrosia slings Esteri towards Immenithes. 

Another merchant named Ritese jumps towards her. Threat Level 5. 22/22. Ghoul. 

Ambrosia turns and grabs Ritese as he digs an old rusty dagger he had been hiding into her shoulder. The vampiress laughs and begins tearing Ritese in half. The top half of his torso lands on the ground in front of me while she kicks his legs into the fire. They don't fall. They run in random directions as I look down and see his upper body crawling towards us, still clutching the dagger. 

"What is this?" I say turning towards Ambrosia. 

"You're such a simpleton, pet," she answers, slamming her foot down on Ritese's head, crushing it instanly. His body stops crawling, even his legs fall over dead.

Another merchant tries to jump Ambrosia from behind. 

"What has razor-sharp teeth, jagged claws, and roams around the woods in packs at night?" Ambrosia asks, slamming the second merchant that went to attack her to the ground and breaking his arm. 

"You!" I shout. 

"Ghouls pet!" Ambrosia shouts. "Enough of this. Immenithes, I'm calling you out on your tricks. Show him your true nature if you want to live to see another day." 

Immenithes holds up his hand as if ordering the others to stand down. He shuts his eyes and begins chanting something. I can't make out any of the words, but the moment he finishes I look around and see the merchants aren't merchants at all. Those that aren't completely covered by the illusion spell begin to peel off fake skin and faces. I feel so blind. How I couldn't see through them before. I only saw what I wanted to see. Felt what I wanted to feel. I wanted to be the hero so badly I almost became dinner. Whatever illusion they had cast, Ambrosia had seen through it. She knew from the very beginning and yet still let me come this far. Perhaps I have failed her. Is this some kind of test she was putting me through? 

Even Esteri whose porcelain skin reflected the stars is now a dark grayish-blue. Several of them have jagged teeth and claws just like Ambrosia said and behind Immenithes I can see several jars with the bodies of several of the Black Knights hacked up into bite size pieces. 

I look at the rabbit I had finished eating and want to puke.

"Don't worry, they didn't feed you flesh. They saved all that for themselves. Seems the Black Knights dead bodies are more than enough to hold off their appetites for some time." 

I look towards Esteri; she is holding her head down in shame.

"I'm sorry," she says. 

Ambrosia looks over at me. For a moment she looks like she will break into laughter, "You little," she raises her claws in the air and is about to take Esteri's head off when I shout for her to stop. Esteri is begging for her life and for the first time since we joined to form a party, Ambrosia listens. 

"Don't kill them," I say, watching as Ambrosia lowers her arm. 

"And why not?" 

"Because I still saved them. That still has to mean something."

"It means nothing. They are pests, the lowest of the undead. Chaotic evil creatures. I'm surprised they have been able to keep their hands off you for that long," Ambrosia answers back. I can see Esteri's hand ball into a fist. Her claws are filed down, not like the others. Despite her unnatural skin, she still has her red hair and auburn eyes, thin lips, and even that innocent smile. With just a little makeup she could pass for human easily.

"Is any of what you told me true?" I ask, turning towards Immenithes and Esteri. I'm holding my hand down by my sword, ready to draw at a moment's notice. 

"Yes it is," Esteri pleads." My sister really is being held in the lord's dungeon. 

A gift from our former master, Alastor. The things I said to you," she pauses, glancing towards Ambrosia, "my actions. They were not without meaning."

"Cut the crap. King Alastor would never ally himself with ghouls. Oh, did your little doll tell you that if they devour your flesh while performing the right ritual, they can absorb your powers along with your flesh?" Ambrosia asks. 

"No, they failed to mention that."

Ambrosia gives me a half shrug. "Do you want me to help you kill them?" 

I feel an anger building up inside me. I want to kill them all, but they are stronger than me.

"Let's go. I have no desire to waste any more time here," I say. I understand now that they need me because I am of the living and in their eyes a powerful magic caster, at least as far as they know. That was how Immenithes had gained his strength. He was the Alpha of their pack. Esteri his second. A puppet meant to make me feel safe. They betrayed me. Esteri. Threat Level 10. Immenithes. Threat Level 7. Many of the others weren't that far off. They probably would have held their own against the Black Knights even if I hadn't stepped in. 

"Wait..." Ambrosia says just as I turn my back on them. I can see her nose sniffing the air. I try to pick up on what she senses but all I can smell is lilac, rosemary, and various herbs that the ghouls have been using to mask their scent from me. 

"What is it now?" 

"It seems the Knights have brought out a Ghast to kill your new friends," Ambrosia answers. I can see by the look on her face this was discouraging her. I wasn't sure what a Ghast is, but it didn't sound good. 

"We have to leave now," she demands. I look over towards Esteri, Immenithes, and the others. They aren't the frightened merchants I had been ready to lay down my life to save before. Looking at them makes me sick. 

"Please, help us," Esteri pleads, still holding her head down in shame, "I promise we were never going to harm you. I am the real leader of this group and I promise no harm will..." 

"Enough," I say as Esteri reaches out to grab my arm. She is still acting helpless even now. I don't let her touch me. I can't, not after how she has lied and manipulated me. Looking back it should have been obvious she had been the real leader. The way she fought the Black Knights, the way she led me to the river. I had been a fool. She wasn't a puppet, she was a puppet master.

"Ambrosia," I turn towards her, "what is a Ghast? Will they survive if we don't help them?" 

"No. They won't and good riddance," she spits on the ground towards Esteri. Chances are if it is that strong after it finishes them it will come for us. Between Ambrosia and I we did the most damage to the Black Knights. I knew together as a large group we stood a better chance.

"We'll stay long enough to fend off the Ghast and the Black Knights and then I never want to see any of you again," I turn my head from Ambrosia towards Esteri who cracks a smile. I can see her canine hanging out just above her bottom lip. Even with the illusion gone and everything that happened, she still looks innocent, fragile like a doll. 

"Fine," Ambrosia relents, "but first burn the bodies." 

"Burn the bodies?" I ask..

"We can't that's food for days! If we burn the bodies we'll starve," Immenithes chimes in. Ambrosia looks at him and he quickly steps back.

"Your kind can live off deer and boar. Burn the fucking bodies or I'll burn you," Ambrosia demands a Fire Bolt hovering over the palm of her hand. I can see a slight smile arise on her lips. I'm pretty sure looking at the fire that it is some type of illusion. She is toying with them.

"The smell of flesh will attract the Ghast," Esteri says just as lost as I am. 

"Exactly, now start putting those claws to use and dig a pit. Throw your herbs inside of it. All of them. Any oils you might have," Ambrosia demands. I understand now. We are setting a trap. Based on her assumption that the ghouls had time to dig, I have to assume that the Ghast and the other Black Knights are still far enough away that we have just enough time to escape. 

I start walking towards where the ghouls are digging, ready to join in when Ambrosia stops me and says, "Not you." 

I stand there watching as they work. Several of the ghouls dig while the others prepare the bodies for burning with kindle and stones to create a large fire pit surrounding them. 

"Take this," Ambrosia says, passing me two pieces of small cotton. She has two of her own stuck in her nose. I follow her example. When the pit is about four feet deep she turns towards Immenithes and tells him it is time to ignite the flames and for everyone to prepare for what is to come. 

Even with the cotton balls shoved up my nose I can still smell the stench of burning flesh mixing with the herbs. I want to gag. 

"Now, light the trees around the pit on fire but leave the path open," Ambrosia demands. The ghouls follow her every request and after a few minutes fire surrounds us on our left and right. The only exit is a path through the woods behind us. 

"The Ghast will come charging towards us. When it breaches the trees, it will fall into the pit, from there you will light it up with a Fire Bolt. The Black Knights won't be far behind it," Ambrosia pulls a dagger, the same one she had before. 

There is silence. The ghouls wait around the pit, some in plain sight, others hide behind large rocks they were using as cover. Two of the ghouls have picked up bows from the Black Knights battle. Their claws look like they aren't used to holding such weapons, but still I knew they would manage if it meant the difference between being undead and dead. 

"Wait," Ambrosia whispers, holding her right hand up in the air, fingers side by side. She closes her eyes as if she was listening to something as quiet as a heartbeat. Almost immediately she crouches down, covering her ears. At the same time I hear the loudest ear-piercing shriek. My entire body feels paralyzed as my ears begin bleeding and my health drops by 5 hit points. As I stand there unable to move as I watch the Ghast emerge from the trees. 

Ghast, Threat Level 11, 38/44.

Ten feet tall, a long tongue that stretches down below its chest and across naked blue skin. Breasts the size of dwarves and long thin hair that ran down the back of its head in patches. It wore a necklace made of skulls that sways back and forth as it came forward, grabbing one ghoul, just as paralyzed as I was, up from the ground and biting their head off. Long claws dig into the ghoul's body as it swallows their head, downing the whole thing in an instant and casting the body aside, into the fire that burns around us. I understand perfectly now what the Ghast is. A giant ghoul that ate the flesh of both the living and the dead. 

"Fuck," I said, trying once again to move my body. Ambrosia was right, without us the ghouls stood no chance. Even with us, I couldn't shake the feeling we were all about to die. 

"Fall in the damn pit," I hear Ambrosia whisper. I am unsure what a four foot pit will do against a giant of this size. 

The Ghast knocks back another ghoul as they run up towards it. They fly into a tree screaming as their body splatters across the branches. 

"Ready to run away now?" Ambrosia asks. She could move fine. My guess was she had heard the Ghast powering up its attack in the woods waiting just outside our reach and prepared for it. I envy her focus. 

"No," I answer, pulling my sword up. I don't know why I was still trying to be the hero. Maybe it was the rush of blood I felt running through my body. I didn't care about these people, whether they live or die. They had damned themselves already. But the Ghast, something about fighting it seemed exciting, even if I didn't stand a chance. 

Another ghoul jumps onto the Ghast's back and begins biting its ear. The Ghast in return grabs it  and sinks its claws deep into the ghoul's back, then throws it to the ground. With the same claw dug into the ghoul's chest, holding it face down in the dirt, the Ghast crouches down and bites into the side of the ghoul's face. The ghoul stops screaming after about three seconds as the Ghast stands back up chewing on its would-be challenger's face. 

"Pet?" Ambrosia tilts her head, smiling down at me as she began floating above the ground. I think she is actually impressed by the Ghast and the way it killed the ghouls so casually. The Ghast's ear has already begun regenerating. As long as they have flesh these creatures could live forever. 

"Hey UGLY!" I shout as the Ghast crushes another of the ghouls under its foot. Even the toes were sharpened into black claws. There was a strange taste in the air as it began moving closer towards us, towards the pit. 

"Poison," Ambrosia says, grabbing me and pulling me back. 

"It's not hurting any of the ghouls?" I argue. 

"They are immune to poisons," she confirms what I was already thinking. 

"We just need to draw it a little closer to the pit!" I shout. 

"We will," Ambrosia assures me.  

The arrows seem to bounce off the Ghast's body as it bites and claws two more of the ghouls to death. It seems as if there was no saving them, and the ghouls that surround us besides Immenithes and Esteri are already scattering into the woods. Everyone was running away. 

"Too late to run now, that thing has caught our scent. It will hunt us to the ends of the world," Ambrosia said, spreading her legs into a bow stance. 

"What do we do?" I ask. The Ghast might not have been the most intelligent creature, but it notices the pit waiting in front of it and begins stepping around it towards the rest of us as we wait for certain death. 

As it steps around the pit, Ambrosia blows into the air. The creature stops as if paralyzed. 

"Won't last long," she says. 

"What did you do?" 

My Insight informs me that the Ghast has been charmed.

She walks forward towards the Ghast. The poison that filled the air has receded and I get the sense that it is safe to step forward. The few ghouls left with us lower their weapons. For a moment everything feels calm. 

"Shy, calmly now. None of us are here to hurt you," Ambrosia's voice is soft and calm as she lies. Sweet even. "Now, step back and rest." 

The Ghast steps backwards into the pit and falls. Half of its body fills the pit while the other half sticks out, fixated on Ambrosia. 

"Now, Let's end this. Sleep," she whispers, walking up to the creature and gently slits its throat and places the dagger in the back of its neck, near the top of its spine, "rest in peace, my friend." 

"Set fire to the pit," Ambrosia turns towards one ghoul. Her entire demeanor changes from soft and kind to demanding and dangerous. As the ghoul stands there staring at her in confusion, she demands it again. This time the ghoul grabs a burning branch and walks towards the pit. The Ghast is still alive. No longer under Ambrosia's Charm, I could see its eyes, head, mouth moving. It was even more enraged now, betrayed. 

"I severed its nerves from its lower body. It will regenerate if we don't burn it," she said standing beside me once again, "we should leave now," she insists. 

Esteri runs up towards me as the other ghouls burn the Ghast's body. I can hear it shrieking in pain. The Black Knights will arrive with the next wave. 

"My sister..." Esteri starts. 

"No," I say clenching my fist, "and if I ever see you again, I promise I will kill you." 

Esteri backs down. 

"Scatter vermin," Ambrosia hisses. 

We walk into the woods as Esteri, her father, and the other ghouls scatter into the woods in the other direction. We walk for another half a mile when Ambrosia stops me. 

"This should be far enough," she says walking over and wrapping her hand around my neck. I can hear a river running behind us as I close my eyes and let her kiss my lips. I feel her tongue slide down my throat as she reaches down and grabs my crotch. 

Ambrosia's head tilts back. She looks at me, her eyes glimmering. I was wondering if I had been charmed again. 

"Pet," she begins whispering into my ear, biting the bottom of my earlobe all while rubbing the crotch of my trousers. I whisper 'yes', when I feel her move her hand move up towards my chest. Her claws sink into my skin. I feel her pull at the hair on my chest while untying my leather vest. Her other hand moving up from my crotch as she unclips my belt, throwing it to the ground against a rock. She steps back, letting her clothes drop to the ground. I have the strangest feeling of deja vu. 

My vampiress stands before me completely nude and I feel like I am about to lose control. Her nipples harden as the cold air blows against her pale skin. I begin moving towards her, ready to jump at her command. She places her arms on my shoulder as I begin reaching down towards her clit. "Pet," she begins speaking softly again, "you stink of rotten flesh." She pushes me backwards, and I feel myself fall into a still, cold river. 

I emerge a moment later. Ambrosia is nowhere in sight. The light of the stars reflect on the surface of the surrounding lake. I feel her. From behind me. Her bare breasts against my wet clothes as her hands reach around me. She lifts my shirt with one hand while reaching down into my pants with the other. I feel her grip on base of my shaft, her hand moving up and down as I struggle to pull off the rest of my clothes. When I am completely naked, I feel her body press against me. A whirlpool forms around us as my eyes adjust even more to the surrounding darkness. Dark Vision has never mattered more. 

"Fuck me like you wanted to fuck that brat."

Ambrosia leads me to the bank of the still river and I slide my fingers inside her, she moans into my ear. Biting. I move my body up over her and begin using her mouth. Her body pressing against the soft sand of the riverbank as her head moves over me. When I grab the hair on the back of her head and force her to swallow all of me it is too much for her. I feel her gag as she demands that I fuck her. 

We only have a few hours before the sun comes up, but it feels like the night will never end. I turn Ambrosia over and feel myself slide into her from behind, her hand reaches back, grabbing the back of my head as I bite the back of her neck. I know now this will be a night I will never forget.


Chapter 12

The City of Tlos




[image: Image]




Ah, the city of Tlos! I've heard so many things from Ambrosia during our journey here. This place is one of the oldest and largest settlements of Lycia, making it one of the six principal cities of the Kingdom. To put it simply, the city is urban just like I thought. From the way she describes this place, something tells me she's been here before, but when I ask for clarification, her response is blurry, not wanting to give a simple yes or no answer. I'm not sure if she's holding a secret. Probably, knowing her. Time will show.

Standing before the city gates, I see several dozen NPCs flooding the entrance even though it's late. To be honest, I'm not sure if they are NPCs or Players, as there's no way for me to understand or distinguish  one from the other. This makes me wonder if my Neural Control Interface has that ability with some kind of Mod or Upgrade. Can't deny it would come handy. On the other hand, the Real-World Game Experience is enormous and because we are still in Alpha Release, my guess is that few players are logged in yet. The real world is so detailed and enormous that it makes me wonder what kind of processing power it would need to run a world in such detail. If I am in fact in the real world, there are probably other mechanics taking place. Mechanics I'm unaware of at this moment.

I can feel my heart racing faster as we make our approach. I'm on edge. Wondering what secrets Ambrosia hasn't told me yet about this place. Is she a wanted criminal? It wouldn't surprise me. Outside the gates there are a few old huts made of wood. They look like they were recently abandoned. As we move closer, I can see the ruins of an older wall made of rough boulders and brick. It looks like Tlos has seen its fair share of battle. Scorch marks cover parts of the walls. Every stone looks like an archaeological artifact. The stories the older stones could tell. The city gates themselves, evidence of Tlos brilliance and determination. Higher than twenty meters. The gates look like they could keep giants away. The stones that make up the gates and wall around the primary city are smooth. I can barely make out the clear plaster they use to seal the gaps. There are pictures plastered on the walls, some older looking than most, with lifelike sketches of people that have gone missing. Every one of them look like they could lead to a new quest. More than a dozen rescue missions for adventurers. Looks like a noble way to rack up some experience if I play my cards right.  

Before coming here, we hid the wagon inside the forest and I cast Fog Cloud, a 1st-level conjuration spell that creates a sphere of fog and obscures everything in its radius. For the first time Ambrosia praised me and made a comment saying that at least I could be useful for something other than feeding her. I took that as a compliment. I'm sure I'll prove to my mistress what I'm capable of once I gain a couple more levels.

I can cast only two 1st tier spells and because I've already used one, I can only cast one more. The second spell, I equip myself with, it is Mage Armor; I found it would be better to have some kind of protection if a brawl takes place. Casting spells need distance and close contact fighting isn't exactly where we sorcerers excel. I also thought to equip myself with the Charm spell, but with Ambrosia by my side and her being able to use it unlimited times, it makes no sense for a duo to apply the same tactics. My other spell choice was Disguise, a spell that could make us look different, including clothing and gear, but Ambrosia dismissed the thought entirely, saying she would never accept to take any other form or wear any other clothes. I have realized the hard way that aesthetic is more important than rational thought for her.

Sitting before the great gate of the city of Tlos, I notice my vampire partner licks her lips in a circular order, as she sniffs and observes the bystanders. She's been feeding on me for so long: since the events that took place with the forest ghouls and Esteri. Although I don't want to admit it, I'm a bit jealous that she'll find others to feed here. I can't deny the carnal pleasures she offers, and her vampire kiss is the most aphrodisiac thing I've come to know, since I started playing the Real-World Game Experience.

Observing her heaving chest, a rhetorical question comes into mind, but I want to ask anyway. "Why are we here? Wouldn't it be dangerous for both of us if they discover what we are? I'm sure vampires aren't welcome here."

Ambrosia's eyes roll back, and she makes a long exhale. "I've told you pet, one can provide only so much. I wouldn't want to go feral and suck you dry," she tells me, giving me a sly smile, exposing her fangs as two soldiers whistle at her.  She's oblivious to the teasing.

Raising an eyebrow, I'm thinking of the challenge she provides, but I must refrain for now. Maybe as I level up, I'll be able to provide for her as she demands. For now, I'm just too weak, a measly Threat Level 4 and I have a ways to go. 

Also, not sure about Karma and the effects our actions have on this world. I've no clue if my race and class define me as good or evil, but something tells me it will in the near future. Despite the detail the creators of this world have put into it, the lack of alignment makes me wonder if it's something that was made on purpose, or something they will add later.

All things considered, I don't think I'm evil, but I'm not sure if drinking blood will become a necessity in the near future as I level up. It's not that I have an urge to drink blood right now, but I can't deny that as the levels go up, the temptation increases as well. It may be that it is a twist the creators have thought of and alignments here are fluid: changing from one to the other. That or I've been hanging out with Ambrosia too long. Maybe the temptation to drink blood is some kind of mental chokehold the game has on me, fleeting as the thoughts feel. Some kind of character flaw to make the game that more real. Some kind of mental conditioning that's taking place. I wonder how addictions work in this game? I remember reading in the herbarium about a flower that cleanses certain addictions and debuffs, so maybe that's all I need. That or a trip to a hot spring.

I usually prefer neutral alignment and I have a gut feeling I'll eventually have to find a way to reverse my current situation, if I want to remain neutral. Time will show, but for now I'll just explore what the Supreme Administrator, Hades, offers. 

While I daydream, I fail to notice that we marched our way to the city entrance and the guards are ready to inspect us. I notice their armor. A few steel bits here and there, but nothing fancy. One is wearing leather grieves while the other, his senior by at least a decade, is wearing steel bracers and a steel shoulder pauldron. Other than that, their armor is mostly leather. The knights we faced before were more formidable than these guys, and that's not really saying much. If Ambrosia wanted, I was sure she could cut their throats and drain them right here and now before the next shift comes. That wasn't her style. She smiles at them and I can't help but notice her eyes light up the same as theirs. Basically, they inspect my sexy aide and completely ignore me. 

"What's your business here?" One of the two sentries demands to know. "Where will you be staying?"

I can see where this goes and Ambrosia has Charmed the poor guy already, a tooltip appears above him with the Charm Notification. I've been the victim of the Vampire Charm twice so far and I know that she can be irresistible. Seriously, I know I shouldn't be jealous, but I recall the feeling. When you are charmed you feel like you would do anything for that person. 

Ambrosia rests her hand on her hip. "Find me at the Crazy Shrimp," she tells him and ruffles her hair as she winks at him. I can see the guard staring down at her leg as he leans closer. The second guard started to move closer. She casts her gaze towards the second guard. "I'd be more than glad you join me."

Now I feel bad for the guys, and think about warning them, but if I'm honest with myself: she will be mad at me and I'll have to pay the price for the both of them. 

The two guards gulp and nod at us, allowing us to get into the city. "You should be careful!" The first guard tells us. The older one smiles and waves as Ambrosia stops short. 

If they knew who Ambrosia is, I doubt they would say something like that. One other thing that is strange about this world, is that only a few have Insight and certainly not the common folk. I was curious as to why the creators of the world had decided only the players and a few NPCs are welcome to have that privilege, but the more I think about it now, it makes perfect sense plot-wise. You would have to convince and explain to the two sentries why such a powerful, almost inhuman person has such an enormous Threat Level. No matter your charisma, it would be hard to convince them.

"Is there something I should be aware of?" Ambrosia licks her lips from anticipation and advances a couple of steps towards her prey. The older one stops waving almost immediately as she approaches. I watch as he stretches out his chest and puts his hand on his hip trying his best to look strong and confident. 

"An ancient evil has awoken and now our underground tunnels are infested with monsters and all kinds of nefarious creatures," the second older guard begins to explain in one long breath. I can see him stroking his short grey beard as he searches for more to say, a desperate attempt to hold her attention. 

Your Adventurer's Log has been updated! My NCI informs me and I'm sure there's some kind of Side Quest coming ahead.

Ambrosia raises a single eyebrow. "Did this happen during the same time King Alastor was crowned?" 

Both of the drooling guards nod in approval like loyal pets. 

Your Adventurer's Log has been updated!

It seems to me that the plot is revolving around this King Alastor for now and since I logged in here at the beginning of events; it seems the plot will expand even more. I have a couple of questions that I should take note. What will happen if more Players log in? Will the plot continue and I'm one of the few lucky guys to get an early bird? Something tells me the answer is the latter. This place is truly vast, probably bigger than all of Elysium, and it seems the creators have put just as much thought in it. Each Player probably gets some kind of personalized experience when he logs in. Damn, it feels so natural that it's obvious it's a fake world!

"And where can we get a quest?" I intervene, but the two guys seem oblivious to my question. 

Ambrosia turns her head and gives me a snob look, almost annoyed I dare to ask a question without her permission. The two guard's glare at me just after she does and I can see their smiles turn upside down as if they are ready to attack me at a moment's notice. Just as quickly as Ambrosia turns back so to do they. I know that she's the kind of person who wants to be in command, controlling my every movement, but something deep down tells me that she enjoys the fact that I can't be Charmed or Dominated anymore by her. Not sure if she actually likes me, or my immunity and resistance proves to be a challenge for her.

"Well?" She asks the guards. "You heard the man, is there an expedition taking place? Any good questing?" 

The guards nod again. Their confidence shattered, still drooling over her. 

"The Commander's Inn is full of Emissaries and adventurers. Our Lord is giving a considerable prize to those who dare to venture underground and kill monsters," the second guard replies. 

Ambrosia seems irritated when she hears the words "Emissaries," but I for one think this is great news. From the information available I gathered so far, Emissaries and Apostles are Players and learning that several of them are here, makes me enthusiastic in the least. I'll have the chance to finally find other players and get some answers about this game world. They must have been here for some time, hopefully longer than me, so getting extra information will prove useful in the end. Maybe they know how to log out from this place, although I'm beginning to find it enticing the more I stay here. 

"How many Emissaries are here?" I lean forward and cock my head in anticipation of their answer. The younger guard turns towards me though his eyes continue to stay locked on Ambrosia. 

"The city of Tlos is one of the big six principal cities and where the big six Emissary headquarters are stationed," the first guard tells me.

So this means that several of my Virtual Kin have been transferred here the past months. The rumors we've heard about people disappearing from the Asphodel Meadows are actually true. This gives me a hint that I won't find anyone here knowing how to log out of this world. Probably, I'll have to continue and finish the game if I want a way back. Time will tell, and soon I'll have the answers I've been waiting for.

"Anything else?" An irritable Ambrosia coils her hand to my neck, caressing me like a pet. The two guys stare at me, angry, enraged even, that I'm the one getting her undivided attention. 

Wanting to avoid unnecessary brawls, I decide it's best we leave this place. I half shrug and she passes her hand over my shoulder and delivers a soft bite with her fangs on my cheek, grazing me a little, all while staring at the other two at the same time. The effects of her aphrodisiac bite start taking place: I feel my throbbing erection taking place as her other hand caresses my torso down my thighs. The two guards continue observing me with envy but say nothing. We march our way to the city, letting them stalk us, and eventually lose us from their sight. 

"You have another crazy idea that will get us killed?" Ambrosia wants to know as she licks her lips and undresses me with her carefree look. Something tells me that I'll be the supper tonight. 

"I'm the one having crazy ideas?" I exclaim and I get a predatory look in reply. I gulp and look ahead. "All I want is to meet more of my kind and get some answers," I tell her, returning the discussion back to what bugs me. 

"I say you forget your crazy mission and enjoy what this world has to offer," she tells me and caresses my already erect cock, the effects of the aphrodisiac poison now on full effect.

I gasp involuntarily, temptation gnaws my resolution to finish my mission. I know she tries to use Charm every chance she gets, but I'm immune to it. Ever since we faced down the knights in the forest. All she can do is try to seduce me. So far, I wasn't able to deny her. Not that I wanted to deny her. In fact, it's one of the things this body-avatar of mine longs for daily. 

Despite arriving late, the city is alive and full of wide avenues and places to sit, drink and eat. The merchants are still open and offer their merchandise to the passersby. For the first time in my life in this world I see a sky tower at the center that most likely houses thousands of people. The rest of the city is full of parks and wild spaces, giving the folk a chance to admire nature and enjoy the trails. What amuses me is the river that flows throughout the city, splitting it in half. As I walk throughout the Agora, we cross several bridges and sometimes I pause to admire the view. There's no shortage of nice buildings and the crowds gather around performing bards listening to their songs and tails.

Tlos may have looked battered and weak from the outside, but the inner city is extraordinary. 

My sexy ally is rather interested in shopping and this place is truly a utopia for devotees of prim and proper clothing with a twist in outrageous styles. Ambrosia always exaggerates with her ostentatious looks, the tight corsets and gigantic hoop-skirts. It goes without saying that every dress she has an interest in, is provocative, stylish and at the same time shows signs of respectability.

"This fantastic dress was made for your body," the middle-aged owner with a curved mustache of an expensive retail shop tells her, amazed when he sees her elusive figure. I can see he has a crush on her and Ambrosia plans to take full advantage. I get a feeling she won't need to Charm him to get what she wants.

"You want me to believe what a salesperson says? I'm sure this dress costs a fortune and all you're thinking right now is how you can make a huge profit off me," she challenges him with a seductive smile.

The owner gulps and shakes his hand in denial. "This dress was made for your body type when I envisioned making it," he replies excited, ecstatic even.

She giggles in a way I've never heard before, then approaches a few steps the guy coils as her hands move below his neck, slightly grazing him. He moans slightly but doesn't respond. Ambrosia stares at him with her casual, snobbish look. "Then I say yes to the chic gown."

It's late and we're the only individuals here and to the surprise of the owner and me, she removes the dress she wears with a single move, now bare naked, both pairs of eyes on her back, then lower to her ass, as she turns. Her pale and milky skin against the fiery red light of the shop makes me aroused and from the owner's look, I'm sure he's in the same state as me. With light, deliberate movements reminding me of a gazelle, she walks towards the display holder and takes the gown. With a single move, she wears it effortlessly, a perfect fit for her perfect body as the owner had said. Backless and with her cleavage exposed, it's both classy and sexy. Literally, our jaws drop and all we can do is perform a long exhale in unison.

"Well?" She demands with a cold look.

Demanding payment after such a performance of strength is impossible and the blushing owner gifts the gown to Ambrosia. As I get the dress she wore a couple of moments ago from the floor, all the owner can say is, "Won't you thank me for the gift?" He gulps, hoping for a kiss.

"This gown was made for me, you were simply the tool," she replies mysteriously, leaving him there stunned.

"Thank you!" I tell him with an awkward grin as I follow Ambrosia, but he ignores me entirely.

After a long walk in Agora, I find myself carrying several bags of clothes, loaded like a mule. Eventually, we decide to stop and eat something, as my growling stomach protests. It's been hours since the last time I ate dried meat and bread, the kind of food I've been provided by my companion for days. I could eat a horse right now and Ambrosia notices that. To my surprise, she proposes we have dinner and we sit at the tavern Hey Kitty. 

Inside we are greeted by several cat-girls. Only none of them are real. Each waitress inside the Hey Kitty is wearing fake cat-ears, tails, and little else. A few of them are wearing mittens that look like cat paws that match their black and white wardrobe. Even the menu is decorated with cartoon drawings of Neko girls sprawled across the pages, a few of them holding the tavern's best meals in their hands. 

It makes me wonder of the name choices the owners of these taverns make. Every name is stranger than the last. Ambrosia said we would stay at the 'Crazy Shrimp' earlier and it made me wonder if they would dress the concierge similarly. That's something of little importance at the moment. My nostrils are bewitched by the aroma of fresh and well-cooked food. I can't believe my torturer brought me to a fancy place like this.

"I like my pets well fed," she comments, licking her fleshy lips and smirks as I devour my first dish, a big wooden bowl of Tomato Fritters with sauce.

As I taste the first Tomato Fritter, I pause for a moment, my thoughts freezing entirely and both of my eyebrows cock. Ambrosia seems worried momentarily from my reaction, thinking that something has happened to me.

"Pet, have you been poisoned?" She asks with a wary look, ready to come to my aid.

"Holy. That tastes good!" I exclaim, exhilarated and open my mouth as wide as I can and eat a huge Tomato Fritter in one massive chomp. I swear, if I could, I would eat everything in one massive bite. I gulp down my food without pausing to breathe, chewing and swinging bites at the rest of the dishes, leaving my vampire companion dumbfounded, now her mouth having an O shape.

Ambrosia's composure returns, smiles and throws back her head laughing. "Well, you live only once, lick the bowl like a good pet," she teases me and without warning places her foot over my member, then runs it below my balls and rubs them lightly.

I choke, and at the same time I feel my erection growing again. Immediately, I cover my mouth and flinch from my seat, coughing, somehow managing to catch my breath again. "Why did you do that?" I ask her and I see that I've grabbed the attention of several patrons around me.

All Ambrosia does is smirk lasciviously with a sexy shrug. My gaze falls on the cleavage of her amble breasts, both heaving up and down, making my cock throb, demanding immediate release, but I know all my torturer wants is to tease me.

Sitting back down at the table, I start eating again in a more reserved manner and Ambrosia tells me I can order anything I like. Momentarily I worry about the bill, but then I understand that the waitresses are Charmed and even the owner of Hey Kitty comes to greet us as if we are old friends. Surprisingly, the owner is an actual cat-girl. Brown cat ears and a long tail. What parts of her body are not covered in fur look smooth, human. Unlike her staff, she is wearing attire that covers but does not completely hide her petite figure. 

"Are you both enjoying your meal?" she asks holding her right arm up. She kneels down towards Ambrosia who for a moment I fear will bite her. Instead, Ambrosia pets her behind her ear and tells her how cute she is. The owner paws at Ambrosia playfully and laughs. I take a moment to wonder if they really are old friends but as Ambrosia stops and the owner wanders back off to get us another plate of fish Ambrosia assures me  she can't stand to drink the blood of such strange but beautiful creatures. 

Eventually, we leave without paying and I must admit that Charm and Dominate are two handy skills. A slight part of me regrets not choosing it as my second skill, but I'm sure as long as Ambrosia is by my side I won't have to want for anything. 

Although I'm not full, Ambrosia tells me, "I like my pets well fed, but not full, so that they can perform as I want them," she winks at me and smiles.

We walk for another full hour and I notice that the city changes every few minutes as we head towards the Crazy Shrimp, an inn located at the south-west side of the city, flicking between poverty and affluence. An ideal place for a vampiress and her companion to crash for the night. The misery in these streets is present everywhere. The sidewalks are cracked and full of filth and the people who live here mostly trade with garbage rather than actual stuff. I hope we won't be attacked by anyone, but for THEIR bad luck, we gather unnecessary attention and someone or some people are following us. It must have been our clothes and garments that drew their attention, and once more I curse the fact that my partner didn't want me to cast Disguise on us. I know what her response will be: "My sweet pet Athanasios, if we disguise ourselves, then I wouldn't have been able to get that knockout gown. It was fate before anything else and neither me nor you can deny destiny!"

Once more I wonder if I actually had an option to take this path. Seemingly, the Real-World Game Experience provides the Players unlimited options and if there are several others like me, then the creators have taken the extra effort to personalize each Player's Quest, which is something I've never thought would be possible for Elysium's processing power. Probably the Supreme Administrator holds several pieces of the puzzle hidden from us, the common folk of the virtual realm, but I'm determined to find out what's happening. Finishing the Quest the Supreme Administrator has bestowed upon me is of secondary importance to me at the moment.

And here we are now, surrounded by mindless mobs, ready to rob us, if not kill us, and all we can do is fight for our lives. All I can do is hope this won't affect my Karma grievously, but I can't deny the benefits I'll get from leveling up from this battle. Despite my limited vision from the pile of clothing I'm forced to carry out, I see four stumps behind us and five in the front, all with Threat Levels ranging between 2 to 3. Their clothes are ragged, the complete antithesis as to what me and my vampire ally wear.

"What is a pretty lady doing here alone" The leader of the mobsters asks Ambrosia with a sly smile, inspecting her from head to toes with his eyes. 

"Em, I'm here as well," I tell them, but I'm completely ignored, my presence irrelevant before my sexy aide per usual. Not that I care ready to reach down for Lush. On the other hand, I've leveled up a few times now and there are plenty of new spells I haven't tried yet. 


Chapter 13

A Maiden in Distress




This is my first time activating it since I leveled up high enough to use it. I access my NCI and check my list of available cantrip spells through my Spell Slot Inventory: Infestation, Fire Bolt, Booming Blade and Primal Savagery. Most of them will be handy in the challenge to come. I'm not sure if Ambrosia plans to use her Charm or Dominate skill to bewitch them, but for peace of mind I cast my first spell: Primal Savagery. I'm not sure if she'll be able to charm nine people at once. Anyway, she can easily have them for supper. 

Primal Savagery is a transmutation cantrip that causes my teeth and fingernails to sharpen. It's an effective spell for melee attacks. Especially for me since I have Vampire Ancestry, this spell instead of causing a maximum damage of 10 hit points, can go up to 50% more, causing a maximum of 15 hit points. 

The effects of the spell take place immediately and I can sense my fangs inside my mouth sharpening and extending. My fingernails resemble that of a creature rather than that of a human. For the time being, my opponents haven't noticed the effects of Primal Savagery on my body. Just looking at me from far away the effects would be subtle, but up close I am deadlier than ever. I can feel an intense pressure in my hands as my nails grow into sharp claws and even my jaw tightens as my teeth become sharper. Best not to bite my tongue or talk too much right now. 

I'm tempted to use Mage Armor and increase my defense, but that spell and any other spell I decide to cast right now will reveal my intentions. Avoiding a needless fight is always the best course of action, although I'm sure my sexy vampiress has a mind of her own and will act unpredictably. On the other hand, nothing has gone as I expected so far in the Real World. Once more something unforeseen happens. A petite, silver haired girl appears out of nowhere, her Threat Level no more than 5, and HP 25. She wears a short wizard robe, making it clear what her class is. 

"I'll save you," she shouts and I see that she's already casting her first spell: Burning Hands.

"Kill him but leave the wenches alive. Let's have some fun!" The mob leader barks, and his stumps do as he commands.

Damn! Fuck the random factor of this game. Hell unleashes, with three of the mobs attacking the hot wizard apprentice, while the rest attack us. My first thought is to help her, but who will help me? I am the weakest of the three. 

Back at the battle at hand, I see the mob leader becoming the first victim to Ambrosia's power. With lightning speed she flies towards him and slices his throat in a bloody flash. Deep red material paints the stone road and Ambrosia is sprayed with the man's blood. Ecstatic, she continues slicing him, her movements resembling that of a master chef rather than a butcher: each movement sharp, precise, exacting.

For some reason the rest of the four mobs think I'm the strongest and I'm forced to retreat, but I'm trapped in a cul-de-sac now and my opponents try to overwhelm me. Unconsciously I make the decision to cast Fire Bolt instead of Mage Armor, and my choice proves to be the correct one. The Fire Bolt flies and hits the first Level-2 mob on his left hand.

Level-2 mob received a 5-Point Hit and has been crippled! My NCI informs me and I dismiss the notification immediately. At times, I think my NCI proves more of a hassle, due to the exhaustive amount of details it provides.

Well, the thing is my attack caused the other three to freeze in terror, seeing their comrade writhe in pain. This gives me the opportunity I want to attack head on, bloodlust filling my body, demanding immediate release like a volcano ready to explode. Mimicking my sexy mentor's moves, I slice the first mob's throat, achieving a Critical Hit of 15 points! Blood sprays my face and the faces of his fellow mobs.

This game is unbelievable. Almost exhilarating! I've never experienced such intensity in my virtual world. Life is so fragile here and the slightest event can change everything in an instant. Despite the fact I'm weak, Primal Savagery buffed me in a way that makes my body-avatar a proper tank. I wish I'd used it earlier.

Lost in my brief triumph, my glory is short lived as the mobs recollect their composure and attack me with their daggers. Reflexively, I dodge the attacks of the first two, but the third cuts my left forearm, barely. He'll be the one to pay for that insolence. I'm a mighty Vampire Sorcerer and all mortals will learn to fear me. At least, that's what I want to think, however the three mobs kick my ass, having circled me now and making it impossible for me to parry all attacks, quickly decreasing my HP down to 80%.

I want to scream for help, but my vampire friend is lost, engulfed in a bloody frenzy, still draining the mob leader dry. Ambrosia's character is irrational when sated. Now that her vampire lust kicked in, she's lost in her obsession for blood. Like a feral animal she grabs one of the mob and bites their neck, ripping away his flesh and throwing him to the ground. The mob leader pulls out a large dagger and threatens her from a few feet away. He's already wounded, and it's only a matter of minutes before he falls, crippled, and begging for the slaughter. Ambrosia is toying with him and the others. A part of me wants to watch, to study her attacks, her precision. Compared to her, I might as well be throwing my arms in random directions. Still, I can't be distracted. 

"You'll pay for what you did!" I roar focusing back on my prey. The words coming out of my throat resemble more  of a creature of the night, rather than human language. My heart pounds hard, ready to explode and I feel the adrenaline rush taking control, heightening my Primal Savagery to a new maximum. 

I attack again, jumping on the nearest mob and drop him hard to the ground. My fangs meet soft flesh and his throat makes a satisfying squish as the tips of my fangs sink deep enough, making my victim scream. My NCI notifies me of another 15-Point Critical Hit. This isn't enough to kill the mob, but the blood loss and the shock render him unconscious. The other two mobs attack me desperately with their blades and stab me in the back, tearing my muscles and nerves. Fortunately, the stabs aren't deep enough to cause severe wounds or blood loss. I cry from agonized pain, but I get up and sink my claws on soft and pudgy flesh, forcing them to back down. Both stare at each other momentarily, sweaty and dismayed. They might be able to defeat me if they attack, but I'm sure I will claim the life of one of them. It's a risk they aren't willing to take and decide to fall back, leaving their comrade unconscious and dying. I spit out a piece of flesh ensnared in my teeth as they run. The damage to my body is already starting to heal on its own. My wounds are numb and I feel none of the pain. 

"Phew! I should be more appreciative when people ignore me next time," I rumble to myself. Then I hear a scream from the direction of the petite Wizard girl.

"Help, save me!" She pleads, the three mobs having teared open her robe and are trying to have their way with her.

A pop-up window with an Optional Quest appears before me: A maiden in distress: Save the young wizard from the three mobs.

Well, my HP bar has seen better days and I can't explain how useful a Save and Load option would be for the Real World. The times I would Save before an incident, make a mock battle to see how things unravel and then Load again were countless. For me this process was like a second nature, although many Players like my friend Smeme considered this kind of play through  "Cheating," or boring. This game is different though and I have to abide by its rules... for now.

I cast Mage Armor, and a protective magical field surrounds me. I feel my skin hardening, making it as tough  as leather armor. Good, now time for the next spell in line: Infestation, a conjuration cantrip spell that causes a cloud of parasitic insects to attack the target I wish. Admittedly, Infestation is a weak spell compared to others, only causing up to 6 Hit Points of poison damage, yet I can force my victim to move in the direction I want. 

My prey, a level-3 bald thug, is the unlucky first that the mass of primitive, yet effective insects attack. Warped in a colorful sea of thousands of cockroaches, fleas, mosquitoes, and hornets that buzz and hum, the thug can feel the toxins causing significant harm on his skin. From where I stand I can see his skin boiling and blistering as it swells with red growths. It might only be a few Hit Points of damage, but it looks horribly painful. 

You have achieved a 4-Point Poison Damage, my NCI informs me.

All I care about is that the thug is away from the others, ignoring my deadly claws and maw. I take but only a few moments to finish him, my claws slicing proficiently across his throat with a Critical Hit that depletes his HP bar to 0. Great, now I must finish the remaining two for this side quest to succeed. I wonder how the game will reward me for my valor. I have a few things in mind...

As the duo of mobsters attack me, I cast Infestation once more to the nearest target and my parasites cause him a 3-Point poison damage and force him to retreat in the opposite direction. Buffed with Primal Savagery, I'm able to quickly dispose of the other -now dumbfounded thug- who's foolish enough to neglect my existence. With a couple of slashes, I kill him effortlessly, but savagely compared to how I use Lush, my vampire sword. The third and last thug falls prey to my Fire Bolt, ending his existence.

A surge of energy floods me and I see I've leveled up, reaching Threat Level 5! A myriad of messages pop-up before me, almost making me lose sight of my surroundings. I dismiss the level up notification.

Another pop-up fills my vision with a new pop-up notification: Optional Quest: A maiden in distress Completed!

Just disappear already, I'll check them later in my Adventurer's Log. Darn, more notifications coming!

Your Spell Inventory has been updated and new spells unlocked! My NCI informs me and I see two dozen new Tier 2 Spells in my Spell Inventory. I'm sure I'll be able to put them into good use later, but for now I wonder why all these spells appeared now that I reached Threat Level 5. It would make sense I gain spells with each level, but the game decides to reward me after Threat Level 5. Well, I shouldn't be ungrateful for what the game masters provide. I dismiss the pop-up notification. There might be a reason, I hope...

At last, yes, a wonderful victory! I saved the steamy Wizard girl, level up and gained a ton of new spells to play with.

To my surprise, I feel a cold hand on my shoulder, but the caress is familiar. "You did rather well, pet," my sexy vampiress commends me. "I can feel a surge of energy pulsating from your body. I wonder if you taste better," she adds and presses with her fingers the stabs at my back. The touch is intentionally rough, and I flinch.

"Ouch, that hurt!" I protest and now I see her holding with her other hand the heads of the two remaining mobs that managed to escape from me earlier.

She brings her fingers close to her nose and sniffs the red liquid, her nostrils widening as she takes in the scent. The aroma of my blood is exhilarating, I can see it in her eyes as she licks her fingernails, then casts her gaze on me, evaluating me as if I'm ripe enough to devour. A chill passes down my spine and I'm left to wonder if I'm just a pet for her or a domesticated animal waiting for the slaughter.

Disrupting the awkward moment, the wizard girl approaches us quickly and bows before me. She wears a shimmering blue cloak with a cowl that compliments her skin tight shirt. Her tantalizing skirt is cut in a way to reveal her feminine curves and I get that "sexy wizard" vibe. She is a knockout and I want her on my team. Staring at me with her green, confident eyes, I get a feeling of intimidation, the kind of look a hot girl that knows she is hot, opposed to how awkward and reserved I am right now. She stands before me, all prideful and composed as if she's in control, and to think I was the one who saved her a few moments ago.

"Thank you," she finally says with a smirk. "It seems you weren't in need of a savior."

Ambrosia throws the heads of the two thugs to the side with a splashing bang as they crush to the ground and gives her a boring half shrug. In a competition of intimidation, the vampiress would surely be the winner.

"I think you should come with me," she offers as she shoves her hands in her pockets.

"Come where?" I want to know. "We're heading to..."

"Who are you? And what do you want in this part of the city?" Beautiful and savage Ambrosia intervenes, her Charm skill in effect, although harder to implement on the opposite gender.

A pop-up notification above the girl's head tells me she's been Charmed by Ambrosia.

"I'm Zoe, a Wizard apprentice belonging to the Phratry of Helios. I was heading to the Adventurer's Guild for an important mission when I saw a mob attacking you and thought I'd help. A very important quest will take place soon and I think you'd be of substantial help to the expedition and to the kind people of this city," she tells us and I notice she's holding a purple vial that took out or her pocket. "Take this, it's a Potion of Heal, it will replenish your life force."

Involuntarily I get the vial, staring at it with a single eyebrow. Not sure if I'll be transformed into some kind of frog or if it's some kind of trap. I'm reluctant at the least to drink something a hot Wizard chick just offers me, although her wide, almond-shaped eyes put me at ease. I just saved her, there's no way she harms me.

"Drink pet," Ambrosia orders me, a wary look on her face, seeing me in that pathetic state.

I do as I'm commanded; her reassuring look putting me at partial ease. Certainly a plus to have someone senior with me in a new world who knows more, yet not entirely relieved. Who can trust a Vampire after all? Although not immediately as I'd expected, the Potion of Heal takes effect in a moment and the feeling of warmth engulfs me, healing my wounds and replenishing my HP Bar back to 80%. It would have taken days for my passive regeneration to heal me this fast. Wow, having magic potions and items like these can really make a difference in a battle. We should buy some first thing in the morning.

"Well?" Zoe snaps her fingers, drawing my attention back to her.

"Well, what?" I gasp.

"Will you join us? The quest? You're level-headed and certainly we could use someone as you," Her chest rises and falls with a rapid breath, drawing my attention to her hand sized breasts.

"I would love to..." I start, not wanting to disappoint the hot Wizard girl, however I shouldn't count my chickens before they hatch.

"Hell no," Ambrosia dismisses the discussion with a hand gesture. "We have some business of our own to attend."

"We could at least listen to what you have to say," I continue, watching my Vampire torturer's eyes knotting.

"Very well, let's hear what she has to say," Ambrosia agrees unexpectedly with a smirk.

"Recently, malicious creatures made their appearance in the underground tunnels of the city and are terrorizing the civilians. They even attack in broad daylight now. The Lord of Tlos has begun forming an army of adventurers with the intention to put them down," she informs us eagerly with a friendly smile.

Ambrosia makes a few more questions regarding the emerging menace, trying to evaluate the Threat Level of the creatures and learn about the rewards the Lord of Tlos has to offer. She's oblivious to the rewards, till Zoe mentions about a royal ball that will take place after the expedition, to introduce the best of the adventurers to the cream of the crop of the city. This, unexpectedly, piques Ambrosia's attention.

"We should join them," she decides, licking her lips. "It's a rarity to have the chance to meet the royals."

I know she's scheming something. Maybe get a chance to marry a royal and quickly climb to the upper echelon. That's something that certainly passes through her mind.

I'm allowed to change my clothes, switching my bloodied robe to a new one Ambrosia bought for me earlier. Both of the girls take their leisure watching me undress, each sneaking glances at me.

"I'm ready," I tell them.

"You sure took your time there," Ambrosia replies.

I shrug.

Zoe leads us through the labyrinth paths of the city to the adventurers' guild Zoe spoke of, an inn called "The Commander's Inn." Zoe was kind enough to explain to me on our way here that this was the place to receive official requests. As an individual adventurer it is practically impossible to examine whether a request is legal, not to mention the difficulty level. All guilds of the continent have the same universal rank system for the adventurers, allowing them to take over various quests even when they travel abroad to other kingdoms of Anatolia. The ranks signifying the strongest to weakest were: Diamond, Platinum, Gold, Silver, Bronze and Iron. Each adventurer is given a medallion with the respective material. Compared to most Adventurers Guilds I knew back in Elysium, here you have to pay to become a member and the higher your rank, the more you have to pay to the guilds. This in turn means that the higher your ranking, the more information is available to you and also have access to more Quests. It's clear that this isn't a non-profit organization trying to just help the good people from the monsters that plague these lands.

After Ambrosia charmed the registrar of the guild to give us a huge discount, we got our Iron medallions with a new Optional Quest: Raid the Underground Dungeons of Tlos.

We head to Zoe's party, consisting only of wizard apprentices of the Phratry of Helios. Things with them quickly go out of hand, with my sexy ally demanding to be the leader of the party. Zoe's leader, a Level-6 black-haired guy wearing the same uniform and insignia as Zoe, seems immune to Ambrosia's 'Charm'. Negotiations fail soon and we're cast aside, left only with a bitter taste and a sultry face as I see the elusive Wizard girl abandoning me.

"Hm, we have no need for idiots," Ambrosia declares, her nose as snobby as always. "They would slow us down anyway, better the two of us."

All I do is exhale, but for the first time she's right. They won't be of much use to us and I've learnt that the hard way when I participated in guilds back in the day. You can't just trust a formed party with roles already established. It's a frail alliance that will crumble, eventually. Not knowing each other's weak or strong points could prove a challenge when raiding a dungeon. Despite Ambrosia's autarchic character, she can lead under pressure and saved my ass several times so far. No wonder she was one of the Vampire Lords back in Pedasa. Even the Vampire Queen had trusted her with a portion of her army. I trust my immortal friend and the centuries of experience she carries more than the Level 6 boy-Wizard.

Agreeing with her is one thing, but the realization that it will be hard for just the two of us to raid the underground tunnels comes to surface. We still need allies and the most competent ones have already formed a team. The remaining are rank and file, barely Threat Level 2 and will most likely drag us down.

For some time now I've been having the feeling I'm being watched. An eerie feeling of a Black Knight with his sorceress sidekick giving me goosebumps. The mysterious, horned knight wears a great, two-handed sword strapped to his back. The shape of his horned helm and his glowing crimson eyes makes him look like a leering demon, rather a human being. His Threat Level is 16 and HP 48, the strongest "creature" after Ambrosia in this room.

Although impressed by the magnificent Black Knight, I'm more interested in his sidekick. The voluptuous figure is clothed for the most part, but it hardly matters; her skin-tight black trousers embrace her curves up to her exposed midriff, and her ravenous black hair cascade down without a tie or binding. I follow the skin upwards to a tight bustier that pushes her ample breasts, forcing her nipples to take shape under the frail cloth. I give her an unintentional smirk as she stabs me with the corners of her exotic, purple eyes. I want to kiss that mouth, but I refrain from drawing unnecessary attention for the time being. The Warlock's Wand she holds promises frightening destruction, the aura of its power trailing a line in her wake. She boasts a Threat Level 13 and HP 39.

I now see a notification popping up their heads, informing me they are Emissaries like me. Interesting, maybe I should go there and talk with them, even ask them to join us. Speculating what I'm about to do, Ambrosia breaks my line of thought.

"It's not a good idea," she declares, holding my wrist. "I have a nasty feeling about them and if they wanted, they could be in any team they desired."

I nod and wonder why I get that familiar, yet eerie feeling about the duo. I scan the area and see several other Emissaries of various classes present here. Talking to other Players could solve a gazillion questions I have, but I should refrain for now. Probably the game doesn't want me to and that's why Ambrosia is behaving like that. I'll play along for now and enjoy the quest.


Chapter 14

Another Maiden in Distress







After the gathering we split into several teams and begin our descent into the tunnels from different areas of town. The goal was to find the source of the infestation and remedy it but first we have been  given a medial task to prove our worth. From the tunnels we are meant to gather underneath the Inn and meet in a great chamber. From there we will be given our official orders. One of the guild mistresses hands us a rough map that shows us the path we were meant to take. The path leads us back towards the 'Hey Kitty'. Ambrosia calls the whole thing a waste of time but I enjoy the chance for a trial run.  

Myself, Ambrosia, and three others venture down into the tunnels near one of the open canals. Inside, we light our torches and begin scouting the area. It feels like it will be a long night with nothing of any interest. The sewers smell, you guessed it, disgusting. We stay away from the water, walking along a large ledge that hadn't been used in centuries. The city sewers were a massive maze. Built one on top of the other and deep underground as the city grew larger and larger. They never bothered to fix what they had, instead developing more and more layers one on top of the other.  

The three that traveled alongside us were nobodies. The two women were low level mages, and the other was a young male hunter with a short bow and quiver full of arrows. I was disappointed Zoe couldn't join us. All three were not exactly the most prepared for close combat, sewers. Definitely not emissaries. I wasn't even sure if they were adventurers or if they had just happened to be present at the meeting and thought it would be something fun to do for the night. Ambrosia didn't seem to mind them. In fact, I could see her eyes fixated on the women from time to time. 

"Not here," I whisper to myself. 

"Why not? It's the perfect place to dump a body," Ambrosia giggles listening to me. It was so easy to forget just how strong her hearing is. The fact that we are already deep underground and inside a sewer filled with monsters would have made killing any of them easy. 

"Too easy," I challenge her. She giggles again, trying her best to hide her smile from the three strangers. 

"Pity, but I do admire their will. To venture underground with strangers and not even ask our names." 

"We didn't ask their names either," I remind her. 

"You're right, how impolite of us not to introduce ourselves." 

Ambrosia stops and holds her hand in front of me, "wait, pet." 

The three continued forward and from where we stood still behind them I could hear dozens of footsteps approaching us. 

"Rats," Ambrosia whispers, "now watch this." 

The three adventurers begin screaming as the rats run across their feet and up their legs. The hunter firing arrow after arrow down towards the ground. All three of them panic. 

"Such stupid creatures," Ambrosia smirks laughing as the two mages cast small Fire Bolts down around them setting several dozen rats on fire. The rats veer off and fall into the muddy water. All the rats are avoiding us, by several feet no less. 

"Why are they avoiding us?" I ask. 

"Even the rats know there is far more to fear from us than whatever they are running from." 

Ambrosia smiles, vanity painted across her face. As the last of the rats run past us she steps forward. 

"Awe, it seems you've shot all your arrows," she says, placing her hand on the hunter's shoulder. 

"Ma'am. I've still got this dagger," he says pulling a short dagger from his shoe. 

Ambrosia's eyes squint as she takes the dagger from his hand. She looks pissed. Possibly because the young hunter had called her Ma'am. 

"He was being polite," I say trying to save his life. She examines the dagger in her hand twirling it around her fingertips. She could Charm him, any of them into giving her whatever she wants but right now it looks like she has other plans. I can't help but feel like she is testing me. Seeing what I would do if she attacks them. The two mages are just staring as she hands him back his dagger and smiles. 

"A little small for my taste," she says walking back towards me. I can feel my hand clenching Lush's hilt. I wouldn't. Ambrosia was too strong an ally for me to lose. 

"I know you'd pick me," she says reaching her hand down towards mine. Just as she reaches back down towards my crotch a massive rat emerges from behind the corner. Threat Level 3 10/10. I start to reach for Lush, but Ambrosia stops me. The rat immediately grabs hold of the hunter and with a brush of wind the two mages send both flying into the water and they begin to drift downstream. 

"Now that it's only four of us we could stop and have some fun," Ambrosia whispers. I can see the two mages are charmed. Perhaps they had been the whole time, and I failed to notice. Her words are tempting, but this isn't the time or place. 

"You knew that rat was coming." 

"And if I did?" Ambrosia asks. She was testing me. 

"You could have saved him." 

"Maybe. But this is a trial after all. Not my fault the hunter was ill-equipped," she giggles again. "Haven't you had enough of this. We can return to the Inn. Say we got lost. The four of us could have some real fun." The two mages begin to undress. Their robes fall to the ground. They are wearing nothing but their large pointed hats. Their petite bodies ready to move on Ambrosia's command. 

"I want to finish this," I insist, sucking in a deep breath. I can see it in her eyes. She isn't serious and since our battle with the mob earlier she's had her fill of blood. The two mages are gorgeous but they are nothing compared to her, Zoe, or the other players down here. Perhaps this is the game once again trying to stop me from progressing ahead. 

"Very well," Ambrosia laughs. My cock hardens as the two female mages still Charmed turn, bend down and begin to pull their clothes back on. I already regret this. 

As we head down the tunnel nearing one of the larger chambers, I wonder if Ambrosia's offer is still on the table. 

My mind wanders until I hear a loud crashing sound. The next thing I know we are running towards the noise. 

The ruckus  takes place near the center of the chamber piques our interest, and we head there. We are now directly below the Inn. I can see an enormous stone staircase leading upward. Would have definitely been easier. It feels like we are right back where we started, only far fewer of us. 

We see the leader of the previous Party, Alexander bullying and trying to hit a blonde girl that wears the same uniform as the rest, the one of the Phratry of Helios. She's a complete knockout like Zoe and I can't believe I hadn't noticed her before. Is she even on Alexander's team? I wonder. I also can't help but wonder how he can treat a woman so badly.

"What's your business here traitor?" The leader of the party demands to know, pointing a finger to the now fallen on the floor girl apprentice. 

"That's none of your business Alexander," she replies curtly, her emerald eyes knotting as she stares at him.

"Guys let her be! Alexander don't be an ass," Zoe tells him with a weak voice. 

"Shut your mouth," he spits with an angry look. "I know you were friends back at the Wizard Academy. I say you keep your mouth shut if you want to raid the dungeon with us unless..." he pauses momentarily narrowing his eye and his head tilts slightly, "you want to raid the dungeon with the traitor."

Zoe wants to protest, but the blonde wizard girl saves the day, protecting her friend. "Zoe, that's none of your business," she scolds her. 

But it's too late, and Alexander is already speaking to Zoe now. "That's it, protect your traitor friend. I'll tell the elders back at the Academy that you plotted something together, hoping that we would raid with her."

"You've always been an ass Alexander and you'll always be. Go and lick the boots of the elders as you always do," the blonde girl mocks him.

"I've had enough of you traitor!" Alexander shouts and attempts to kick the wizard girl. 

That's it! I have to intervene and my action is impulsive, not thinking how I'll be able to fight an entire team of Wizard apprentices, some of them being higher level than me. "Stop!" I demand, my avatar standing between him and the wizard girl. I've had enough and can't watch anymore.

The corners of my eyes get glimpses of Ambrosia. She performs a deep exhale and shakes her head in protest. I got to admit that she's right, but I can't stand in the path of righteousness.

"And who will stop me," Alexander asks, his lips quivering from anger.

I see that he's readying a spell and in response I menacingly touch the tilt of Lush, the vampire sword Ambrosia had gifted me. I'm about to cast Primal Savagery, but my sexy ally intervenes. 

"That's enough of you boys fighting! If you want the both of you to prove something, then you have the chance to do so when we raid the dungeon. Prove your worth down there and forget the meaningless brawl up here," she gives us an intimidating look.

"Heh... I have nothing to prove," Alexander replies, vitriol and hatred on his face,"but if I am to be merciful with that joke of a sorcerer, then you have to think of a reward in case I win."

Making his intentions clear, the slimy bastard wants to claim Ambrosia if he wins. I hope my vampire ally won't make any irrational actions right now. I don't know how she will respond or do to his outrageous demands. I'm about to intervene and say something, however Ambrosia makes a stop gesture with her palm, demanding silence from me. 

"Hooo?" She exclaims, her snobbish look changing to that of surprise. "Very well, if you win, then I'll be yours for the night," she makes a long pause, staring at him with her penetrating eyes, like lioness playing with her prey, "but if you fail, then you'll be mine for eternity, a pet to play with, like the fool you are."

Alexander becomes pale for a moment and gulps. "That's insane!" Is all he can muster.

"What's wrong boy, where's your sense of pride right now?" She demands and at the same time casts her gaze around, looking for potential supporters. She Charms a few of the adventurers and they begin to murmur and mock him, whispering what a coward he is. Like a spider she has managed to trap the poor guy into her web and if he accepts, then I'm sure Ambrosia will do everything in her power to win this wager. If he declines, then I'm sure that he will lose the respect of everyone present here, his party as well. 

"Fine," he finally says, making two briskly steps towards Ambrosia, "but if you fail I'll have you for as much as I want, not just tonight."

Ambrosia hunches her shoulders in a fake performance to make her prey think she's afraid. "Whatever," is all she replies, relaxed.

Alexander exhales and tells his team members to leave. All the adventurers that have gathered here disperse and only the three of us remain now.

I give my hand to the wizard girl. She takes it and I help her get up. "Thank you," she says with a serious look on her face. "Although you got yourself in a royal mess for a complete stranger."

"Not for long," I tell her with an inviting, sexy smile. "What's your name?" 

"Elektra," she replies with suspicion, leaving my hand.

"Raid with us," I propose to the beautiful blonde. "That's why you're here."

"If I do, then I'm sure Alexander will make your life a nightmare," she tells me with her sexy voice.

"There's no way for him to be that capable," I reply ironically, thinking of Ambrosia and what I've been forced to do all this time to satisfy her. "Besides, I'm sure having you on my team will piss him off more and that's a good thing."

"Welcome to our party," my vampire ally says unexpectedly. Although I thought she wouldn't approve of a new team member, the thought of making Alexander angrier tantalizes her.

"Thank you for accepting me, I could not have asked for anything more. I hope you take good care of me," she gives a slight bow and I get a pop-up notification on my Neural Control Interface: Accept Elektra as a new party member? Yes or no 

I select yes.

A new party member has joined your party, my NCI informs me and now I can see her stats, level and HP. She's about the same level as me and has the same HP, but as most wizards do, she has a bigger Spell Inventory than me.

After finishing with introductions we are gathered to the central Hall where the leader of the expedition gives us a detailed briefing. The leader of the expedition to my surprise isn't an emissary or any other type of player but an NPC with an Artificer class. This must be some kind of rare class for this world as I haven't seen anyone else so far. On the other hand, I haven't been this long in the real world and it's the first time I visit such an enormous city, so I might be wrong.

The Artificer demands the leaders of each party to come near him.

"Go!" Ambrosia orders me.

I'm surprised at her reaction. Does she actually want me to be the leader or is this some kind of mocking of my previous actions? 

I get near the Artificer and he presents us with a detailed map of the underground of Tlos, far better than the one we had been given for our trial. He congratulates us on passing our trial run and for making our way safely to the central hall. For my bad luck, Alexander is standing right beside me. I try to ignore him as much as I can. The guy I cannot ignore on the other hand is the Black Knight I saw earlier. He's so intimidating from up close all I can think is that I hope I won't have to cross swords with this guy. 

The Artificer, named Cadmus, shows us the entry points and what creatures to expect depending on where we begin. It's a good thing that this side quest has several options. Unfortunately, it's not up to me to decide. Our leader litigates specific entrances and areas to rate, based on each leader's level. Now it makes perfect sense to me why Ambrosia wanted me to lead the party. Being among the weakest of the leaders, I'm forced to raid the easiest part of the dungeon, Alexander being one amongst them. 

It's not that I don't like playing easy, cheats are welcome as well, but I fear that we won't have the chance to find rare items and treasures that the higher levels will. It makes sense after all the higher the Threat Level, the higher the reward, although I can't be entirely certain about the mechanics of this world. After all, we're still in Alpha Release. I take a long look at the detailed map and my NCI memorizes them and several details of the briefing are recorded on my Adventurer's log. 

"That's it lads," Cadmus says before shouting back at us with his harsh voice; "Hail victory to the city of Tlos!"

"Hail victory to the city of Tlos!" we shout back in Unison. 

Heading back to our teams, I exchange glimpses with Zoe, the girl I saved tonight. I know that she wants to be in our party, but after the event that followed a few moments ago it's simply impossible. It's not that I'm not grateful that Elektra accepted to join us, but I would prefer to have the both of them. I'm a bit worried about her to be honest, Knowing that surely there is that idiot. They might be Wizards and they might have been in this world for longer than me, but they aren't even adept in battling as a team. If we win. Correction! When we  return victorious, I'll make sure she joins us.




****




We enter the dungeon about the middle of the night, holding torches over our hands. For Ambrosia and I it's unnecessary, because of our vampire nature and having Dark Vision. Despite that, we don't want to draw unnecessary attention and  play along, letting the others think we can see without torches. The Black Knight and several other high-level adventurers and emissaries take another path and they will penetrate the enemy forces from another entrance. 

This differs completely from the trial run. The sewers are still layered, but we are deeper underground than I ever imagined. I can taste the stale air with every breath. The dust, the humidity, it's all very grim. I can't shake the feeling that I'm trespassing and it bothers me to no end. Ambrosia on the other hand seems very nonchalant about the whole thing. 

We, being the weakest and newest among the adventurers, the Artificer decides to come with us and coordinate our attacks for the same reason. The scouts are the first to enter the dungeon and after a couple of moments they return, all alive, but with some cuts and bruises. It's evident that they encountered some kind of resistance, but they took care of it. Probably rats like the large one we encountered earlier. Being among the weakest isn't as bad as I thought, because my team and Alexander's are the strongest among an army of twigs. This will give me the chance to level up quickly, earn glory and undress Zoe and Elektra quicker.

We enter the tunnels and the first thing I hear is a long moan. 

Something is wrong, the moan doesn't belong to a human being. Angry and with a growing anxiety, I notice a Shadow Shuffler, as my Insight informs me, approaching us with eyes of cunningness and bloodlust. I cast Primal Savagery and at the same time I unsheath Lush. I feel calmer knowing my avatar, adrenaline-filled, is prepared for the carnage to follow.  A cool breeze brings to my nostrils a stench of blood and decay.

And here they come in numbers. The first monsters we encounter are just low-level zombies. The lonely shuffler that approaches me is a Threat Level 2 zombie with HP 15. Its jaw is dislocated and its teeth rotten. The stench of death and decay harasses my nostrils and I decide to put an end to its miserable existence. With a single slash of my sword, I behead the mischievous creature, giving it the peace it desires. The head rolls a couple of feet and to my surprise continues to stare at me with its dead eyes, its mouth opens and closes, while its body continues marching towards me blindly.

"The zombies are already dead," Elektra tells me, "you have to slice them in pieces or incinerate them if you are to take them out for good." 

She turns and powers up and with a Fire Bolt spell she incinerates the body of the zombie. The stench is unbearable, like burning rotten meat. If I didn't have Vampire Ancestry I would probably vomit at the smell the way several others around me already are. 

Alexander's team is doing great so far, each having killed at least two zombies, as they penetrate deeper into the dungeon in a bloody frenzy. I know I can do better. I have to if I want to give the son of a bitch a lesson. 

Me and Ambrosia decide to charge out into the darkness, Elektra right behind us. My team and other adventurers attack the zombie mob en masse, my sword slashing rotten flesh again and again, leaving dismembered bodies behind us in a bloody trail. The place soon becomes a perfect pandemonium of death and I fail to notice a lurching zombie from the side. The moaning shuffler tries to bite me with his razor like teeth, but Ambrosia attacks it with a hiss, her sharpened claws taking care of it in a bloody flash.

"Thanks Ambrosia," I tell her with a nod.

She gives me a snobbish smile. "No problem," she responds. "I wouldn't want anything to happen to my favorite pet now would I."

I don't have time to reply back as more and more zombies appear from the darkness, all of them moaning and wanting to taste fresh and pudgy flesh. I wait patiently, till another zombie comes into reach and I cut it in two with my sword. 

The zombie horde comes at us with renewed members and now Alexander and his team have problems of their own. Several of the zombies have already surrounded them and it's impossible for them to escape. Especially for them, being a team entirely of wizards the stupidest thing to do is to take on the Vanguard, but having an idiot as a leader has come down to this. I care less for my rival, but I want nothing bad to happen to Zoe.

I recognize two of the zombies as the mage's that followed us down into the sewer. Alexander had led them to their deaths.  

The zombies march forward and my rival's team tries to break the encirclement to connect with us  with no success. I see their leader saying something with his shaking voice, his face turning around to find a weak spot but there are none available. The zombies continue coming closer and closer by the moment. In the end there is just a blur of claws and teeth, they strike like snakes, without warning claiming a young brunette Level 3 wizard girl.

More of them become undead. Spreading across Alexander's party, infiltrating his team from frontline to center. I can't keep watching them die. 

Once more, I decide to play hero and charge at the zombie horde, one hand Lush, the other my deadly claws. In this mass of rotten flesh and bones, swords slash, heads break and bones crunch, black stones turn red almost instantly. It is clearly impossible for the wizard team to win this battle, no matter their level and their numbers. I search for Zoe, but she's nowhere to be found. I hope she didn't perish inside the formless mass of the battlefield.

Using all my strength and wits, I manage to break the encirclement and most of the wizards retreat safely, Alexander and Zoe included. A rush of joy runs throughout my system and I give her a sexy smile. She smiles back. I try to hold the zombie horde as much as I can until Elektra and Ambrosia come to my aid and help me crash the zombie vanguard. This gives the adventurers the opportunity to slay the remaining zombies that had penetrated our lines and catch our breath. 

"Excellent," the Artificer tells me as he comes and pats me on my shoulder. "That was a good call," and motions me to follow him. 

"More are coming," I tell him, but he already knows. "What do we do?" 

I must admit, now I'm a bit [something] knowing What I just pulled off. 

"Catch your breath and rest for now," he orders me. "I want you to take on the Vanguard after this wave of zombies. stronger opponents will appear after the waves of mindless zombies and I want someone to tank for us."

"But," I begin to say, thinking I might lose my wager against Alexander.

"That's in order!" he says with his booming voice.

Silently I accept and head to the back, leaving the other adventurers to finish the remaining wave of zombies.

"You should be more careful," Elektra tells me with a wary look, "have you forgotten what they've done to us a little back at the adventurer's Guild?"

"I didn't do it for Alexander," I confess. "All I did, I did it for Zoe." 

Now I get a glimpse of envy from Elektra. "And you would do the same for me?" 

"I already did once and would gladly do it again," I reply with a sexy, but honest smile. "When this is over, I'll ask Zoe to join us. Now that I remember, why did you argue with Alexander back at Guild?"

The battle against the undead horde continues, but the moaning fades as their number dwindles. Elektra turn's her face to the side, almost not wanting to reply.

"I'm an outcast," she confesses.

"What did you do?" I want to know, my eyes narrowing. 

"They think I stole a sacred artifact," she replies curtly, still not looking at me.

"And did you?" I continue my interrogation. 

She casts her gaze on me, "I was ordered to guard something, but I failed and lost it and now I'm an outcast until I find it and  damn it back to the Phratry of Helios," she tells me in a sultry voice, her naïve eyes starting to water.

Now this case reminds me a bit of my own and I can show some empathy. The Supreme Administrator probably tricked me into this world and I am still not sure if it's actually the real world or another virtual game world that mimics the real world. 

"I wouldn't sweat it," I try to comfort her, "if they can't understand your worth and think that Alexander is better, then they don't deserve you."

She remains silent for a moment and now I see that Zoe is coming our way.

"On behalf of me and my team, we thank you for saving our ass," Zoe tells me with a smile.

"It should be your leader thanking me," I half shrug. "he's too prideful to admit it."

"I know," she tells me in a bitter voice and continues, "I know you're not going to like what I say."

The corner of my eyes crinkle, almost suspecting what I'm about to hear. "don't tell me that Alexander wants to cooperate with us?" 

Zoe shakes her head. "the Artificer wants both of our teams to cooperate and lead the vanguard."

"Damn!" Is all I can say. 


Chapter 15

Unwanted Partnerships







It pissed me off having to work with Alexander. Besides Zoe, most of his team were low level mages who acted like they had been born blessed. Half of them couldn't cast a Fire Bolt to save their life. All in all their Threat Levels were between 3 and 4, the toughest of their group who looked like a tank masquerading as a mage was a Threat Level 5, and I was pretty sure he too couldn't cast a Fire Bolt given he was carrying around a cursed battle axe and a large wooden shield. Had to give a few of them credit, though. Underneath their mage robes I noticed a few of them have been holding what look like powder bombs. Alchemic in origin, but I have the feeling they could do some heavy damage against the horde. 

"Take this," Zoe insisted, handing one of the bombs over to me. 

"Won't this bring down the tunnels?" I said slightly worrying what ten, twenty, maybe even one hundred minor explosions would do to the old tunnels. It was bad enough the mages were slinging fire bolts around like confetti. 

"The walls here have been enchanted, it would more power than both our teams together to make them crumble," she answers reassuring me. 

"That's fair," I said, taking the bomb and clipping it to my belt. I wasn't exactly comfortable with it but I knew the first sign of a horde they would make good use of it. 

"Thanks," Zoe replied, leaning towards me. I could feel her hand on my knee as I sat in front of her, "I wish there was more I could do." 

"Pet, we must be ready," Ambrosia's voice calls out from behind me. Ambrosia walks over and hands me a vile of purple liquid. "Drink," she commands. I lift the glass vile to my lips and down it in one shot. I feel the room spin as the back of my throat burns.

"What the hell was that?" 

"A healing potion with a bit of a kick, what do you think?" she laughs. 

"What kind of kick was that?"

"About 100 proof. Our new allies are brought some shine down with them. I think it was the big one. Guess he likes me," she giggled again. Figures, even though we were on opposing sides they were still treating Ambrosia to gifts, bewitched by her beauty even without being Charmed. I could feel my blood boil as my stamina and strength buffed. My NCI informing me I had a 10% buff to my defense. 

"Here," Zoe says, handing me a piece of bread. "Eat this it will help." 

"No, I'm fine," I say insisting that Zoe should save her food. 

"Take the girl's gift, you don't want to be rude," Ambrosia says snatching the bread from Zoe. 

Ambrosia takes a bite out of it. Gulps and spits it out. 

"What is this? Three days too old," she said mocking Zoe. Ambrosia throws the bread to the ground. 

"Thank you for the gift Zoe," I say taking the bread from the ground and taking a bite. It was actually pretty delicious. It reminded me of the fresh-oven baked bread I had eaten when I first arrived here. The kind Markos had made specially for me. 

"Thank you," Zoe says smiling at me again. I couldn't wait till this was all over. Not only was she drop dead gorgeous, a fighter, and a mage, but she was a chef as well. A girl like that didn't need Charm to make men do things. Her eyes were like fire. 

"Zoe, one more thing." I want to tell her it would be ok. That once this was over I would steal her away and all of us would live happily ever after. But there was something in the back of my mind. A looming darkness that told me to stop, to make no promise you can't keep. 

"When this is over..." I start. 

"Yes," she begins smiling. 

"Tell Alexander to be ready. I'm going to get the frontline together and start our advance in half an hour." 

She nods her head, bowing it slightly forward. I knew just as she did that there was more to say. Dammit if I wasn't regretting so many decisions today. 

I stand up and prepare myself for the journey ahead. The tunnels we needed to advance into are behind two large wooden doors. It takes five men to open them. 

"How could anything escape from there?" 

"There are many paths through the underground," Ambrosia answers. 

"So we are forced to cooperate As a team. That's unexpected in the least," My lips press together into a thin line. We start to make our advance, pretending to use torches just like we had before. 

"You should refuse him," Ambrosia tells me vitriol on her face, "how will this benefit us? Have you forgotten that there's a wager taking place between us? And I'm sure he knows what happened between our teams back at the Adventurer's Guild."

My sexy blackmailer is making a lot of rhetorical questions and I can't say I disagree with her. Based on all the teams, it is a mystery to me why he decided to force us to work together. Yeah, we are the two best raiding teams, but it will be impossible to cooperate.

"There's no other to take the lead," Elektra notes plainly, her fists unclenching as she takes her wizard's book and places it into her bag. "Trust me, I'm the last person who wants to cooperate with this idiot, but if we want for this raid to succeed, then we will be forced to partner with them. Our leader must have noticed that and despite the fact he knows what happened, all that matters is for the mission to succeed."

I can't deny her rational thinking. Out of this motley collection of lost souls, only the three of us and Alexander's team can pull this off. Ambrosia seems fine with the explanation Elektra provided so I hope she will cooperate with our rivals. For her the wager is more important than the mission itself, but at times she can be rational.

According to our leader's plan we will have to tank at the front, while Alexander's team will support us from behind. Despite the fact we saved his ass, I'm not sure if he'll actually support us and not abandon us in a dire situation. It goes without question that he would never help me the way I did. At least, I should be honest with myself: I would let the fool perish if it wasn't for Zoe.

Going deeper into the tunnels, we find stronger undead, zombies and skeletons mainly with ranging Threat Levels between 3 and 5. This battle I can tell is going to be fierce. Elektra shoots one fire bolt after the other, leading more zombies and skeletons to their permanent death. To my surprise, Alexander and his team cast fireballs and use the bombs, blasting away several zombies like it's nothing and decreasing their HP considerably, making them easy prey for my sword and my vampire aide. 

The undead horde is hard to destroy or even penetrate with our current arsenal. More and more undead approach me, but I keep my composure and Ambrosia does the same. We have to keep the line intact, otherwise everything will be lost. I strengthen my grip on my sword and when the zombie shufflers charge me, I swing it hard, hitting several of them and when I have the opportunity I blast them away using Fire Bolt. Ambrosia on the other hand jumps left and right and wreaks havoc to their ranks while Elektra stays back providing support. 

The wizard support team with Alexander and Zoe continue raining down Fire Bolts deeper into the sea of rotten flesh and more adventurers, warriors in class come to support us and protect our flanks. I think of using some of my level 1 or level 2 spells, yet something tells me I'll definitely need them later. Ambrosia snaps undead heads left and right as she strikes with her claws, the force of her blows shatter the undead, reducing them to piles of rotting flesh and bone. The vampiress is a force to be reckoned with.

Honestly, after we move down about three levels down several stone staircases, I begin to wonder if the undead horde has an end. Where could they be coming from? How are there so many? Why am I gaining such little experience? 

After a while we find ourselves back in another open chamber. The undead horde seems to come from above us on a larger ledge. With my superior hearing I know there is something bigger coming our way. Stomping the ground, moving itself over the smaller undead, plowing through them like a bull. Bones grind, crunch, and swivel in the darkness as a large groan cries out. From out of the shadows emerges a Giant Skeleton. It's massive arms look like they are tethered together with thin pieces of rope and metal wire. I can still make out, and smell, small pieces of rotting flesh stuck at random across its corpse. I'm not sure if the flesh belongs to the creature or adventurers, but I don't plan on getting close enough to find out. It throws its arms open wide as it jumps down from the ledge, tossing several undead to the side. I can't help but notice several of them losing their heads. 

Faced against the Threat Level 6 Giant Skeleton, I force myself to scramble backwards, reflecting attacks with my vampiric sword. To my surprise, a second, Normal-sized Threat Level 3 skeleton appears almost directly in front of me. With my right hand extended and my sword in guard position, I parry the giant skeleton's attack and at the same time unleash a Fire Bolt on the second skeleton. The Fire Bolt rocks the skeleton back a step, but fails to turn him into dust. 

"Watch the floor!" Ambrosia shouts. I look down and can see one of the severed heads chomping away at the ground, trying its best to swivel itself towards me. I pull back and kick it hard into a wall, watching it splatter. A part of me wants to laugh, but there is no time. Alexander's team are throwing bombs again, causing the chamber to fill with smoke. I yell for them to stop, but it's already too late. 

The Giant Skeleton emerges in front of me from the cloud of smoke and dust and I step backwards grabbing the bomb Zoe had given me earlier and toss it into the creature's gaping maw. A moment later it explodes, the bottom of the giant is all that is left as it tumbles towards the ground. I look over at Ambrosia who is smiling at me. Three undead laying at her feet. 

From the corner of my eyes, I see another Giant Skeleton charging at me and I'm forced to exchange a deadly series of blows with them. It's stronger than the last. Threat Level 6. Alexander and his Wizard team rain fire bolts from behind us, forcing him to backpedal several steps away. This gives me some time to give my undivided attention to the second skeleton, the Threat Level 3. With two bashing movements of my sword, I reduce it into a pile of bones. 

For my good luck, I refocus my attention and see the wizard support team manages to slay the Giant Skeleton. Although they killed my quarry, I'm relieved by this fact. Ambrosia is nowhere to be found, having disappeared into this perfect pandemonium of death and decay, I imagine her shadow  melting inside the formless mass of the battle. I see two powerful twin undead in  robes approaching me. My neural control interface informs me that they are undead assassins and they are Threat Level 7. 

Fuck! It will be impossible for me to defeat the both of them. I look around me, hoping I'll find other Warriors that could help me in the coming battle. To my bad luck, everyone is engaged in a ferocious battle.

The duo engages in a ferocious battle with me and compared to the sluggish attacks I've witnessed before, these two are faster and deadlier than anything I've encountered so far. Fighting them is the opposite of fighting the giant. They perform consecutive slashes with their daggers, each contemplating the other, leaving me no time to rest or counterattack. All I can do is Parry and Dodge. Despite being undead, their attacks are precise, practically surgical. Somehow, I manage to hold my ground, neither of us backing down. No matter  how many times they try to attack me, I'm efficient enough to block their attacks. If I was fighting one on one with them, then I could penetrate their defenses, end their miserable existence  for good, but for now all I can do is endure their lightning speed strikes. Distancing myself momentarily, I hear our leader, the Artificer, shouting that we should retreat.

"More undead inbound," the Artificer yells, as he tries to hold the line with a few other adventurers. 

The two undead assassins give me a sinister smile as more of their kind gather behind them. Fighting two of them took all my wits to hold my ground. It will be impossible for me to fight five of them and I get the feeling that this will be game over for now. I'm ready to quit, thinking once more how broken the difficulty level of this game is. My body, my avatar protests, telling me I should fight to the bitter end. Could it be that if someone dies in the real world, instead of responding, all that awaits them is oblivion? Terror gnaws at me, not wanting to believe that a game over is a permanent state here. 

"Do not fret pet!" the voice of Ambrosia whispers to me from over my shoulder.

"I will protect you," sexy Elektra comments as a Fire Bolt flies and hits an undead assassin to the torso, decreasing their HP by 10%. 

I'm relieved, now that my sexy aides are by my side and battle ready. We should finish them off quickly, before they cut us off from the rest of the adventurers. The undead assassins number in six now and I can't shake the feeling these masked, black cloaked creatures look more human than the other undead we fought so far. Ambrosia can deal with them easily, but time's of essence and we have to crush them into the dust, if we are to connect with the other adventurers. Using tier one and Tier 2 spells could expedite things, but we're far from over and if we are to succeed in our quest, then I have to reserve them till the bitter end.

As if sensing Ambrosia's enormous Threat Level, five of them charge at her, while they leave me and Elektra only with one Threat Level 7 undead to combat. The five undead charge at Ambrosia, and as expected, give her the opportunity to end their pathetic existences once and for all, but at the last moment they change course and surround her from all sides. Compared to the mindless zombie said skeletons, these shufflers are cunning and will be hard to get rid of. 

For what feels like an eternity we stand there waiting. The Threat Level 7 pacing in front of us studying us. Looking for weaknesses in our defense. The other five do the same to Ambrosia as she stands ready to claw out their non-beating hearts. A part of me wonders if their blood is any good for her, or deadly. From what I've seen, she has taken great care not to get any on her. Not that hard. Their blood is more a black gel like substance than an actual liquid having coagulated since their death.

Eventually, the undead assassins throw themselves at Ambrosia, ignoring the deadly wounds she inflicts on them with her claws. Cold, Bony hands grab her and attempt to throw her to the ground, but the vampiress seems oblivious to them and stands her ground. Outperforming them in every instance. In a bloody flash, she grabs one of the undead assassins and crashes his head to the ground like watermelon. Brown and green brain material litter the place. 

The other four undead assassins retreat from their position to opposite sides. They take another attack stance and rush at her all at the same time. Venomous, cruel, cold eyes look at her menacingly. Ambrosia looks back at them with an even more murderous gaze and intimidates them. Frenzied from the trance of battle, she charges at the undead assassin before her and slashes him with her claws, decreasing his HP down to 20%. black liquid oozes from the gashing wounds And the undead assassin barely stands, making a blood-curdling screech, as she beheads him. The other undead assassins try to overwhelm her, but she pushes them back effortlessly. 

Ambrosia is doing well, however Elektra and I are having trouble defeating the lone undead assassin. We will need all our wits to defeat him. I turn and face my opponent and perform a vertical strike that cuts him from the top of his head to his groin. Unfortunately, the sword cut isn't deep enough to slice him in two.

You achieved a critical hit of 15 points, my NCI informs me, and I see my opponent's HP down to 40%. 

The undead assassin stands in front of us, tilting its head. I have no doubt that there is some kind of sentience controlling the creature, but how I'm unsure. The black goo inside of it hardens across the creature's body, down and around the center of it where my sword had dug down across it. 

I need another cut like this to finish my opponent. Elektra supports me from behind, casting Fire Bolts and Finger of Death. The undead assassin dodges them and attacks me again with renewed vigor and thrusts his dagger at my chest, piercing it but I manage to kick him and fortunately the dagger has barely penetrated only 2 inches on my flesh.

You received a 5-Point Hit, My NCI tells me. 

That was close. I remove the dagger, a small stream of blood gushes out from my wound. At least I now have my opponent's weapon for all that it matters. Unexpectedly, the undead creature draws another dagger from the back of its belt and comes at me. This time I stand my ground and just before the undead assassin attacks me, Elektra casts Finger of Death. The spell succeeds and my opponent receives a 3 point hit. it's not enough to finish him, but it's more than enough to force him to stop momentarily. This gives me the chance I want and I thrust my sword directly at his forehead, piercing it and eventually see it come out the back of its skull. That undead grabs the blade of my sword and tries to take it down with him, but I pull it and with lightning speed I behead him. 

Ambrosia has already finished her opponents and reduced them to a pile of rotting flesh and bones by the time I killed mine. She comes to my side smiling and with 90% of her HP bar intact. 

"What are you," Elektra asks surprised. "There's no way a common warrior could handle the five of them with such proficiency."

"I have many talents," she tells her with her casual snobbish look. "There's not much time for useless blubbering. We must connect with the others before it's too late."

She's right and we quickly make our retreat, leaving the innumerable undead behind. Connecting with the others, I see that Zoe is still alive, though I'm not that thankful seeing Alexander right beside her and in full health. But I can't say the same for the rest of the adventurers. This battle has left us weakened and the damage we sustained is enormous. I don't have a clear view of our army, but I think we lost at least 1/3 of our total forces and another third is barely holding. This mission is a failure and we'll be lucky if we get out with our lives.

The rear guard has taken our position, so we can catch our breaths and retreat organized. But most of my fellow adventurers are in a panic, and I can hear their piercing screams. Their faces desperate and terrified, all hope has abandoned us. 

"Please, someone help me," a brunette girl holding one of our fellow adventurers pleads. 

"Please, help me, I can't see!" a blonde and busty warrior girl grabs my hand, but unconsciously I push her away. 

"You must leave, go to the exit. Understand?" a Threat Level 3 paladin -entrenched in his own blood- Shouts, his HP down to 40%. 

My eyes widen, my heart thuds and my pulse quickens. The thick scent of blood and rotten flesh harasses my nose And I am beginning to feel my vision blurry. I'm desperate to breathe clear air And I get the feeling  I'll soon collapse to the floor. What's happening to me? I am terrified. Wow, that's amazing! I'm about to piss myself. It feels so surreal. I am about to die. I am about to die and all I can think about is how this game is phenomenal and the more I stay here, the more glad I am I received an invitation from Alpha release.

I look at Ambrosia with a pale face, ready to collapse. Unexpectedly, she slaps me.

"Relax pet," she tells me with her smooth, buttery voice. "Everything's under control. I won't let my favorite pet perish. Neither would I accept this quest if it were to put us in harm's way. Think of it like experience ."

I take a deep breath and calm myself. Her calm, reassuring voice remains warm and my heart beats become steady again, though not entirely sure we'll survive this. Opening my eyes, I see her laughing once more, dressed in the illustrious gown, her heaving cleavage grabbing my full attention. With three slow steps, she approaches me and her breast touches the clothes on my chest. I can feel her hard, erect nipples with each breath she takes. Our eyes meet at the same level, "that's it! I like you composed pet," she adds with a soft tone, reaching out and caressing my face. I'm aroused, and she cocks her eyebrow in response.

"I think we should leave," a blushing Elektra interrupts us. "There isn't anything we can fight here, and you're not in a position to fight," she adds, looking down at my erect boner. 

I can't believe she's looking directly at my shaft with no shame. I would expect something like that from Ambrosia, she's a vampire after all, but for Elektra with her reserved manners and schoolgirl uniform, that's a first for me. 

"Well, I confess that I'm more of a lover than a fighter," I admit as a shiver runs up and down my spine from Ambrosia's constant caress. but she's right and the situation here is grave.

"We can see that clearly," Elektra breaths, her eyes flutter in excitement.

"Let's follow the flock for the time being," Ambrosia proposes in the middle of chaos. 

Elektra and I nod. Alone, it will be hard to escape this place. If we follow the motley collection of adventurers, we have a higher rate of success. 

"Athanasios and Alexander you and your teams take on the Vanguard." the Artificer orders us in a stern voice, "we'll follow another path that leads to the dungeon core."

"We're still continuing the quest?" I ask shocked, my eyes narrowing at what I just heard.

"Of course we are!" he confesses. "This setup isn't enough to wave our determination to complete our quest. If we retreat now, all the sacrifices we've sustained will be for nothing."

I turn my gaze to Elektra, and she shakes her head, Ambrosia as well. This looks more like a suicide mission, not an organized expedition as I had imagined. 

My team and I advance again, taking the place that a few moments ago had been occupied by the rear guard. The Artificer is by my side now and leads us through the labyrinth maze corridors to another complex of abandoned tunnels that must have been the shelter for the homeless of Tlos for decades. As the light from our torches flicker, I scan with my eyes the mangled track underneath my feet and all I see is a formless maze of garbage, broken bottles, feces, rotten bodies and some bleached bones littering the place. The ominous glow of the torches casts on the once beautiful arched brick walls exposing the cloak of dark, wet mold that has covered everything. This place must have been populated by desperate low lives and I'm left to wonder who in his right mind would decide to live down here. It doesn't matter now, however, as all signs of life have vanished and only death and decay remains. 

"I now understand why there are  so many undead down here," I make a comment to our leader. 

"This place sheltered thousands of homeless  a few months ago, until a great evil appeared and in a matter of a few days, killed everyone down here," the Artificer confesses. "This has given rise to this desolation and a legion of undead has conquered the underground of Tlos, endangering even the surface." 

"Why didn't the nobles protect these people?" 

"The fact that this genocide took place was almost inviting by the nobles. These low lives  have pestered Tlos for decades. Trust me when I say that the undead now pose a smaller threat to the wellbeing of the city and the residents," the Artificer chuckles.

Well, I start to have my doubts about the management of this city. Who in his right mind would allow such a genocide to happen. I keep my thoughts private for the moment, who knows how this could affect my karma if I'm being too vocal and on top of that who am I to change the rules of the game? Maybe one day.

The abandoned tunnel curls away Like a great black snake, into the darkness. I'm starting to defocus thinking that I should go back, and search for a way out , up there to the city, but it will be impossible for me. My neural control interface doesn't have a map option and it will be impossible to navigate through the maze of tunnels. I ponder what will happen if our glorious leader dies down here. I hope we won't perish with him.

"Do we know where we're heading?" Alexander wants to know in a frightened tone, unlike his casual and relaxed manner. 

"We have pinpointed a few potential areas where the dungeon core could be," the Artificer informs us. 

"What's a dungeon core," I finally ask him, pretending to be ignorant. Of course I know what a dungeon core is, after all, my home back in Elysium was a tower and almost always I was taking the role of the dungeon core, but this world is something new and it never hurts getting more information.

"You can think of the dungeon core as a physical vessel where a powerful being's soul resides in a specific area and is bound to it. You can say that the whole underground right now is the Dungeon Core's body. Depending on the power and core, it can change reality around itself and improve its domain, choose its dwellers and even change the layout of the area it dominates. The possibilities are endless," the Artificer tells me in an exhilarating voice as he rubs his hands together.

I swear the bastard is plotting something and we're just his vehicle. Is he trying to become the new dungeon core of this place? It's as if he admires the damn thing and for a moment I catch myself thinking how great it would be to have a Vampire castle as my domain in the Real World with sexy maids like ambrosia, Elektra and Zoe.

"Great!" I exclaim. I gather the menacing stare of the nearby adventurers. "Is there a way to destroy the dungeon core or have someone take its place?" 

The Artificer's eyes narrow and stares me with distrust. 

"That's a dumb question and I advise you to forget about it," he replies curtly and decreases his pace, leaving me and my duo of hot girls alone in the vanguard. I catch glimpses of Ambrosia and Elektra, and I'm sure they are wary of our leader's behavior. We should be careful with him the least.

Strangely, we haven't encountered any undead so far, which makes me wonder why we weren't led here in the first place. As the tunnel snakes away, sinking deeper into the abyss of darkness, we see a flickering light straight ahead. Momentarily, I think it's the sunlight, but soon I abandon this hopeful thought once I hear the echoing footsteps of a duo marching towards us. The horned demon knight's Threat Level is 17 and his sexy aide 14, a force to be reckoned with, even for Ambrosia and our leader.


Chapter 16

Wait, Is the Black Knight the one I think he is?







To my surprise, Ι quickly find out that the approaching duο is none other than the Black Knight and his sorcerer sidekick we met earlier in the Adventurers Guild. Each have leveled up 1 Threat Level, but their HP is down to 60%. For some reason our great leader had decided that it would be an excellent idea to split our forces and have the strongest of adventurers invade from other entrances. I have no clue who decided this man was to be the leader of this expedition, but common sense says that you should have all your forces concentrated, instead of splitting them in sprinkles and having them invade such an enormous underground tunnel system. 

"I thought we were the only ones who survived," the Black Knight booms at us in a harsh reverberating voice as he takes his enormous, two-handed sword from his shoulder and places it in front of him with the point of his blade Touching the hard brick floor, penetrating it an inch or two.

The Artificer raises his hand in greeting. "Are you the only ones who managed to come this far alive?" 

"I think so," the enormous knight snorts, his red eyes glowing in the darkness, and I get the same feeling as before, that he is staring at me. I can feel that he can barely hold himself from punching the Artificer. 

"That's too bad," the Artificer takes a sharp breath and folds his arms over his chest. 

He doesn't care, that's pretty much obvious. He's annoyed by the Black Knight and his sidekick surviving what he threw at them. I'd been listening in on reports from the other teams and it seems we lost several high ranked adventurers. A few of them fell to assassins like the ones I fought, others to giant undead, traps, and unfortunately for one, a stampede of giant rats. It seemed for some reason the fact that all the high leveled adventurers perished conveniently for the Artificer. 

"Did you find the dungeon core?" the Artificer's eyes spark with anticipation.

"No," the Black Knight replies curtly, "but I think we know its exact position." 

"Do you now?" the Artificer cocks his head and his pupils flare, "show me!" 

The Black Knight side steps while he makes a slight bow of his head and extends his hand with a welcoming gesture. It's obvious to me that he's trying to mock our leader. "Follow me," he adds and our leader does as he commands.

"What do you think?" Ambrosia asks, "should we follow them as well?"

A part of me is afraid I know exactly what is about to happen, call it instinct, but I nod in agreement with the others. We follow the Black Knight's enormous figure, half dreading the moment we encounter the infamous dungeon core of this place. Arching our way through the claustrophobic, narrow tunnel, I hear the slow dripping sound of water that falls from the ceiling. I quicken my pace, and within minutes I reach the end of the corridor, now standing before a wide area and an enormous gate blocking our path.

"This is the place," the Black Knight says with cold indifference.

I stand before the two-leaved wrought-iron gate. As I gaze upon it and inspect it from top to bottom, I see it's reinforced with varnished cedar wood and nailed with great metallic spikes that hold it together. The top of it is ornamented with impaled skulls, a fair warning for those who are foolish or brave enough to enter. I ponder which is us. It's hard to distinguish who is the prey and who is the hunted here.

"Are we actually doing this," asks a Threat Level 4 paladin in shining armor.

"This is madness!" Another emissary adventurer protests.

"Take us to the surface, now!" a scout girl snarls, teeth bared and jaw clenched.

As time passes, more and more adventurers, both NPCs and emissaries, are becoming vocal, obviously objecting with our leader's choices. Not sure if we'll end up in a coup d'état.

"I have a bad feeling about this," Elektra whispers to my ear so that no one else hears. "So many are going to die if we open this gate. I'm sure this place he's incredibly well defended."

Despite the massive assault that the Lord of Tlos had already prepared, things haven't gone as planned so far. Given the limited experience I have obtained from this world, everything can change in an instant. Maybe we've been lied to and the mastermind behind this plans to sacrifice us in a futile effort to obtain some kind of information or for whatever reason he deems necessary. Well, this is pretty much the same game as in Elysium. 

Ambrosia chuckles morbidly. "It's obvious that the person who thought of this quest doesn't care how many adventurers might die. It seems we are just expendable pawns in our glorious leader's disposal."

She's right. Even if we fail, more replacements would take our place. Right now, on the streets above, the Guild is giving more and more tests, sending fresh teams down every hour. We might be as expendable for this "game", as much as the homeless are. I fear that this rate down there will turn out to be a suicidal frontal assault of cannon fodder. Our leader is just throwing away lives with no plan of us returning back victorious and although I was initially sure that with the size of this army that our artificial leader has gathered, we could actually win this quest, now the possibilities worry me.

"Ready to turn tail now?" Ambrosia giggles. 

"You said you wouldn't let me go on a quest that would get me killed remember?" I smirk. 

When I accepted this quest, I thought that we would have a carte blanche and we would be able to penetrate the underground as we deemed necessary. But all I've been doing is following orders which I must obey. I'm an adventurer not a soldier. I'm not pleased and it seems my team isn't either. I can't say that I'm not happy with how the plot is developing though. In fact, it's interesting and soon everything will unravel. I can't help but feel excited. Standing at the front of death's door, in front of the complete unknown. I've never experienced this kind of looming anxiety before. Even Ambrosia can tell despite my worries I'm thrilled to be down here. 

My goal for now is to gather as much information as possible and level up the faster and this battle I'm sure it will make me stronger.

"We need to talk," I tell Alexander as I grab his wrist and bring him closer to me, so that neither our leader or the Black Knight will hear us. 

Alexander pulls his hand and releases his wrist from my grip. "What do you want? Just let me be, I've had enough of this and your stupid wager." 

"Are you still thinking about the stupid wager," I ask him with a faint  grin. "I would worry more about finishing the main quest and leaving this place alive."

Zoe has tagged along as well as the rest of his party. 

"Alexander we won't even get a chance to get out of here if we don't do something," she growls, angrily tossing glimpses between us and the Artificer who's about to open the iron gate. 

"Well, this is what we've been ordered to do," Alexander stammers, but actually looking for a way out of this mess.

"We haven't cooperated as much as we should. Despite that, we've managed to thin out several high level undead creatures. Something tells me that our leader isn't intending to let us earn the reward the Lord of this city dangled in our faces. This is a shot assignment and you know it!" I almost shout at the last word and I get the unwanted attention from the Artificer and the Black Knight I was trying to avoid. Damn, I should be more careful.

Elektra, Zoe and Ambrosia second my opinion from where they are standing. 

Yes, everyone here is pissed and looking to me for validation. This is probably a test of my leadership and it's my job to make them feel certain. Not only must I make sure we leave this place alive, but make sure we are not cheated of what they have promised us.

"This quest will likely fail," I whisper to the others. "If we are to succeed, and get stronger, we have to work as a single party to take on the other side of this chamber." 

I see that my speech has some impact and helps Alexander and the rest of his party to understand the grievous situation we are in. What fake reassurances they must have had now faded into thin air. 

"Very well, all bets and wagers off," Alexander agrees, his eyes rolling, paired with a long-suffering sigh, "lead the way, we'll support you till we get back to the surface."

A new pop up notification appears: Make Alexander and his team a Slave Party? Yes or No.

Well, this is something new. I guess this game never ceases to amaze me. Although the name implies that they will become my slaves, reading the details I get from my NCI I understand that a slave party is like a support team, but the difference is that it is bound to your command and you're always in control. If I do accept the invitation then Elektra, Ambrosia and I will be the Master Party and Alexander and his members will take the role of the Slave Party.

I select yes and immediately a new crown icon appears in my NCI. When I focus on it, a new window appears and I can see my face as an icon and below me, connected with a line it's Alexander's face, also represented as an icon. Obviously, this is a hierarchy diagram. Hmm, interesting, this probably means I can expand the hierarchy diagram indefinitely and probably my Slave Parties could have their own Slave parties. Focusing on Alexander's Face Icon, I can now see each party's stats. The advantage when forming a Master and Slave Party relationship is that the Master Leader can have access to each Slave Party's member, but the opposite isn't possible. Also, I can't directly command Alexander's team members, but I have to order Alexander first. Also, the relationship between master and slave party will hold for us as long as we're down here for this mission. Once we get back to the surface, everything will return back to normal. 

Ambrosia is licking her lips. Her eyes glossing over as she looks towards me. I get the feeling she wants to dominate me, drawn to my new title as Master Leader. I'm not sure if she realizes. Still, I know despite my new title I'm her pet. She could take control anytime she wanted. A part of me wonders if she is going to jump me right here in front of everyone as she begins walking up beside me. I feel her arm slide over my neck. 

"Great job pet," she whispers, stroking my ear with her nails. 

Before anything else happens the mad Artificer decides to open the gate doors, ignoring the pleads and threats of my fellow adventurers. 

All hell breaks loose.

Undead creatures of all kinds start pouring out: zombies, ghouls and undead assassins like the ones we fought earlier. Most of these creatures have varying thread levels between 3 and 8. I gulp as another team of undead assassins targets us. The bastard who commands this place has ordered them to take out the high level adventurers first like us. It seems to be the case, because they also engaged in battle with the Black Knight and his aide. Unlike me, however, the mysterious Black Knight handles them proficiently and quickly disposes of two of them with his two-hander, while the warlock girl uses all kinds of spells to buff him.

Reserving my spells for up to this point has proven a wise move. Now it's time I use them and lay waste to this place. The first undead creatures to approach me are three Threat Level 5 ghouls and two Threat Level 7 undead assassins. I cast Burning Hands and with my fingers spread and concentration, a sparkling flame shoots forth from my fingertips and each of the five undead receives fire damage. I see their total HP bar down to 30 by 50%. Not bad for a single spell. 

Leveraging the momentum, I cast my next 1st tier spell called Thunder Wave and a wave of thunder force shoots out from my hands and all the creatures are pushed 10 feet away from me, while sustaining another 30 by 40% damage. Elektra doesn't waste any time and immediately rains down firebolts, reducing my opponents to ash. A surge of energy floods my body and I can see I've leveled up once more, reaching Threat Level 6 and HP 28. 

"Yes!" I shout out, smiling at Elektra as she continues to rain fire down at the horde in front of us. 

Compared to before, Alexander and his team support me in the best possible way, burning down all the undead that attempt to flank me as I tank. We continue like this for what feels like an hour. Every time we gain some ground, the dungeon throws something new at us. Freakish mutations. Undead with two heads. assassins with three-four arms. Twisted variations that are stronger, faster, but blend in with the regular undead. If not for my Insight I wouldn't know what I was fighting. At first I welcome the challenge but now this has turned out to be a battle of attrition and to our bad luck we are the ones losing. Tired and exhausted, most of the adventurers have already used their best spells and skills and now all they can use are their base skills or spells. 

"The undead are coming in waves," says Alexander. 

"You figured that out on your own," I smirk wiping some blood, not mine I think, from my lip. Alexander has lost half his team. The last wave ended with a flurry of arrows being fired from behind enemy lines. Luckily, our mages saw the arrows coming and managed to block them with a pretty wide shield holding their arms in the air. This of course left them open to a ground assault that left more than half our paladins dead. 

Each wave was made of 20-30 undead. Every five to seven waves we saw at least three variations and an assassin. After the tenth or eleventh wave everything seemed to reset like the undead were respawning behind a black curtain. It felt like we were fighting our way down through a large hallway, but honestly it could have been a long, wide chamber. From one section to the next. The inner sanctum is what I had heard one adventurer call it. It is leading to a throne room, having been built partly as an underground bunker for kings to rule should the people of Tlos ever have to retreat and live underground. That actually made some sense. The underground of Tlos had dozens of rooms and could easily house thousands of people, just like it houses monsters. Under the right circumstances I guess it was possible the canals could be used to cultivate certain crops and algae that liked to grow in caves. Water could be recycled. Animals could be bred. Some of the rooms even had ventilation shafts that could be used to smoke, cook, and heat the passageways. 

"Three-armed assassins coming up," Alexander shouted. 

"Four!" I shout noticing the extra arm had been grafted to the creature's back. It jumped through the air towards me and with two arms pushed me back on the ground. Holding me down with three arms it attacked me with its fourth like a scorpion would use their tail to sting. 

The Black Knight's warlock cast a bolt of lightning in my direction from across the chamber. I saw it fry the edge of the assassin's fourth arm as the creature froze, pinned over the top of me. Elektra gave it a quick kick, and I stood back up, bashing its head against the concrete ground. 

"Thanks!" I shouted, but the warlock was already gone. 

Shielding himself with the Black Knight and his warlock sidekick, I see our mad Artificer leader penetrating the undead and foe they encounter and enter the main chamber.

"Follow them!" I command Alexander and my team.

"With brute force and gusto," Ambrosia smirks as she crashes the head of an undead assassin.

"Let's finish this," Elektra tells me with a stern face. 

My girls seem to have trust in me and my leadership. Even ambrosia to my surprise does exactly as I have commanded here so far. 

Finally, we enter the last chamber and to my dread we encounter several strong undead and at the center a bone throne looms before us. There, a Lich sits on the bleached throne, wearing a wooden Crown and filthy tatters that once were clothes. To my surprise the Lich had preserved his skin, but it was Brown green and shrunken, all moisture having left his body, making him look even more foul. The dead man rises and stands wavering above his bone throne, slowly inspecting the battlefield. His eyes gone, years or centuries of decay having eaten them away, yet somehow I feel his empty eye socket penetrating me with his gaze. A chill wind blows through my heart and fear is about to overwhelm me once my NCI informs me of his stats. The Low-Level Lich has a Threat Level of 36 and HP 133. He is capable of using up to 4th Tier Spells, making him the hardest spellcaster I've encountered so far. 

A message pop-ups inside my line of vision: You have been Frightened! The Lich has used the Legendary Action Frightening Gaze on you. 

My entire body trembles, my eyes water and my pupils dilate. I immediately feel the hotness of my body taking place, my heart racing and my brain being on fire. The agony is so intense that sweat starts trickling down my neck and I'm about to explode. I cannot move, I'm frozen and terrified, nothing can make my tense body relax. This is what true fear is! I think that the creators of this world have gone a little overboard with realism. This is far from enjoyable and someone should tell them not there's a limit to how realistic a game should be. 

And it seems that several other adventurers have fallen prey to the legendary action of our great opponent. It will be impossible at the current Threat Level I am to defeat this creature. 

My neural control interface informs me that Elektra, Alexander, Zoe and the rest of the team have been affected and they are unable to move as well. I want to scream and shout and tell them to move, but it seems I'm unable to do so. Command as I might, this body Avatar of mine won't move. Only a handful of adventurers are still able to fight like our leader, like the Black Knight and his warlock sidekick. 

The battle is lost and I'm not the only one having noticed. The Black Knight and his aide seem to have the same idea as me and decide to leave this place, leaving behind the Artificer and a couple other high level adventurers. 

Ambrosia immediately takes action and pulls me on her back with Elektra. For a normal person it would be impossible to carry two people at the same time, but my strong Vampire ally is an exception. She tries to follow the Black Knight ignoring the onslaught that takes place. Alexander, Zoe and his team are left behind and all I can do is observe their HP bars as they diminish, one by one reaching down to 0. Soon none of them will remain And I wonder if there's some type of respawn mechanism that I could make use of if I escape. I feel bad for abandoning them, but there's nothing I can do for now.

When we are about to reach the iron wrought gate, the Black Knight blocks Ambrosia's path and kicks her in the stomach, forcing her to backpedal a few steps back.

"Are you mad?" she shouts, her eyes narrowing as she tries to keep her balance.

I barely manage to lift my head and ask, "why did you do that?" 

"Stop playing it dumb Athanasios. You're the one responsible for Leda and I being cast into the real world," he shouts at me with his booming voice, his words shaking me to my core. 

"Smeme, is that you?" is all I'm able to ask, before his sidekick casts a spell that makes the whole gate crumble, leaving us trapped inside. 

"You know the shithead?" Ambrosia demands to know. "How is it that all the time you're getting into trouble? And I'm dragged down as well." 

"It's a long story," is all I'm able to say at my current state, but I feel that the effects of frightening gaze are diminishing and I'm at least able to stand and move. "Put me down, I can pull my weight."

Ambrosia does as she's commanded. Elektra is back on her feet as well , although not fully capable as I want her to. 

Inspecting the place around, I see that Alexander and Zoe are still alive but barely; the undead have overwhelmed them and I know it will be impossible for me to help them . Damn! I try to figure out how to save them and get us out of here alive.

"They are lost," Ambrosia tells me in a stern, unlike her character.

Elektra falls on her knees crying, desperate and resigned. 

Then, something unforeseen happens, something I would never have expected. The Artificer takes out from his pocket a legendary item. The scarlet gemstone has a tooltip notification above it that reads Time Stop Stone. The Lich glowers and screeches something inaudible, forcing all his minions to rush at the Artificer as he does the same. 

With a sinister smile, the Artificer activates the time stop stone and the 9th Tier transmutation spell starts taking control, making this cruel battle to stop. Everything's frozen, the flow of time is disrupted for everyone but the Artificer who can move as normal as before. With swift elegant movements he approaches the wavering Lich. Taking his time, he removes a glowing gold ring with a crimson pearl.

"Hahaha, I did it, I finally did it!" He monologues exhilarated and wearing the ring on his index finger. 

Time starts flowing again, but I fear that things will not be the same as before and our old leader has fulfilled his own agenda. His power has exploded and now boasts a terrifying 45 Threat Level, making him even stronger than any other creature I've encountered so far in my brief life here. Even Ambrosia is no match for him. I hope our former leader still remembers us when all this is over. Also, I found out that with certain items you can buff yourself and even gain several Threat Levels, so I should keep that in mind when I raid dungeons. Our former leader is a testament to this. 

The undead minions have stopped rushing and stand at attention. Even the Lich stands still casting his dead gaze on the now powerful Artificer.


Chapter 17

The Artificer's True Colors




Cadmus was, as I would learn once a long time ago considered one of the most powerful and brilliant wizards. He joined the Wizards Academy in Lycia and worked his way through the ranks. 

At age eighteen he joined the Adventurer's Guild and began dungeon diving in as many ruins as he could. He even 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. 

The Wizards that he had grown and trained with envied him as he gave up spell-casting for technology. Eventually at one point he even created something called a Sentinel (more on that later...). Fusing magic, alchemy, and technology, Cadmus became known as a powerful Artificer, upgrading his class and everything. Though that last part was probably unknown to him. His thirst for power and knowledge is insatiable and right now all attention is on him. 




Fortunately, this ruckus has saved the lives of Zoe and Alexander, their HP bar less than 20%. The rest of their team long lost, their bodies now lying lifeless on the cold wet ground. 

"Cadmus, have we won?" Alexander exclaims in a pool of his own blood.

The Artificer casts his gaze on him with a sinister smile. "We won? No, I won. You were merely the instruments." 

In that moment everything changed. A great tension grew in the air around us. I felt heavy, as if gravity itself had become my enemy. The look in the Artificer's eyes said it all. He wasn't one of us, he never had been. 

"Please, let us go in peace," Zoe begs and whimpers as she stares at her mutilated body. 

"I have other things in mind for you," the Artificer licks his lips. "I had you marked since the beginning." 

Zoe bursts into tears and Alexander is in a state of panic.

"That's enough!" I order, staring towards our mad leader. "What's the meaning of this?" 

The Artificer makes a long reverberating laugh. "You see, I had planned this all along. At the time they crowned King Alistair, I ventured into this deep with my team searching for the Lich's Phylactery, instead we woke him up and caused all this mess. It was impossible for me and my team to defeat him at the time. My full party perished and I was the only one who survived. In a matter of a few days the lich and his minions had everyone down here killed and turned into his undead minions. I convinced The Lord of Tlos to form an army of mindless adventurers, so I could venture back to this deep and claim the Lich's Phylactery for my own. The nobles considered the underground as a great threat and quickly helped me gather about a full army. To my rotten luck several high level adventurers came to our aid from all over the Kingdom. That's why I had to split our forces so I could thin our army. I wouldn't want to crash this undead army entirely after we had won. One needs an army to serve him after all. Thanks to your help, I managed to make my dream come true." 

Your Adventurer's Log has been Updated, my NCI notifies me.

Focusing on the Phylactery, I'm provided with more information: The Lich's Phylactery stores the life force of a Lich. So if I destroy it, things will end in an instant, I guess. Despite the fact that the Pearled Ring has only 11 HP, it will be nearly impossible to do so. The Lich and his army immediately became a Slave Party to our Artificer Leader the moment he got possession of the ring. Even If by some miracle I manage to destroy it, doesn't mean that the Lich and his army will cease to exist. On the opposite, I think that it will make them even angrier. The Lich Will continue to exist even after the phylactery is destroyed. If phylacteries here work the same way as back in Elysium, they are some kind of respawn mechanic. If I destroy the Lich, then his Phylactery can respawn him because it holds the majority of his life force. 

"So you sacrificed all these people down here for your petty desires and even sacrificed the best of adventurers this place had to offer," Elektra's lips quiver, her voice cold and her fists clenched. 

"A smart plan," Ambrosia comments in cold indifference. "I ponder what vile acts you have in mind from now on," she adds with a sly smile, trying to provoke our former leader even more.

The Artificer chokes, then coughs a few times to clear his throat, blushing almost. "You three," he points at Ambrosia, Elektra and Zoe, "you're strong and you'll prove useful In the forthcoming challenges. I'm sure the Lord of Tlos will try to raid the underground again with an even stronger army. I must be strong and on my guard once this happens."

"That's boring," Ambrosia runs her hands through her hair and cocks a single eyebrow. "I thought you'd have the decency to at least defile us or make us your sex slaves, but guarding you till another adventurer army raids this place and takes your head? I think I'll pass." Ambrosia lets out a yawn. Would she have gone for that? No, probably not, what am I even thinking?

Frozen, the Artificer is unable to respond to Ambrosia's rant. I don't know what she's trying to pull here, but he's in a state of dismay, our glorious leader trying to find the words he wants to respond to the insult. Catching him off-guard, Zoe does something unexpected. She casts a Fire Bolt and with laser targeted accuracy; she hits the pearl on the Artificer's ring.

Phylactery received a Critical Hit of 10 Points, my NCI informs me, and I notice that 90% of its HP has vanished, cracks appearing on the Pearl's surface. 

The Lich screeches, and his deafening sound hits us, forcing us to hold our ears from bleeding. There's sonic damage too and we notice a 2 HP loss on our HP bar. Zoe and Alexander almost fade, now their HP bar closer to zero than ever before.

"You bitch!" the Artificer shouts maddened, his lips quivering from anger. 

"I'm sorry," she whimpers and holds her breath, trembling.

The Artificer's left hand transforms into several tentacles, 8 to be precise, and two of them  immediately grab Zoe and Alexander and pull them to the air. Both of them are too limp to fight or to resist. High into the air, his tentacles lash over the open wounds ferociously, As he continues to squeeze them, clamping down on their ribs, I can hear their bones shatter and bend. Alexander looks like he's in the most pain, limp as he is, his face is full of anger and rage. I can see his hand trembling as if he is ready to shout one last spell.  

The Artificer laughs as he throws them hard back down against the concrete, brick wall, bones cracking. I try to keep my composure. Alexander dies instantly, his head crushed with a hollow splash sound. Zoe on the other hand is still alive, only one HP remaining on her bar. The last precious moments of her life are spent watching the monstrous Artificer tear her apart with his tentacles. Blood streams across the ground and her guts flip out.

What kind of world is this? I'm at a loss and unable to do anything right now. Locked in place. I can't believe what I just witnessed. For our good luck, Ambrosia takes the initiative again and grabs Elektra and I from the wrists and forces us to follow her. The place is once again a perfect pandemonium of death, with the remaining adventurers trying to fight off the advancing undead and our former leader. 

Behind the bone throne there's a door, but smaller in size. She quickly opens it and throws me and Elektra across to the other side, as she follows and shuts the door behind her.

"That was close!" she exhales with her eyes closed. I must admit, it's one of these few times I've seen Ambrosia actually worry. 

Tears stream down from Elektra's eyes as she tries to get a grasp on what happened and I'm in a state of chaos as well. My heart feels like it's going to beat out of my chest, my hands are shaking. I feel nauseated, sick to my stomach. I can't get the image of Zoe out of my head. Ripped apart, her arms stretched outwards towards us, guts displayed across a threshold of blood. 

"Get ahold of yourselves!" Ambrosia says pointing out about a dozen undead, mainly zombies charging right at us. "You have time to grieve later, if we get out of this alive ."

Now I'm able to see that several new notifications have appeared on my neural control interface, but I haven't paid any attention so far.

Side Quest: Raid the Underground Dungeons of Tlos Failed The first notification tells me. 

I dismiss it and another, painful one appears: Optional Quest: Defeat more undead than Alexander's Party failed. Unmet requirements: Alexander didn't survive.

I take a couple of deep breaths and I see that Elektra is doing the same. Now I'm a bit more composed and we follow Ambrosia in her bloody warpath to our way out of this mess. This is a game after all and things like that happen all the time. I'll try and respawn Zoe if I can, but something tells me that our paths will cross again. 

After we quickly dispose of a few dozens of undeads inside these forgotten walkways and labyrinth maze tunnels, we finally reach another Iron Gate like the one we stumbled across before finding the powerful Lich.

"Don't tell me that ..." I begin to say, but Elektra interrupts me.

"I don't think so," she tells me, "we should probably expect hard resistance, but this isn't the kind of threat we experienced earlier. 

"Some kind of mini boss fight?" I pondered to myself and I see both of my girls frowned at what I just said, unable to understand the meaning of my words. Well, I should expect it from non playable characters. "Well, can we defeat it? Any clue of what we might encounter?" 

Elektra shrugs, then rubs her chin, puzzled. "Well, we have no other choice. The only other way we know is back do the Lich's den and we know for sure that certain death I wait such there," she responds after giving some thought to it. 

"On the way forth then," I say loudly with a light green on my face. 

"How can you do that?" Elektra asks me, confused. 

"What do you mean 'how I can do that'?" I want to know, my eyebrows frowned and my lips pursed.

"I mean how can you have that kind of carefree attitude after what happened?" her question now makes more sense.

Well, you can't paint it black no matter how realistic a game is, yet I must admit that the same density and the feelings that surged my body earlier is something I've never encountered before. This is a first for me. I guess for the NPCs here things are different as this is all they've known. 

"Life's a game," I tell her with a carefree look. 

"I wish I could be like you" the sexy Wizard girl replies. 

"Heh," Ambrosia scoffs, trails of jealousy in her voice as she approaches and touches the handles of the iron gate. "I hate to break the romance here, but we need to make a decision." 

I can't deny my seductive Vampire ally is more right than wrong. We have yet to finish this quest and get out alive. "Ladies first," I reply with a soft grin.

Before entering the new chamber, I check power HP bars to be sure we are ready for this. My HP bar is 70%, Elektra's 75% and Ambrosia's 80%. I guess I should be the one being more careful this time. Having primal savagery still active, I nod at Ambrosia as she opens a new gateway to hell.

To my surprise, no undead or monster attacks us. Instead, we find ourselves inside a treasury of some kind. The shimmering golden and silver piles of coins, gems, weapons and armors of all kinds loom before me. The gold that has been amassed here is so tremendous, supposedly making it comparable to the Royal treasuries of the entire continent, maybe even bigger. My guess is probably correct, as Elektra and Ambrosia seem even more astonished than me. 

I hope this place isn't guarded by some kind of dragon. It wouldn't seem strange to me if we weren't underground and enclosed in narrow corridors. For all I know, probably we won't encounter these types of beasts down here, although you can never be sure. Maybe some kind of giant slithery lizard that is dragon-kin. Worst, maybe we'll encounter a giant spider. 

Elektra immediately climbs over a pile of gold coins and rare gems and looks at them with glittering eyes. 

Ambrosia picks up a tiara ornamented with several precious gems such as pearls and sapphires. "Damn, it's too bad we can't take it with us." 

"What do we do?" I ponder too my sexy and greedy girls. 

"I have something to confess," the beautiful Elektra tells us, having descended the gigantic pile of gold. Both of us look at her with a wary look. "Relax," she adds as she takes out from her shimmering blue cloak a pouch of some kind. It's nothing special, an ordinary pouch you can find in any merchant store.

Ambrosia pushes me on the side to look at the item Elektra offers. "Is it a magical, legendary item?" she arches an eyebrow looking more interested than ever. 

"It's an interdimensional bag," she explains in a brief note. Although I understand the words, it doesn't make it any clearer of what this item actually is.

Ambrosia has the same "so what" look like me. 

"Can you elaborate a bit more," I ask her.

"Oh... well sure," she begins, her eyes sparkling, "an interdimensional bag is a legendary item that allows the bearer to carry an unlimited number of items in this pouch."

"Are you serious?" I tell her, pondering, "then I suppose you can make everything here disappear inside this tiny bag of yours?"

She winks and nods. "In an instant," she replies. 

"I wonder who would trust such a legendary item to a Wizard apprentice girl," Ambrosia makes a point blank comment. 

"I didn't steal it!" Elektra replies, taking the pouch closer to her chest. I can say she isn't convincing anyone here. 

"And now that I remembered, care to explain why those two emissaries earlier, the Black Knight and the warlock said they knew who you were and that you are responsible for them being here," Ambrosia demands in a cold voice.

"Well," I exclaimed briefly, "I'm not sure if  they know me or they confused me with someone else. It must be my best friend Smeme and Leda. They are good guys, but they tend to play a bit aggressively." 

"And you don't know if they are your best friends? How much time has it been since you last saw them?" Elektra asks me as she places her pouch back in her belt behind her back, hidden inside the blue cloak.

"Not much time, however Smeme is a slime and has the ability to take several kinds of forms, so it's hard even for me to distinguish him," I tell them and I see that I barely convinced them.

"What kind of best friend would do something like this? I get the feeling you're not telling the complete truth," she tells her glimmering lips pursing, making me want to kiss them. "Well?"

I wake up from my daydreaming, My imagination Going wild. "Well, I messed up and probably I'm the reason he's also in this game world," I tell her with a serious face. 

"This game world?" both Ambrosia and Elektra exclaim in Unison. 

They are about to protest, but once more fate comes calling and we hear the growling sound of a creature. The hair on my neck stood up and now I sense that I've been a bit more optimistic than I should be. There's no way a place like this to be without some kind of guardian.

And here he is, like a performer as he enters the stage. It's a sad creature from what I can see, some kind of abomination that must have escaped from the pits of hell. 

"A blood fiend," Ambrosia comments and takes the vanguard.

At least I now know its name. The Threat Level 24 Blood Fiend is an enormous creature, reddish in color and a maw with several lines of razor-like fangs. It walks on all fours and its razor-sharp claws extend from each of its limbs. 

"Anything specific I should be aware of," I ask Ambrosia.

"These deadly creatures are known for their ferocity and tenacity. They even prey on other fiends. We should watch out for its terror gaze. Its effects are similar to the Lich's Frightening Gaze that you experienced earlier, although he cannot affect one target. If it affects you, then you will be an easy feast," she tells me, now back at your casual snobbish and carefree look.

"Fuck, there's something wrong with the difficulty level of this game," I monologue, but both of my girls seem oblivious to my rambling. The blood fiend has their undivided attention. 

Being only one third level higher than Ambrosia, and having us as support, I think that we will be able to somehow defeat our nefarious opponent. 

Ambrosia takes the lead and I follow right behind her, casting the last Tier 1 Spell I have available in my spell slot for today: Sleep. As the enchantment takes place, I notice that another blood fiend is charging at us from the side. 

"Ambrosia, There's another!" I shout at her.

She stops and curses. "For fucks sake, I forgot that they usually come in pairs." 

"I'm glad you remembered that now," I spit back ironically, but I regret it, as she stares me with a menacing look, shaking me to my core and making me remember my position and who the actual boss here is. 

Not being fully able to concentrate, I manage to set only the first blood fiend into a magical slumber. The second one continues raging a path towards us. 

Both Elektra and I stand behind Ambrosia and start casting fire bolts, causing as much damage as possible, till the creature is close enough to engage in a melee battle. Thankfully, four of our attacks are successful and decreased its total HP bar down to 75%. Now it's time for hand to hand combat. Having primal savagery on full leash, I attack on the creature from the side, as Ambrosia has its undivided attention. The creature and Ambrosia are almost at the same level and each inflict the same amount of damage at each other. Having Elektra support us from behind and me constantly attacking it with my sharp claws, we manage to dispose of it after several hits, but Ambrosia is now below 50% HP. 

I barely have enough time to catch my breath when I see the first blood fiend awaken from its slumber and near Elektra, claws ready to tear apart her throat. I intervene, heading there as I tell her to fall back and let me handle him for the time being. The creature immediately jumps at me and performs a horizontal attack, burying sharpened claws deep into my flesh, tearing apart my leather armor. The pain is unimaginable!

You received a critical hit of 11 points, my NCI informs me as I fell hard to the ground, barely having any HP left. I can feel my life force fading away. 

Ambrosia runs to my side and immediately fends off the monster momentarily, thus saving my life. I barely managed to get up, my HP bar having only 2 points remaining. Elektra has managed to hit the creature with two Fire Bolts and now its HP is down to 85%. I cast Finger of Death followed by a Fire Bolt. When we finally slay the evil fiend, it leaves Ambrosia with only 10% of her HP. It's barely a victory, but at least we'll survive and because of our vampiric origin, my wounds will begin healing soon.

"Victory!" I exclaim as I fall exhausted and tired hard to the ground, onto a pile of gold coins.

A new stream of notifications block my vision as I see that I've leveled up again, reaching Threat Level 7 and from the looks of it Elektra and Ambrosia have leveled up as well. Not that they would know or understand it. 

"I hope this was the last one," Elektra says in a husky voice.

"On the bright side, it wasn't a dragon... or giant spider," I smirk. 

"What's this?" Ambrosia points her index finger towards an ornamented chest.




Finding the courage to stand up, I see the glowing chest in question. Initially, I thought it would be a big one and made of precious minerals. Instead, all I see is a small one, half the size of a medium box. The material is wooden, but I'm sure there's more to it. My imagination goes wild again and I catch myself thinking that instead of a trunk tree, this chest's wood must have been made from some kind powerful wizard embedding it with his magic, rather a normal earth-born seed. What's undeniable is the sense I get from it. Yes, this is some type of conduit, something that connects it with another reality back into this realm. Perhaps it's a way back to my world? Well, I am about to find out! 


Chapter 18

A Way Foreward







I pulled myself up and felt alive again. Surrounded by gold coins, jewelry, and riches as far as the eye could see, but focused solely on one thing. I could feel it pulling me as Ambrosia's finger fell down by her side. Was it calling to me? Thinking about it now, I'm not quite sure how to describe the feeling I felt when I started walking towards it. It was like music. Not the kind you would hear in Asphodel Meadows no, it was rich, harmonious, ancient. 

"Can you sense it," I ask my team members. 

"Sense what?" Elektra stares at me with a wary look.

"I can feel something otherworldly," I tell her, changing my position to stare Ambrosia better. 

My vampire companion has completely forgotten the chest, and she's staring at a new pair of golden earrings that would look great against her pale skin. I can imagine her wearing only them, naked inside the armchair of our wagon.

Elektra doesn't seem to care much either and a red, ornamented dagger has drawn her attention. Focusing my NCI on it, I see a notification saying that it's a fire sword and that if you speak some words to it, somehow it spits fire. An interesting item nonetheless, but the chest has my full attention. 

I walk towards it, trying to ignore the pain from the previous fight and thankfully I see that my HP has increased by one, my wounds slowly starting to heal due to my vampiric origin. I stand before the magical chest and admire the parchments which are engraved on the top and the front of it. 

Catching the lock, I feel a needle piercing my thumb and pumping my blood. I'm surprised to see that I got one point of piercing damage from the bloody chest. The engravings become red, ornamented with my own blood. Taking my hand back quickly, I'm now reluctant to release the strap tabs and open the draw bolts, fearing that it might cause damage and kill me. After all, I have only 2 HP left. 

Using the same hand as before, I decide to unstrap it, hoping that if I am to receive that much, it will be only 1 hit point. Thankfully, everything seems fine and quickly I open the draw bolts. Holding the top of the chest, I take a deep breath. "Here goes nothing," I say to myself as I open it. From the myriad things that this magical chest could have, I see a book strapped in human skin with various parchments on it, an unknown language, that I'm unable to decipher for the moment.

Focusing my NCI on it, I see that the pop-up notification says "unknown artifact."

Just fuck it! If I'm about to die from touching it, then so be it. I touch the skin bound book and suddenly it perishes, fading into thin air. Now what is actually happening? I don't feel anything and then my vision starts fading, and I'm enveloped in absolute darkness. Looking around, I see that I am somewhere else, far away from the dungeon treasury. Elektra and Ambrosia are nowhere to be found and for some reason my dark vision isn't working, or at least this place is the incarnation of void. 

Did the developers make this some kind of mini-game? A game within the game? No. That doesn't feel right. This is something else entirely. 

Suddenly, a figure as tall as me emerges from the absolute darkness and stares at me from the opposite side of where I'm standing. Somehow he seems familiar to me, like another older version of this avatar body I'm wearing. From his appearance I understand that it must be an aristocratic vampire. His sinister smile exposes a series of razor sharp incisors. This older reflection of myself is completely empty of life and all I can see is domination, greed and lust. 

"Who are you creature?" I demand from the vampire aristocrat. 

This version of myself looks bored, and from time to time he blinks slowly, his crimson eyes looking at me with ferocity, but doesn't bother to reply.

"Who are you?" I repeat again, shouting at him, demanding an answer. 

What's bugging me more is that my NCI isn't projecting my opponent's Threat Level. It's as if there's no one in front of me. Maybe all that is simply a projection, an illusion of some kind. This would explain things. If this place actually existed, then my vampire instincts would have kicked in. 

Unexpectedly, the vampire rushes at me with lightning speed, trying to snatch my neck, but I use my vampire sword to defend from the devastating blow, even counterattacked with a vertical slash, cutting the vile creature in two. As my blade touches my opponent, he vanishes into thin air and I'm back to reality. No time has passed. So it must have been some kind of illusion. I wonder what this means and what influence it will have in the future. Could it be that I'll become a Vampire Lord in this game?

Looking back at the chest where previously I had taken the skin bound book, I now see a golden skeleton key. My NCI notifies me it's another unknown relic. Taking it into my hand, I have another waking dream and now I'm standing in the middle of a throne room inside a dark castle, my hands and skin paler than the moon. Quickly I notice that I'm wearing the attire and clothes that the Vampire Lord was wearing a few moments ago. I wake back into the real world, and I see that only a few seconds have passed. 

Your NCI has been upgraded! A pop-up window claiming the entirety of my vision notifies me with big red letters. While I dismiss this notification, I see that my neural control is a bit different now, but the only changes are how I can send stats. Only two new icons have appeared. 

I focused myself on the 1st icon that resembles the skin bound book I had absorbed earlier. Focusing on it, I see that the tooltip that appears says Bestiary, and as I enter this menu, I see all types of creatures that appear in this world, accompanied with details such as their weaknesses, strengths, HP, spells and all kinds of stats. I'm even able to search for them through the search bar or filter them based on their type. Playing with the Bestiary Interface, I filter the creature type to fiend. I see various types of the fiends, including the blood fiends we fought a few moments ago. Wow, this could come handy! I thought as I skim through it for a second or two.

Browsing back to my primary interface, I focus on the 2nd icon that appeared, represented by the skeleton key I absorbed earlier. This icon seems disabled and when I focus on it the tooltip says 'Castle Core'. I'll be damned, don't tell me that the key I obtained gives me the ability to make my own dungeon or castle? I cannot express the joy I feel right now in words. Thank you developers for making such a cool game. Outstanding! 

Despite the fact I now have this option, it's impossible for me to understand how I can activate the castle core and create my own vampire castle. My wild imagination paces again and I think how cool it would be to have an entire vampire castle with beautiful maids like Ambrosia and Elektra and poor Zoe, but I'm sure that there's more to it.

Lost in a stream of thought, I fail to notice that the key icon has another, smaller rounded rune on the top right radius. I say select this tiny option, a new world unravels before me. 

Welcome to the Castle Mastery Guide, my NCI informs me. Wow, this game never ceases to amaze me. Here I can find all the details I need to build the vampire castle. Browsing randomly at the Castle Mastery Guide I see that my castle could have various abilities, mechanisms and levels such as teleportation, monster production, etc. Reading another note, I understand that this kind of 'Castle Core' I've obtained, has the ability to adjust to the user's class and race that's why it inherited abilities and features that a sorcerer's tower and a Vampire Castle should have. 

"I should tell the girls," I think loudly and as I turn back, I see Ambrosia and Elektra only one foot behind me.

"What happened to you?" Elektra asks me, her eyes narrowing, "you seemed lost for a moment."

"You should be careful the next time you decide to open a chest. For all we know, it could be a mimic taking the form of a regular chest and attacking you, claiming your life," Ambrosia says in a worrying tone, fearing that someone else might have snatched her supper. 

"I have great news to share with you," I tell them and dedicate a few minutes to explaining what just happened. 

"You tell me that somehow you managed to obtain a Castle Core and now you could potentially create your own magical Vampire Castle? Oh, my pet, you're full of surprises!" Ambrosia runs her finger across my exposed neck, then runs it behind my ear and slightly pierces it, letting a drop of blood stain her finger nail. I twitch at the pain and she quickly withdraws it back to her nose, sniffing it like a wine connoisseur, examining the aroma of the red liquid is if it's some kind of fine vintage wine. "Ah, certainly different from before. Pet, you're becoming finer by the day," She adds licking her lips as she finally sips it smugly into her mouth. 

"We haven't escaped yet," Elektra reminds us. "We should leave now before we are found out. Let's discuss the matter of the Castle Core once we're safely back at the surface." 

We have nothing to discuss with you," Ambrosia casts her menacing gaze on the petite Wizard girl. "Once we're back at the surface, we go our separate ways."

Elektra takes out from her belt the interdimensional pouch and whispers some words. The legendary artifact creates a whirling column of air and starts absorbing the countless piles of treasures and items. In a matter of moments, everything has vanished into thin air and inside The magic pouch. 

"Every Vampire Castle needs a treasury and with me by your side you won't have to worry about expenses. On my belt right now, I have enough gold to buy an entire estate. You need a girl like me," Elektra bends her neck to the side, Exposing it entirely. "I want to become a Vampire Sorcerer like you," she tells me with blushing cheeks. 

"How you know I am ..." I begin to say but she interrupts me.

"I knew you were a Vampire Sorcerer, and that Ambrosia is a Vampire Lord, from the moment I met you," she confesses, turning her neck back to normal. "I hate humanity. They are a cancer on this world."

Well, that's something new, something unexpected. I imagined Elektra's character to be entirely the opposite: kindly and caring for the humans, but deep down she's nefarious like my voluptuous vampire companion. 

"I'm not evil," I reply with a stern voice. "Actually, I don't know what I am yet or what I'll become. But I would enjoy your company and my Vampire Castle needs a treasurer, not to mention a treasury."

"Wait, a moment!" Ambrosia intervenes and looks at Elektra as if someone stole her favorite pet. "If she's to become the treasurer in our castle, Then I'll be the commander. You will need someone experienced, someone who could leap and inspire the monstrosities of your army and even punish those who even think to oppose your will. Well, it's not too late for me to take my revenge on that bastard Nestor back in Pedasa. It will be our first priority to get rid of him once we establish our army of terror."

Now I see that she's gone a bit far. It's best I bring her back to reality.  "I would certainly need the both of you if we want to build a Vampire Castle that everyone will fear and respect," I tell them, catching glimpses of both of them. "But for now the three of us must escape successfully back to the surface. If one of us dies, then our plan will probably fail." 

"Well, Elektra isn't something special," Ambrosia says with a sinister smile, her two incisors now protruding. "If she dies, we can simply take the pouch with the treasures with us." 

Elektra smiles back with a menacing and strong look. "I hate to break it to you, but if I die, then all the treasures I have in my pouch, will vanish into thin air along with my life. I'm the owner of the interdimensional pouch and only I can unlock this legendary treasure I just obtained." 

"Hphm...." is all Ambrosia reacts, trying to undermine her rival, but she isn't convincing anyone.




Suddenly, her snobbish look cedes, a face of surprise and fear taking place. The light clatter and the moaning from outside the iron wright gate take place and we know that the enemy is upon us. We must leave now otherwise it will be hard to escape with our lives. Although I swear to myself that one day I will return and give that bastard Cadmus what he deserves! 

Tired and exhausted, we head in the opposite direction where we see another iron gate like the one we first encountered and that of the treasury. As we open the gate, I glance back and notice that the Lich along with several undead assassins are the one's leading the hunt. We close the gate behind us and quickly we run blindly following a narrow corridor, slaying several low level zombies. In the process on our path to the surface end to our survival. Both of the girls keep me protected all the time, due to the fact that I have the lowest hit points amongst the two. 

"You are far too precious to die now, pet," Ambrosia gives me a caring look. "If you die, the dungeon core will disappear with you."

"How do you know that?" I gnarl, as I try to follow up with them, while at the same time every inch of my body is on fire, because of the multiple wounds I've received so far.

"The Vampire Queen had a bond with her castle. We all suspected that she was connected through it with some kind of Castle Core, no nothing as advanced and powerful as the one you now hold. She could only sense the enemies once they were near her, her favorite food inside her Vampire Castle," she reveals to me. 

"Something like a vampire radar but more enhanced I guess?" my vigor renewed now that I obtained more information.

"Something like that," she agrees, nodding. "when she died, the Castle Core vanished along with her and Nestor wasn't able to claim its power."

"I get it now," is all I reply, focusing on getting out of here and ignoring as much as possible my pain. One thing I noticed though, is that the more I level up, the less pain I feel. This is probably because of the effects of the Vampire Ancestry. 

Killing a few more zombies, I get glimpses of the undead assassins approaching us. Soon the darkness dwindles us, the tunnel snakes away and Rays of light show on the rough walls. The smell of fresh air is present here, and I think we might get out of this alive. The problem is that if we reach the surface with daylight, Ambrosia will receive radiant damage and in her current state, with her HP bar below 25%, it could send her to her permanent death. 

"I'll be fine," she tells me sensing what I thought. "Do not worry my pet," she adds and I wonder if she can read my thoughts or  if we've developed some kind of mental bond between master and pet.

Nerve wrecked and imbalanced, I notice that her senses are about to abandon her. I stop and I grab her with my arms, lifting her before she crashes to the floor. The undead assassins are only a few feet away from us when we continue walking to the exit as Ambrosia decapitates two in a bloody flash to give us time to escape. Once she sees that we've reached the relative safety of the exit, she turns and follow us right behind, sure lightning speed covering the ground and the reaching by my side, when the light hits her and receives 30 hit points of radiant damage, her HP bar below 20% as we finally make it to the surface, leaving behind the snarling and growling and morning sounds of that hellhole. 

The pain is edged on Ambrosia's face as she stamps, jogs and thumps, Finally throwing herself to the ground around, the pain deep and stinking. Even the smell of her body is so atrocious that makes me want to puke. 

With her burning face she finally gets up and comes to my side. Her figure is so terrible I can barely recognize her. "We have survived this!" She smiles with a pained look.


Chapter 19

Dungeon Cores 101







Bad luck follows us along with the undead who continue flowing outside from the tunnel and charge in our direction, however the place we escaped into is a central plaza and there are several sentries and soldiers patrolling the area. Immediately they come to our aid and with the help of a Wizard Unit that belongs to the Phratry of Helios, they quickly dispose of the undead scourge once they step their churlish feet on the ground. It seems that the Lich isn't hunting us anymore and neither are the few undead that have some kind of intellect; they decided to fall back from where they came.

"We've been saved!" I tell my blonde Wizard girl. "Your guys have saved the day."

"I wouldn't be so sure," she replies mysteriously, her eyes narrowing, as a tall, black-haired guy approaches us. He must be the leader of this Wizard team.

"Traitor, we finally found you. Return to the Phratry of Helios with what you stole and your life will be spared!" the black haired guy snarls at Elektra, the rest of his team members, numbering 7 in total have already surrounded us. 

"Elektra, what's the meaning of this?" I whisper to her, being at a loss.

"Well, when I left the Wizard Guild, I took with me a legendary item I shouldn't ," she confesses, her teeth pressing.

"The Inter dimensional pouch," Ambrosia exclaims, glancing at her.

"Why is it that Alexander and Zoe didn't attack us earlier?" I note as I lift my hands up, surrendering. 

"They weren't aware of it," She tells me bluntly. 

"Now what? We give them the interdimensional pouch with all the treasures?" a deep exhale leaving my nostrils.

"They want only me, don't interfere and let them have me," she decides as she approaches the tall man.

No, how could I do something like that. Not only will I lose the chance to undress her, but I will also lose the chance to have a proper treasury for my castle, not to mention that it will be practically impossible to have a chance to find another treasure with that magnitude. I'm sure the game masters of this game want players like me to have multiple options, hard at most times. I get it. You can't become a Guild leader and have your own army of the night, without facing such dilemmas. It makes the game play more interesting. I'm more hooked than ever to continue playing this game. The real world game experience has been the best experience I've had so far in my virtual life. 

"Just let her be," I gasp as I approach the black-haired wizard. The other members of his team laugh at me, trying to intimidate me and at the same time mock me at the state my avatar body currently is. 

"And who you might be?" the wizard leader demands to know.

I scan him with my new, advanced NCI along with his team. He's sitting at a Threat Level 8, well the rest of his team ranges between three and five. If we weren't badly wanted, then kicking this guy's ass along with his team would be easy as a pie. Unfortunately, I have only two HP points left and both of my girls have the HP bar below 30%. We can still win, having powerful and savage Ambrosia by my side, but something tells me I won't survive this battle. I'm near death and even a single attack could end my life instantly. I guess the fact that instead of shopping for Potions of Heal; we wasted our time shopping useless dresses and attire. I should find another way to save our asses for now. Diplomacy could come handy.

"She doesn't have the item you seek. She lost it inside the dungeon," I lie to him, but he instinctively pushes me back.

He casts his menacing gaze on me. "Stay out of this boy, if you want to leave," and then looks back at Elektra. "Strip yourself, I'll search your clothes and if I don't find the interdimensional pouch on you, then you're free to go," he adds with a sly smile. 

Ambrosia growls and quickly attacks two of the Wizards nearby her, slicing their throats and killing them with two successive critical hits in an instant. The other wizards cast values attack spells and I see her HP bar decreasing below 15%. The Wizard Leader is at a loss and fails to notice me and Elektra casting a Fire Bolt. As the fire bolts leave our hands, he activates Shield, a tier 1 spell and a magical, ethereal field appears around him that blocks our attacks. 

He casts Fireball, but instead of targeting us, he unleashes his full attack on Ambrosia, who has killed another already. I shout at her, trying to warn her, but it's too late. The fireball blasts her several feet away and all I can see is her smoking body lying on the ground. 

"Ambrosia!" I shout, seeing that her HP is down to 8%. 

It seems that our attack has been nothing but cannon fodder and now the remaining wizards cast firebolt spells, all trying to hit my vampire ally. Despite being near death, she gets up and in an instant avoids the deadly bolts and escapes with a superhuman jump out of here. The mess we caused has drawn unnecessary attention from the soldiers, who now have surrounded both us and the wizards.

"Surrender now!" the harsh, booming voice of a sergeant orders us.

I can see that it will be impossible to escape with so many soldiers and their spears ready to gut us given the chance. One after the other, we raise our hands surrendering and the wizards do the same.

I smile, looking at the wizard Leader.

"Don't think that you won this round," he replies full of anger and vitriol, his lips quivering, unable to hold the rage he feels.

And he's right the soldiers lead us to the central garrison and from there the four remaining Wizards are released and mysteriously they hand us over to another team that belongs to the Phratry of Helios. These are stronger, having higher levels and more spells. 

"This one ," Elektra points out with a nod to an old, grumpy man, "is my former mentor. The guy we fought earlier, his name is Mikhail, and he was my elder back at the Academy. As you know, the Phratry of Helios is very influential in all over Lycia. That's why they handed us over to them without a second thought. "

Your Adventurer's Log has been updated. 

Now that's something I've just learned. I wonder where the game will take us now. I see the wizards arguing about something among them and as they approached me and Elektra; I understand that I'm the epicenter of the argument. Some of them, mainly those who belong to Mikhail's party, want to have my head as payback for what happened to their schoolmates. Fortunately, the elder wizard decides that it would be better if they take me back to the Wizards Guild, because he senses something otherworldly from me. Good, this will prove to be their downfall, as I'm sure that Ambrosia will find a way to save us as the dark comes.

There are two things that concern me at this moment: 1st is that they will try and search her once we leave the city. There's no way they miss the interdimensional pouch that she has on her belt. 2nd concern is that her HP is below 25% and they didn't even have the decency to give her a Potion of Heal. On the other hand, we've killed three of their companions, so I guess I should be thankful for still being alive. I'm gravely injured as well, but when the night comes, I'll start healing and then I'll be ready.

The elder man gives a stabbing glaring to Elektra. "I could never have imagined that you'd fallen so low," he tells her with a pained tone, as if being disappointed by her. " You betrayed the Guild, you stole a great artifact and now you kill three of your brothers. Punishment for your crimes will be hard this time and I won't be able to save you." 

"I'm sorry master Antonios," Elektra lowers her eyes, ashamed at what has happened. 

Master Antonios casts his gaze on me, "And what are we to do with you? What are you, a Dark Sorcerer or something else? A creature of the night? No, you would have received radiant damage like the Vampire Lord my apprentices have countered and mistakenly thought of as a common adventurer." 

I see that this man is very perceptive and it will be hard for me to hide my true identity. Although if all things go as I have hope, he won't suspect I'm a Vampire Sorcerer and that I have the potential to become a Dungeon Core.

"We've just formed the party in the Adventurer's Guild. The three of us were solo, so we decided that we should raid the dungeon together and that we would have a higher percentage of finishing the quest. I'm glad I found these two, we were the only ones who managed to survive," I reply to him, trying to avoid his direct questions and at the same time mix facts with lies.

"Is that so?" he cocks an eyebrow, "if what you say is true, then why did your Vampire companion attack my apprentices when they tried to capture her?"

"How should I know?" I fight back and honestly, I can never be sure of what Ambrosia is thinking and why she decided to attack those wizards. "Maybe she felt threatened, when your apprentices said that they wanted to capture all of us. If she is what you say, then there's no way for a Vampire Lord to bow her head because you told her so. Despite that, death has bonded us, and we became comrades in arms down there, but you won't understand." 

Master Antonios' eyes narrow, inspecting me for a moment. Finally he exhales and leaves us alone, shackled. Elektra and I exchange some glances, till Mikhail comes with the rest of his party, now fully healed, probably due to some kind of Potion of Heal. They grab our chains and force us to follow them.

We pass through the agora and the restaurant 'Hey Kitty' I had gone to with Ambrosia the previous night. It's still open, and this place continues to be full of people for almost 24 hours, making this the liveliest place I've seen so far in my short life here. As we traverse, the crowd sidelines, watching us in circles and the powerful wizards forming a protective circle around us. I feel a bit strange, watching all these people staring at us like we are some kind of pests.

"I'm sorry," Elektra begins ready to burst in tears. "It's my fault I dragged you and Ambrosia into this."

"Nah don't fear," I reassure her. "there's no way I let them have my treasure," I add and wink at her smugly. 

She bits her lips and gives me a sly smile, blushing at the same time. I'm glad she appreciates the confidence I provide. It's something I learned in my long life inside Elysium. I've lived there for millions of seconds, but from what I understand this place measures time in years. Making a few rough estimations, I think I am 26 years old in this game. From her appearance I don't think that she's much older than me and certainly not older than Ambrosia, who has lived hundreds of years. 

"Stop talking," Mikhail orders us. We immediately comply.

Walking our way outside the city, I decided to check out the Castle Mastery Guide and learn more about the dungeon core I obtained. Browsing through the countless chapters and sub chapters, I see that near the end of the guide, there's a globe, probably the earth and I have the option to zoom in and zoom out, even pinpoint myself as we move on. Now, that's interesting by itself, not to mention helpful. It seems that the map is up to date and there are not only the main roads, but even forgotten walkways. It seems its limit however is the surface, I cannot scan the area underneath Tlos and the tunnel system we've been through a few hours ago. 

Apart from the zoom in zoom out options, there's another setting icon that I haven't checked out yet. Browsing through the icon, a new window appears with several more options, such as changing the appearance of the map to options such as navigation. What draws my attention however is the option of Artifact Search. Focusing on it, I get a tooltip notification: when artifact search active, you will see the location of Secondary Dungeon Cores. 

Secondary Dungeons Cores? I wonder to myself. This option is interesting also. I activate it and browse back to the previous menu with the global map. I see now that several red dots have appeared. Checking at the table of contents in the Castle Mastery Guide I navigate to the Secondary Dungeon Cores. Reading through the information quickly, I understand that the secondary dungeon cores enhance the castle's abilities and functionalities. For example, there are Secondary Dungeon Cores of various functions, some of the most important and memorable are: monster creation core, defense core, radar core, teleportation core. The list goes on and on and from the looks of it, I can upgrade each secondary core through various mods. This will be a daunting task, but will increase the castle capabilities to a new level. I should find as many as possible, before finding a castle to haunt. 

Browsing back to the global map, a new notification pops up. 

Optional Quest: gather at least ten secondary dungeon cores.

I select yes immediately. Why shouldn't I, although at times I'm tempted to say no and see what happens. If I were to say no and then continue gathering secondary dungeon cores, I wonder what the latter would eventually be. 

I get an immediate answer and now the global map points out ten of the nearest secondary dungeon cores, the one being inside some kind of estate with several towers and a castle at the center. Navigating through my global map, I see that I get various tooltips, giving me several details such as location names, rivers, bridges etc. The tooltip at the point of interest says Phratry of Helios. wow, don't tell me not the first secondary dungeon core is located inside the Wizard Guild.

A burst of laughter escapes my lips and gathers the stares of all the Wizards. Shit! I should be more careful.

Mikhail comes towards me, and with his staff he strikes me in my face. 

You received a 1-Point damage, my NCI informs me. 

I fall to the ground nearly unconscious, having left only with 2 hit points again. So much for the vampire regeneration thing. There's no hope if you're an idiot. 

"Is there something funny?" he laughs, vitriol and rage making his lips quiver.

"Mikhail, behave yourself!" Master Antonios tells him with cold indifference. This makes me understand that even if he had killed me, it wouldn't have made a difference. 

I'll make sure they pay in blood for what they have done to me and to my treasurer. Wait till the dark comes and Ambrosia will prey upon you. I think of smiling, even mocking him,  but I abandon the thought, knowing what my adversary is capable of. No more idiotic behaviors.

"Someone's coming," a Wizard notifies the rest. 

Mikhail immediately leaves me to my own devices and heads to the front, where Master Antonios is with the rest of the high level Wizards. It seems that two very powerful adventurers are heading our way.

"I feel something eerie about them," Mikhail tells Master Antonios and the rest of the Wizards, "Be prepared for everything and buff yourselves."

"If they were to attack us, then they would probably ambush us," Master Antonios notes sharply. "Nonetheless, buff yourselves and be prepared for the unexpected." 

Waiting patiently and taking defense positions, the shady figures finally reach us. Everything from the way they stand, to the way they speak, have that kind of unassailable, confident look.

"Smeme?" I exclaim with a wily kind of face, both amazed and wary of what the Black Knight and his Warlock want here.

I'm either saved or I have the worst luck imaginable.


Chapter 20

My Friend the Slimy Bastard







The Black Knight blocks the wizard's passage. He is strong indeed, a living work of art, his eyes locked on his prey before him: the Wizards. Right behind him stands the seductive warlock girl that's accompanying him wherever he goes. It seems that both of them have leveled up, the Black Knight having a Threat Level of 18 and the Warlock girl 15. 

"You have something that belongs to me," Raising his hand and pointing with his index finger at me.

"Your friend has committed great crimes against the Phratry of Helios. He is to be delivered there and receive his harsh punishment ," Master Antonios tells him curtly, his eyes flicker left and right, as the rest of the Wizards become restless. 

The great warrior takes his enormous sword from his bag and places it right before him , with the tip pointed at the ground, as he let's it rest there. "I am to deliver justice like he deserves," the Black Knight points out , his crimson eyes glowing as a warning for the violence to come. 

"You must have heard of us. You wouldn't want to make the Phratry of Helios an enemy," Mikhail tells him with a steady voice, trying to intimidate him. 

Ignoring him entirely, the Black Knight continues his pontification, addressing Master Antonios directly, "This man might be an idiot , but you are fools to believe that you are capable enough to escort him safely to the Wizard Guild. Night will come and his Vampire Lord aide will come and claim your lives. I only want him, not the girl that accompanies him. Give him to me and be on your way and you can be sure I won't harm any of you. You have my word as an Emissary Knight." 

Damnit, if the Black Knight actually is Smeme, then he's behaving like a real jackass right now, trying to make my gaming experience a living hell. I want to call out to him and be vocal about my thoughts, Not entirely sure though if he is actually my best friend or someone else. Hopefully, the Wizards will deliver me to him and I'll be able to learn a few more things about this world and why he's so mad at me. 

"The Phratry of Helios don't negotiate with vigilantes," Master Antonios says, raising his arms and preparing himself to cast a spell. "You might be strong, I can sense your powerful aura, but you can be sure that we won't let you take this man without forfeiture of your life." 

That's some kind of unexpected behavior. I thought Master Antonios would be more conciliatory, Given the circumstances. Probably just like the rest from the Phratry of Helios, he acts like a mindless buffoon, trying to be the man. I'm sure my friend will prove him wrong. Smeme, he has always been a top player in all games, a genius that distinguishes himself from the rest of the pile and if he wanted, he could easily be admitted in Elysium.

The place instantly turns into the battlefield, with the Black Knight rushing against Master Antonios with his two-handed sword raised, ready to claim his life. All the Wizards instantly start casting various spells, making me wonder if my old friend is actually an idiot, charging head on, a team of 15 Wizards, all of them ready to reduce him to ashes. Even at the level he's right now, receiving 15 attack spells at once, means certain death. 

I haven't thought of what the Warlock girl is capable of, however; she holds some kind of ruby gem that radiates arcane magic. Focusing my NCI on it, I see the tooltip notifying me it's a 'Dispelling Stone'. This item is very rare and probably they acquired it when they raided the underground tunnel system with us. It seems that the dungeon we've been, still holds many secrets. What this rare artifact does, is that it nullifies and ends any type of spells that belong up to Tier 3, but depending on the caster's Threat Level, it can dispel even higher Tier Spells. 

Here all over the Wizards can cast spells up to the 2nd Tier which means that the warlock can nullify and dispel all their attacks, rendering them practically useless against the attacks of the Black Knight. And that's what happens. With a vertical slash of his enormous sword, he cuts master Antonios in half, Blood spraying the air and making the Black Knight look more like a demon now. Without a moment's notice, she rushes at the other Wizards near him and kills two with a swing of his sword.

What remains of the wizards, retreats disorderly, fearing for their lives. That's it, my friend. Show them who you are. Phratry of Helios, my ass!

Being left alone, the Black Knight and his sidekick approach me. "Any last wishes?" the Knight stares down at me, his two-handed sword raised like an executioner.

"Smeme? Don't tell it's you?" And now that I think of it, I turn my gaze to his warlock sidekick, "Leda is that you?" 

I see the warlock's eyes narrow, then pokes at the Black Knight. He looks back at her then at me, "does it matter?" 

"Hell it does!" I tell him.

"We were banished here, in what seems to be the real world because of you!" Smeme confesses, vitriol and rage carved on his glowing eyes.

"Smeme, that's enough," Leda, my warlock friend, touches him softly on his pauldron. "I don't think he's realized the severity of the situation."

"So, you were fooled into this game experience like me?" I want to learn, seeing that my friend is somewhat calmer now. 

He puts down his enormous sword back on his shoulder. 

"This is your fault, we've been exiled here because you simply couldn't keep your mouth shut! I told you there would be consequences, but hey you know better!" He breathes out.

"We aren't sure if the rest of our friends were exiled here as well," Leda adds, taking a deep breath in and out. "Well, at least we know that the rumors were true and that Hades, the Supreme Administrator, is more of a despot then we'd like to believe. "

Your Adventurer's Log has been updated. 

So not only Leda and Smeme were expelled here, but I might be able to see more of my friends. Hope I'll be able to recognize them in these new body avatars, they have forced us to wear.

"What is your main quest?" I decide to change the topic of our discussion to something lighter, thinking my friends probably have the same quest as me. "My guess is that if we complete it, we can return to our boring lives in the Asphodel Meadows."

The duo look at me menacingly as if I spat some nonsense."Our main quest is to kill this Demon King Alastor and Sarpedon, but at the same time, we must do it before you, otherwise our mission will fail," Smeme says with a growl.

"And as an optional quest, we are tasked to kill you, this will ensure our quest has higher chances of success," Leda exclaims in grief, glancing over Smeme.

Bugger! What a mess I've put myself and my friends ... 




****




"There's no need for you to worry about me finishing the main quest," I try to comfort them. 

"That's pretty much obvious!" Smeme says with a scoff. "With your current level and your natural ability to get into trouble, I wonder how you survived up to this point."

I shrugged, ignoring the last comment. Smeme can be an ass at times. "I found a reason to stay here," I smile looking over at the beautiful and blonde Elektra. 

She gives me a smile. "You should stop harassing your friend," Elektra scolds Smeme. "Athanasios is a great guy and would never let his friends get hurt and the God of Elysium is probably an idiot, acting like this to great people such as you in this manner."

Smeme's Glowing eyes narrow and makes a long growl.

"You promise that you won't try to finish the main quest?" Leda intervenes, trying to calm the situation.

I nod immediately. "I found meaning in this world. If this is actually the real world, then I have no reason to follow Hades' command. For me, Elysium has been a painful experience and I don't plan on returning there. By the way, aren't we sure that this is the real world and not another virtual game experience created by our supreme despot?"

I catch both Smeme and Leda off guard. That's strange, I thought that they were with other emissaries longer than me. They should be aware by now if this world is the real one and if others of our kind, players have managed to complete the main quest.

"It seems this place is the real deal. We met several other emissaries, who supposedly came here years before. What is strange is that they had no recollection of their previous lives from Elysium. their memories were wiped out along with their levels," Smeme confesses troubled, a mixture of wariness and fear in his voice.

"That's insane!" I exclaimed, feeling my body sweating. "So we're the only ones having kept our previous experience and memories?" 

"No," Smeme shakes his head. "it seems that there are some High level players from Elysium Central or from the Isles of the Blessed who keep their previous levels along with memories. We call them the Apostles of Elysium and they are the ones running things for us, the emissaries of Elysium. It seems that for some reason Hades wants this Alastor and Sarpedon dead."

Literally, my jaw drops in awe. It seems that for decades, even centuries, high level players have ventured into this world. "Do we have any idea about our targets?" I'm left pondering.

"Alastor seems to be an NPC, but Sarpedon is rumored to be another player like us, who has lived in this world for centuries. Something happened however, and he strayed off Hades' path, that's why there's a bounty on his head," Smeme replies, providing me the information I want.

Your Adventurer's Log has been updated! My NCI informs me.

It's just amazing how many new things someone can learn in this world. The information I got from my friends today is crucial and I'm glad I haven't bothered with the main quest at all. No matter what I do, Hades will try to have my head on a plate. If he wanted, he could have erased me entirely from the Elysium mainframe. It seems he enjoys playing games more than delivering punishment. This means that I must level up the fastest and get my Vampire Castle working as soon as possible. This will be the only insurance I have here. This reminds me of several game experiences I've played in the past where players have to kill other players. In this place, everything is allowed, I've learned that much so far. 

"What happens if we die here?" I want to learn.

Elektra laughs. "What silly question is this? If you die, it's over! Some say that those who are benevolent and worship the Fate of Elysium, have a chance to be admitted in the paradise of Elysium."

This confuses me even more. It seems that the only players capable of giving answers are the Apostles of Elysium and no one else. I can't get entirely what Elektra means when she says that once you die here, it's game over. Never seen a game experience like this. I should wrap things up and move on. Smeme and Leda might be my friends and at least for now don't want to kill me, but the same cannot be said for other emissaries, who are mindless amnesiacs and like drones that will do whatever 'Our Lord' tells them. 

Noticing that Elektra's words have some kind of fear effect on my friends, I decide to intervene. "What's your plan for defeating Demon King Alastor," I ask them.

"It seems that the fate of Elysium Is planning a rebellion and soon they will manage to overthrow him and his demon warriors," Smeme replies. "How is it that you have no knowledge of this? Where did you spawn when you were cast here?"

"Inside an abandoned cavern, left for vampire food," I tell him with a furrowed brow. "I guess you were privileged enough to spawn in an Emissary Camp and receive proper initiation. This explains your high Threat Levels."

"We did, but most of the emissaries there didn't manage to level up as much as we did. Leda and I were the exceptional few who leveled up this fast. Most of them can't level up past 3," he tells me, walking briskly towards me with firm, precise movements, finally stopping a few inches away from me.

I gulp, shallowing unnecessarily. "Having reserved your memories proved to be handy," I tell him, unsure why he came this close to me. 

He grabs me from the throat, his eyes glowing, and brings me closer. I'm choking and try to get off his grip. Elektra and Leda come as well, both trying to let me loose, but Smeme seems oblivious of them. "Don't get in my way again. Got it? "

I nod with a choking sound. He releases his grip and throws me behind. I backpedal a few steps and try to catch my breath again.

"Good," he notes, then looks towards Leda with a lifted chin. "Let's go."

"Sure," she tells him and looking back at me she winks as she follows behind.

Coming to my side, Elektra tells me, "I thought he was going to snap your neck, what a strange guy!"

"Heh," I reply with a groggy voice.

"Now what?" she asks me, smiling at me slyly.

"We rest until Ambrosia finds us," I tell her.

I see that Elektra is ready to provide me with some kind of comfort for what I've been through for her. She approaches me and kisses me gently behind my ear. Feeling my crotch hardening, a wave of euphoria floods my body and I want to take her right here and now, touching her between the thighs and slightly caressing her underwear.

Her eyes are filled with lust and desire. "Not here," she says unexpectedly, ruining the moment. "My former colleagues might be near here and now that the Black Knight and his sidekick have left, they might ambush us. We should leave, now."

"Well," I exclaim with a long annoyed exhale, "I don't think they will disturb us any longer. I'm sure my friends have taught them a lesson and they won't annoy us for the time being," I tried to convince her, my craving for her body taking place and I'm unable to control myself, placing my hand inside her underwear and carefully massaging her clit. I can feel that she's already wet. 

Then we hear some human voices from inside the forest. "Fuck!" I curse.

Giving me another fervent kiss with her soft lips, she says, "Let's get the hell out of here. We'll have time for this later," she winks at me, taking my hand outside her wet pussy. 

Grabbing my wrist she pulls me into the woods, going deeper and deeper trying to avoid our pursuers.


Chapter 21

Sexy Girl's with Smart Ideas!







We've been running for some time now. Despite my grave wounds and the pain I feel, I continue without protest. I could try and stop, wait for my wounds to heal, but my Vampire Origin isn't as powerful in daylight. My HP bar has increased only by a fraction and now I have three hit points left. Probably, I'll be fully healed by tomorrow, even if I don't use any Potions of Heal. The same cannot be true for my Wizard companion. Human body avatars can take a toll and despite having almost 25% of her HP, she stops, trying to catch her breath.

"You should rest," I tell her concerned. "You're wounded, I say we wait here until Ambrosia finds us. I think we lost them."

She shakes her head left and right, taking in deep breaths. "No, we can't risk being followed. We should move on." 

"About the treasures we looted earlier. Isn't there an item inside your interdimensional pouch, that we can use to heal ourselves?"

"Probably there are several," she tells me. "The problem is, that the treasure we looted is so big, that my interdimensional pouch hasn't sorted them based on type, name, size and abilities. It will need a couple of days to have everything in order."

"You can actually do that?" I ask her with a furrowed brow, "that's a handy feature your pouch has." 

She nods, smiling, "yeah, but to be honest I haven't grasped each full potential yet. Supposedly, it can be used as a weapon. "

Knotting my eyes, I ask, "How the hell could a pouch be used as a weapon?" 

"You see, it can absorb and imprison persons or creatures, not only items," she confesses taking another deep breath. 

I've become witness to the power like this back in Pedasa, when Melissa, the Vampire Slayer, had used some kind of stone to imprison Ambrosia temporarily. No matter how overpowered you are, if you have such a powerful ability: to imprison anyone you want and render him powerless, then you're a force to be reckoned with. 

"When will you be able to use that skill of yours?" I want to know, licking my lips.

She shrugs and says, "I don't know, it hasn't been long since the interdimensional pouch came to my possession. We should continue," she adds, getting up and having replenished some stamina.

We walk deeper into the woods, stopping several times for Elektra to get some rest, till we reach a fountain. Both of us drink water with big gulps, I've been hydrated this whole time despite not having any water since last night when I found her in the Adventurer's Guild. Having a body avatar like this one comes handy at times like these.

I watch as Elektra cups the water in her palm and let it run down her wounds. The water emits a soft glow as it washes over her, and I am in awe as they begin to heal. She must have charged the waters with healing properties. I join her in the fountain, removing my tunic and pants; tossing them to the side. I'm merely left with my loincloth while she remains clothed. We both wash ourselves in silence as she steals glances at me. 

"You know, I just wanted to thank you for everything. You didn't have to help me, yet you did anyway." 

"Well, it was solely for the treasure, of course" I joke, offering a cheesy grin at her. While the treasure is valuable, I do see Elektra as an asset to the team. After all, she did survive the Dungeon with Ambrosia and I, so why would I not see her as valuable? Along with her skills, she has treasure and a gorgeous body. 

She simply smiles in response, and I can see a hint of mischief in her eyes. Her hands go to untie the knots of her cloak, tossing the fabric onto the grass. I can't help but watch as she undresses until she is completely naked. 

While her body isn't as thick and curvaceous as my Vampire mistress', it is still a marvel to behold. She is mostly small shoulders and petite hips, but the curvature is still apparent in her stature. Her ankles dip into the water as she approaches me, curling a blonde strand between her fingers. 

"Was it only for the treasure?" She asks coolly, pressing her small breasts against my bare torso. I can already feel my shaft becoming erect as I stare into her eyes. Her hands glide down my chest towards my cock, her fingers curling around my growing shaft. I let out a soft gasp, closing my eyes as she strokes me. Her hand is significantly smaller than Ambrosia's, so she uses both hands to fully encompass my size. 

"No," I manage to say as her fingers poke at the precum collecting at my tip. My hands go to explore the expanse of her small back; dipping into her waist and caressing her ass in slow, deliberate circles. She is so small in my embrace, that I am almost afraid of accidentally harming her. But I've seen her endure much worse, I remind myself.

Suddenly she turns around and presses her back against me, teasing her pussy against my shaft.

"I want to reward you for being such a valiant protector, Anathasios." 

Elektra rolls her hips in circles, and I'm surprised at the way her body moves against me. It reminds me of the waves in an ocean, rocking and crashing against me in waves of tantalizing bliss. The more she rubs against me; the more heated pressure builds within my groin. I feel myself grow more impatient by the second, and I take this moment to grip her hips and plunge myself deep inside. 

Had I been this bold with Ambrosia, I would have certainly been greeted with a strike or some form of punishment. 

But Elektra isn't my master, and I take advantage of this by exerting as much domination as I can. Her walls grip me tight, contracting as I start to thrust inside in a rhythmic pace. I place one hand on the small of her back, bending her over until her face grazes the water's surface. Her entire body rocks and trembles with my powerful thrusts; our bodies clapping together in a wet chorus, causing the water to splash all around us. 

Her moans begin to fill the air, and they are soft and feminine. It feels good to take control during sex, to dig my fingers into her ass as hard as I can without fearing retaliation. Her body is tightening and squeezing me hard, making me groan as I tilt my head towards the sky. The stars slightly blur in my vision as I feel myself approach orgasm.

"Are you ready for my seed?" I ask, slapping her ass hard. 

Elektra nods, still moaning. Wrapping my arm around her waist, I pull Elektra upwards until her back was against me again. With my free hand I raise her right leg so I can penetrate her more deeply; until my cock grazes the opening of her womb. She bucks her head back, resting it on my shoulder as she screams into the sky. 

Grunting, I pump myself inside her a few last times before finishing. I feel my fluids build all around me in her pussy, and finally leak down towards her thigh. Her walls contract erratically around me as her orgasm rocks her body, her fingers pulling at the nape of my neck hairs. We stay in this position for a few moments before we both fall to our knees in the water; gasping for air. After recovering, she smiles over her shoulder at me,

"The treasurer becomes the treasure, then?"

We laugh and converse for a few more minutes before drying and shrugging into our attire.  




Filled with renewed vigor, we are ready to continue our march. Abraxos and the wagon must not be that long and night is already upon us.




****




Walking in complete darkness isn't as easy for my Wizard aide. Having dark vision in this world has proven to be one of the most handy skills I've obtained as a Vampire Sorcerer. Eventually we reach our wagon and I dispel Fog Cloud, making the wagon visible again. 

"Shouldn't Ambrosia be here?" Elektra massages her temples.

I shrug, she should be here and I start to worry thinking something has happened to her. Suddenly, a pleasant aroma fills my nostrils and I know she's somewhere near here. Like a predator lurking in the shadows, I see eyes like silver lightning, slowly approaching us. Elektra is about to cast a spell, but with a motion of my hand, I tell her to stop. 

"So you survived and even managed to escape your oppressors. That's interesting, I thought I'd come and save the day, or night to be precise," Ambrosia sneers and slightly frowns.

I quickly notice that her HP bar is fully restored. Looking with the corners of my eyes, I notice 2 dead wizards below our wagon. It would be best if I omitted this fact to Elektra given she's unable to see in this darkness. Plus, I wouldn't want to make her anymore afraid of Ambrosia than I'm sure she already is. 

"I had some help," I point in Elektra's direction.

Ambrosia locks her gaze to Elektra, "I should have your head on a plate for the mess you got us into."

"It can't be helped," I intervene, eyes rolling. "You know she's as important for our plan as much as me and you are. We'll need her and her treasury," pointing out that last part.

Ambrosia exhales slightly annoyed. "I will ignore what happened for the time being, but if you lie to us again or betray us, you'll pray you were dead." 

My vampire ally has made her point clear. Although I want to protest and take Elektra's side in this, Ambrosia is right, and she has been the least trustworthy among the three of us. Having someone as strong as Ambrosia apply law and order is for the best. No one will dare to cross us without repercussions. It won't be crazy to put her as the head of our future army. Having powerful allies and great partners is what forms a great organization. These two, and hopefully more along the way, we will form an organization so powerful that everyone will fear and respect us. I might have been a loser back in Elysium, however I've been given a new life here and if circumstances allow it, I will become stronger and more powerful than the Apostles of Elysium and my old friend Smeme. I could even become the new master of the real world.

Ambrosia claps her hands. Breaking my daydreaming in the middle, Landing me on the ground. "How do you become a dungeon or Castle Core for that matter?"

"From the few glances I had the time to check, it seems that not all places can be possessed. There are certain conditions that have to be made. The crucial one being that the castle or the dungeon must have some kind of network that will allow me to connect and become its core." 

My answers don't seem to satisfy Ambrosia or Elektra. 

"Can you be more specific?" Ambrosia asks, crossing her arms. 

"Well, give me some time to check out the Castle Mastery Guide I've obtained," I tell her honestly.

"Pah!" she says, "give me answers pet."

Browsing to the castle mastery guide and to the requirements of possessing a place and making it a dungeon or a Castle Core, I see that just like the Secondary Dungeon Cores, I can activate through the settings of my global map, another option that shows potential places for possession. I do so eagerly and the new world appears before me again. Also, depending on the intensity of the red color, I can see how compatible my core is with a place.

Zooming in and out, I see that the abandoned "troll" castle back in Caria is the more compatible one, its location glowing with a deep red marker. Explaining to the both of them that I have the ability to find potential locations for possession has proven a challenge, mainly because NPCs in this world don't have a neural control interface as I do.

"Let's head back to the castle then," Ambrosia proposes, her eyes glimmering with hope.

"There's another thing I haven't told you so far," I begin and give her a brief explanation about the secondary dungeon cores and about the teleportation core located inside the Wizards Guild.

"It's worth it to try. Moving our Vampire Castle from location to location will prove useful in the end. We could easily transport wherever we want in an instant with all our assets. The question is, how do we infiltrate the Wizard Guild?" and all eyes fall on Elektra. 

Elektra clears her throat. "We could infiltrate by pretending to be the merchants. This is the only way possible. The Phratry of Helios are very careful about who enters the Guild."

"If anyone pretending to be a merchant can enter, then it doesn't seem like it's going to be hard to infiltrate," I make a note and Ambrosia nods agreeably.

"They accept only verified merchant groups who belong to the Merchant Association," she tells me.

"Then what's the problem?" I ask and by the looks of it, it's as if I spat some kind of nonsense. 

"It's extremely difficult to be admitted to the Merchant Association. most of the merchant groups who comprise it, have been members for years or for decades. It takes an enormous amount of time to prove your credibility to the Merchant Association, but if you do you have special treatment and access to Guilds, even the Noble houses. We'll have to buy an entire merchant group for our purpose," she explains he had plans to us. 

"Buying a merchant group would cost us a fortune," Ambrosia's lips twist in a half-smile, "and fortunately for us, Elektra is the one managing our financials."

"Buying a merchant group won't be a problem," Protruding her chest out, standing tall, making her look funny, due to her petite figure and height. "I even thought of buying several merchant groups from all over Lycia, even the entire continent of Anatolia. Merchant groups also come packed with an established network of information, one we'd like to have access to if we are to take over the kingdoms." 

"Well well, it seems I'm not the only one with deluded ideas of grandeur."

"We shouldn't waste our gold promiscuously and without a plan," I tell her.

"You should let us girls handle things on our own," Ambrosia takes Elektra's side to my surprise. 

"Are merchant groups that important?"

Ambrosia and Elektra both scoff, "Of course they are!" they burst in unison. 

Probably they know more from me, but being in Elysium and part of a greater organization, I know that managing an association is more than pouring resources into it. Buying one merchant Guild in exchange for the teleportation core seems like a good deal for me, but with my current girl executives, I don't think this endeavor will be a smart move.

"Why don't we simply sneak in the Phratry of Helios and be over with it?" Ambrosia proposes, and it seems I'm more fond of this idea.

Elektra stands with her arms out, palms forward, stopping Ambrosia's idea before taking in. "It will be impossible to infiltrate  any other way. Several have tried with various other ways in the past and all failed. When it comes down to the Merchant Guilds, the Phratry of Helios, he's more relaxed, due to the fact that they are already accredited and the guards don't pay that much attention." 

"Fair enough," I tell her. "We can buy a merchant Guild if that has the higher chances of success," I look over towards Ambrosia awaiting her approval. 

She nods. "Let's do it! I can't wait to have my own castle," she adds, drawing the stares of me and Elektra. "What? You can't expect that you're more experienced to run the castle then me."

I want to disagree, but she's right, she's lived for centuries and managed a Vampire Castle, and she's more capable than any of us. I'll keep that to myself though, Ambrosia is already arrogant enough, I don't want to give her credit above her station. I'll be sure to regret it later.

"One thing that escapes my mind is how to avoid drawing unnecessary attention when we buy an entire Merchant Guild," I ponder loudly.

"Hmm, I've already thought about it," Ambrosia offers with a slight bow. "We'll present ourselves as nobles from Carian County, wanting to expand our merchant network to the Lycian Kingdom. We'll head to Araxa first, it's a county that borders the Kingdom of Caria. We'll buy a merchant guild or the entire Merchant Association and from there head to Podalia to buy another Merchant guild. Even for the Merchant Association, it will be hard for them to cross reference our origin till it's too late."

My sexy girls! hanging around with people smarter than me always was the smartest thing I could have done. They have all the solutions you want. 

"It's settled then! To Podalia!"


Chapter 22

Hey! I thought we were Vampires NOT Merchants?







Traveling to the city of Araxa, Ambrosia provides me all the necessary information I was missing. Supposedly, it was the city Demon King Alastor was exiled when his elder brother Pero was crowned King. Somehow Alastor obtained demonic powers and with an army of Golem Knights and a Titan dragon he raided the Royal capital and killed his brother at the age of 19. He must truly be a mad King, willing to sacrifice everything for his own agenda. 

"Since the time he became King, great monsters and demons started appearing everywhere in all of Anatolia. Every Kingdom is in a state of chaos, but it has affected Lycia the most. Trading has become a genuine challenge. There will be several opportunities to buy merchant Guilds at this moment. And with the gold we've looted, we could easily buy the entire merchant Association of Araxa, including all the merchant guilds there," beautiful and sexy Ambrosia reveals to me while sitting at the opposite position of our wagon.

"Rumor has it that several nobles are planning a rebellion and the Fate of Elysium are behind all this. I hope they finally manage to overthrow him, but seems unlikely with the demonic army he commands. Even some elder, high level demons that have awakened recently from their slumber are now under his wing. I can only imagine how powerful he is, to have even elder demons at his side," Elektra says, shedding more light to the story.

"One day, we'll be as powerful as demon King Alastor," I tell them with an inviting smile.

Ambrosia gets up and approaches me, sitting right beside me caressing my thighs. My boner twitches, preparing for action. The previous days I had the privilege to sate my lust with each of them, yet Elektra is a bit reserved getting into action with Ambrosia. I know she wants it, but she's a bit shy. Hopefully, I'll help her get over her fears. 

"You poor deluded pet," Ambrosia begins, as she licks my earlobe, making my erection grow stronger. "Only a fool would decide to mess with Alastor or Sarpedon. Truly your friends are idiots to think they have a chance against either the Demon King or the Undead King."

Touching my cock, I exhale. "Ahh," I pause, trying to fight back. "Smeme is a genius. A master of games. He came into this world just about the same time as me and look at how powerful he became. Soon he will even become stronger than you."

Ambrosia lightly bites my lower lip, wanting to point out she's in control. "If he's so strong, then maybe he should join us," she proposes, looking back at Elektra with a sly, inviting smile.

Elektra blushes and gulps, trying to ignore what's happening before her. I'm sure that Ambrosia enjoys teasing her and seeing her reserved.




Thoughts of Smeme and Leda on our team run through my mind before Ambrosia's bite quickly brings me back to reality. Her fangs seep deep into my flesh from behind while her hands find themselves unfastening my pants and loincloth. Because of my higher levels, I've noticed that the pain isn't as intense as it was in the beginning. I feel my blood rise to the surface of my skin, where Ambrosia sucks generously; making sure not one drop goes to waste. 

Meanwhile, Elektra notices my erection nearly tearing through the fabric of my loincloth. As my vampire mistress starts to unfasten it, Elektra's eyes are immediately drawn to my crotch. I watch as Ambrosia releases my shaft into the cool night air, circling her fingers around the tip teasingly. The moonlight shines through the cover of the wagon, illuminating Ambrosia's and I's bodies as she strokes me. So even if Elektra wanted to, she couldn't avoid what was happening in front of her. 

"Enjoying the show?" Ambrosia asks Elektra, her voice sending tingles down my spine as her lips brush against my ear. She leaves a trail of kisses from my ear down my neck, and I begin to feel the aphrodisiac of the vampire's kiss in my blood. Though it isn't as potent as before, probably due to my Vampire Ancestry. It does hit me as intensely, however there is still a heat in my groin and an increase of my sexual desire. 

Elektra visibly blushes and attempts to conceal herself in the darkness of the wagon as she starts to pleasure herself. Her fingers dip beneath her cloak, circling over her clit in slow circles. I suppose she has forgotten that Ambrosia and I have Dark Vision, and we can see what she is doing as plain as day. Somehow the idea of her secretly pleasuring herself right in front of us turns me on, and I feign ignorance as I soak in the sensations of Ambrosia's hands on my cock. Ambrosia doesn't comment on Elektra either, and I assume she is playing the same game. 

Suddenly my vampire mistress stands and begins to disrobe herself from behind, and I hear the clothing get tossed to the floor of the wagon. Her long legs come into view, and she sits on my lap with her back pressed against my torso. Coiling an arm around my neck, her free hand descends to play with herself; her pussy mere millimeters away from my throbbing shaft. I can feel her heat brush against the tip, and I am almost desperate to slide inside. But I know my limitations with my mistress, and I cannot act out of line. 

In a way she is teasing both Elektra and I; by giving her a show and edging me on. Ambrosia begins to moan and suddenly she plunges my cock inside her without warning. I immediately gasp out in relief, basking in the sensations of her hot and wet pussy gripping me tight. As Ambrosia begins to ride me, Elektra's pussy juices become audible; and I realize that she is vigorously fingering herself, her eyes locked on both of us. 

"A cock would be way better than your skinny little fingers, wizard," Ambrosia moans, smirking at her mischievously. Blood rushes to the wizard's cheeks, embarrassed that she got caught pleasing herself. It is almost surprising that she didn't know, but only adds to her innocent demeanor that I love so much. 

"I've warmed it up for you, if you want it. Otherwise, you'll be watching for the rest of the night." Ambrosia warns, picking up the pace and nearly knocking the breath out of me. The aphrodisiac is coursing through my blood, increasing my arousal exponentially with each thrust. 

A moment of contemplation sat on Elektra's features, her cheeks a bright tomato red. Finally, she stands and drops her cloak to the ground, revealing her tight, petite figure. I can see her juices running down her thigh and can imagine just how aroused she is by the looks of it. Ambrosia offers a chuckle before withdrawing from me and shoving me towards the floor. 

Elektra stands over my crotch, looking down at me hesitantly. Ambrosia has already taken her place on my face, pressing her thighs on either side of my head. She starts to ride my face, her pussy juices suffocating me entirely. I manage to gasp for air between each roll of her hips, and I dart my tongue out to penetrate her as deep as I can. 

Then I feel myself surrounded by a tight wetness, and I realize that Elektra has taken her seat. She plunges my cock deep within her with a soft gasp, her eyes squeezed tight. My shaft stretches her walls as my hips thrust upwards, and both of my ladies are riding me vigorously. Soon, the air is filled with their moans while mine are stifled by Ambrosia's pussy. Her juices are sweet on my tongue, and I almost get fatigued before Ambrosia cries out, 

"I'm going to come, pet. Be ready!" 

I take this as motivation to lick her as intensely as I possibly could. My tongue thrashes and flicks all inside her, grazing her walls along with her G-Spot. Coordinating between pleasing Ambrosia and thrusting inside Elektra's tight pussy is almost as difficult as coordinating strategy within battle. I remain focused as I please them both, until suddenly a liquid sprays across my entire face. She is squirting and writhing on top of me, her moans almost reminiscent of her in pain. Elektra is nearly at her peak as well, as her thrusts have become more sporadic and random. She doesn't have the focus to tell me that she is about to finish, but I can tell by her body language that she is close. 

	Ambrosia senses this as well it seems, because she stands from my face; her legs wobbly and shaky as she walks over to Elektra. She takes her large breasts and plants them in her face, completely enveloping the female wizard in her chest. I buck my head backwards as my hips tense and my toes curl. A pressure builds in my groin, and like a volcano, I spill my seed inside her. 




Amazingly, our orgasms synchronize; our bodies locked in our rolling climaxes that send waves of shocked nerves all throughout. Elektra screams into Ambrosia's breasts, her hands digging into my chest for support. Elektra falls to the side of me, pulling herself off my shaft. Her small chest rises and falls in deep breaths, attempting to recover. 




Ambrosia merely smirks at both of us, cocking an eyebrow, 




"Ready for round two?" 




**** 




Reaching the outskirts of the city of Araxa, we hide our wagon for the time being, Just like we did back in the city of Tlos. It's a good thing having an undead horse like Abraxos. The great mount never starves or needs resting. And it's loyal to its master. It will remain here until we return, even if that time is years away. I feel bad abandoning our loyal mount out here, but it cannot be helped. Any sane man who would see Abraxos, would understand that there's something wrong with it. 

Reaching to the city gates, Ambrosia charms the two sentries and as usual we proceed undisturbed inside the city. Like I had imagined, this place is urban, with tall buildings and towers everywhere. Unlike Tlos, however, everything here is in an exact grid pattern, making it easier to navigate, but it became a habit for me to have the map active at all times, so I can guide the duo to our destination.

We crash for the night to the nearest inn, sleeping with the both of them, till dawn comes to greet us. Ambrosia will remain here for the time being, as Elektra and I head out to the Merchant Association. Later we will have to pay a visit to the Adventurer's Guild and to the Mercenary Guild to hire some swords for protection. These are some benefits of being rich, and I plan to take full Advantage of the privileges I'm being provided.

For today I've modified my spell slot inventory and I have the following cantrip spells ready and waiting: Primal Savagery, Fire Bolt, Message and Infestation. Charm Person, Sleep, and Mage Armor complement my spell list for the Tier 1 spells.

Elektra on the other hand is equipped with Fire Bolt, Message and Shocking Grasp. The Tier 1 spells she chose are Unseen Servant, Charm Person and Disguise Self.

Usually, it's a smart tactic to have different spells inside a party. This time however, we'll need several identical spells to achieve our goals, As we might need to contact Ambrosia with Message or charm several stakeholders, such as the manager of the merchant association. 

"I can't fully understand why we had to go around and visit Araxa first, then head to Podalia which is almost at the opposite direction and buy a merchant guild there," I confess to Elektra having her at the front, so that I admire her prominent buns.

I didn't want to ask another question in front of Ambrosia. Compared to Elektra, our Vampire companion is very critical and tries to find an excuse to harass me or suck my blood. And being inside the wagon for some days with those two beauties, it's hard to find the privacy I need at times. 

"Buying a Merchant Guild or the entire Association of Araxa would prove a smart move, because it's a city that borders with Caria. It makes perfect sense to buy a merchant association at the border, before deciding to buy another major trading Association, such as the one in Podalia. I was thinking of buying several more merchant guilds and associations along the way, but we don't have time," she offers with an inviting smile. 

"What do you mean?" still being unable to grasp what she meant.

"If we buy all merchant associations or even a couple of merchant guilds along the way, suspicion will draw unnecessary attention. Also, we'd need more time with contracts and bureaucracy, which would give the merchants the time they need to check out who we are," she says with her smart and husky voice, slowly decreasing her pace, so that she walks by my side and finally coils her hand touching my ass. 

That's unexpected and I look at her with a single eyebrow raised. She looks at me with the corners of her eyes, blushing and biting her lip. I guess the last "Encounter" we had, all together with Ambrosia, helped her get rid of the agonies of shyness.

"How about we grab something to eat?" I propose, pointing in the direction of a fancy tavern.

"Would love to, but everything we eat and drink will be on my tab," she jokes, taking my hand and placing right below her belt, where her Interdimensional Pouch is, then trails my hand down to her ass. I squeeze her there and she exclaims unconsciously.

"If you play with fire you get burned," I scoff, but she doesn't take any action to remove my hand.

They serve us grilled meat and courgette balls, which I shallow whole with sizable chunks. She on the other hand eats reserved with her noble manners, small bits of food as if she's a sparrow. Thinking of how different, almost contradictory our personalities are, I laugh loudly. 

Darting her eyes to me, she says, "what? Is it that funny the way I eat?" She lowers her eyebrows, squinting her eyes.

"Nah, it's nothing," I tell her, shaking my head without giving her any further explanation, which seems to annoy her.

"Then we go to the Merchant Association for starters?" she asks me, getting back to work. 

"Lead the way," I offer with a gesture. 

"You're the one with a map inside your head," she teases me.

As planned, the Merchant Association is the first to visit. Reaching at the gates of the Merchant Association, the two bulky guards block our entrance. I think of using Charm Person, but Elektra gets an audience with the Manager, telling them we belong to a minor Noble house of Caria and we demand immediate audience, thus saving me from the trouble of using one spell on the guards. Entering the building, I see several secretaries, most of them blonde and petite, all of them resemble in some way Elektra's body type. Either the manager has specific tastes or something else is going on here.

A woman with long blonde hair and black eyes and around Elektra's height approaches us. "This way please," She invites us with a soft smile inside the manager's room. "Mr. Bion will accept you immediately."

Entering inside the office, I see the fattest person I've ever seen so far. Literary, the guy is sitting on two full seats, each ass cheek occupying an entire chair. His entire office is littered with food and refreshments of all kinds. As his secretary approaches him and turns to us, he slaps her ass with his big fat palms. "You can go now," he tells her, not giving her the chance to announce us. There's something I despise in this cynical bastard already.

Alone with him now, Elektra doesn't lose time and immediately casts Charm Person on him. The effects of the spell immediately take control over him and now she's in charge, or so she thinks. "As you may have just been informed," she begins with a grin. "The lady we serve belongs to one of the minor Noble houses of the Kingdom of Caria. We came here wanting to buy the entire Merchant Association," she tells him, getting to the point without further ado. 

Fat Bion Smiles, then throws back his head laughing as he shakes his piggy head. "This would need an insane amount of gold, plus, who would buy the trading Association at this time, when all of Lycia is in a state of chaos and all trading routes are infested with creatures of night."

Plump meat has some point here and I notice Elektra is hesitating to answer. Probably she didn't expect a question like that. "It is in dire times like these, when opportunities arise," I intervene and get a scorching look from him. "Even if we wanted to buy the entire Merchant Association of Araxa a few months back, the price would be so high that it would be impossible. Now however," my eyes narrowing and my gaze penetrating him like a break, making him gulp, "you're in the brink of bankruptcy and we're here to buy you for pennies." 

"True to the merchant spirit," The manager laughs groggily and lunges forward on the pie in front of his desk, devouring it with one large chomp, his posture and behavior reminding me of evil bosses I had to fight in other game experiences. Here, however, we have to defeat him with words. "But you two kids are fools and ignorant to think I'm planning to sell at a lower price. The nobles and the Lord of Araxa will be forced one way or another to support us and pour money. We're the only Merchant Association here and if we crumble, there's no saying what will happen. Araxa Borders with Caria and is an important crossroad between the two nations. This probably makes us the most important association in the entire Kingdom of Lycia."

Mr Piggy's Behavior makes me ponder if the Charm Person actually worked on him. My neural control interface points out clearly that he is in fact charmed. Apparently, this is his most friendly aspect. Why the hell all merchants in every game have that kind of attitude is a mystery to me. 

"We could give you..." Elektra starts, but I decide to interrupt her purposefully. I'm sure she's about to give the guy an insane amount of gold. Despite having huge reserves of gold right now, I don't plan on losing in a bargaining game. 

"... a better offer than what you'll be forced to accept when the nobles of Araxa come and buy out your entire organization for pennies," I continue from where Elektra left, my posture firm and my face blank, not giving him a chance to read me. "You are very well aware that when a state is in chaos, everything private eventually becomes the property of the state. Sooner or later, you're aware that the nobles we'll take everything from you and you'll get nothing in return. If we buy however, you have the chance to get some of your capital back, plus we won't replace you, or change the structure of the Merchant Association." 

"Interesting," he grins and raises an eyebrow in response, "if you know that much, then why invest?" 

I'm beginning to like the honesty and the boldness of this man. He doesn't sugarcoat anything that isn't edible. "We invest in information," I tell him bluntly, relaxing back to the comfort of my chair.

"Athanasios, you... Lady Ambrosia will be mad if she finds out you revealed our cover..." eventually Elektra understands the game I'm playing, and she tags along. Her surprised, embarrassed look makes our merchant friend eat the story up.

"You have some balls coming through my office and tell me you're Carian spies..." his face forming a sardonic grin and I get the notion he feels superior now that the truth has finally revealed to him.

"You know pretty well, that we're the only ones who can guarantee the viability of this organization..." I take a long pause, investigating him for a moment, "and secure your position."

The huge man sits back on his chairs and I can hear a creaking sound, the wooden material protesting at the stress it's forced to endure. "Why you? Why should I trust anything you say to me? For all I know, they could confiscate everything."

"The Lord of Araxa is our ally," I bluff, taking my game to the next level. 

In a tone of musing surprise, he says, "Nonsense. There's no way in the Seven Hells Lord Fotios would betray King Alastor. Are you trying to fool me?" 

Elektra involuntarily sighs right beside me.

Into my eyes comes a hostile challenge, one I want to crash right here and now. "Believe me or doubt me. One way or another, you'll have to face the cruel truth soon. Join us, or stay mellow. The debts the Merchant Association will get over the next few months will bring you down so hard, that you'll pray you had agreed to our demands," and with that, I get up.

Feeling a qualm of apprehension, the plus-size sees me now as his judge, jury and executioner. My cannon fodder has worked and in a deprecating tone of apology he mumbles, "ok, I care less to who we give information. As long as you can guarantee the well-being of our Association."

That's it! Beautiful victory, I smile once more.


Chapter 23 

To Podalia then!







Having finally bought the Merchant Association, we started heading to the Adventurer's Guild and the Mercenary Guild to hire swords for our coming trek. It was early morning when we left Araxa with our escort in our new wagon, one so illustrious that even the nobles of the major houses would take notice.

Serenity beams from Ambrosia's look, staring at me with admiration as Elektra describes with every detail what happened. "My my, you're more capable than you seem," Ambrosia praises me inside the shadowy corner of our wagon. "What evades me is how we'll keep control of Mr. Piggy. He could betray us anytime," She curls her fastidious lip.

"I gave Mr. Bion a Scry Gem and with it we'll be able to contact him from time to time and use Charm Person or Dominate on him, continuing his subordination to us," Elektra says cuddling right beside me tired, falling in dreamy silence.

"Smart," Ambrosia forces a faint quivering smile, doing her best to mask her agitation. A part of me swears I see her eye twitch, even if it's just once. I guess she didn't find an excuse to "punish" me as usual. Slowly, but steadily, her role as leader diminishes and I see that this could be a problem in the future. For now, however, I plan to continue being her loyal pet.

"Why do you want to hire so many mercenaries and adventurers?" I change the discussion purposely. 

"The mercenaries cannot be trusted and if they turn against us, the adventurers won't intervene. You know pretty well that an adventurer is forbidden to engage in combat with other humans, unless they're threatened." 

Her mood changes and it seems that somehow I've managed to disarm her anger and soften her asperity. "I secretly hope they betray us. They are nothing more than blood bags for my trek. I'm thinking of turning them into low level ghouls till we get to Podalia. This way, we'll have a small army of blood suckers when we make our Vampire Castle."

I see that she's still nourishing that dream of ambition; her being the commander of our army of night. Regarding me stoically like an owner being proud of his hound, even permitting herself a delicate little smile, she eyes me with frosty calm. Her snobbish behavior taking control again and invites me to sit near her with a finger gesture. I do so, like a loyal pet.

With callous and conscienceless brute, she grabs me by the throat, choking me. I gasp for air and feel my lungs burn. "Don't you ever forget for a moment who's in charge, pet." 

She releases me and as air fills my lungs again, I bow my head in submission and murmur "yes," in vague acceptance. She must have seen through me, but one way or another, I will be the master of the Vampire Castle, whether she likes it or not. Leveling up and finding more partners also becomes a necessity. I'll have to handle things cautiously. I shouldn't forget that she's with us, because she thinks she's in control. No one can say how Ambrosia will react when she realizes she'll have to become one of my subordinates. 

The ruckus has awakened Elektra's delicate sleep, the blonde wizard girl looking with a cold gaze of curiosity.

Ambrosia smiles with fatuous superiority at her. "We got a few things sorted out," she tells her, half choking in a paroxysm of rage. 

Elektra pauses, stuns and tries to comprehend what happened.

"We were playing ..." the Vampire Lord gives her a baffled stare, "as usual."

I try to break Elektra out of her reverie. "Back at the tasks ahead," I begin with a groggy voice, "what happens when the mercenaries betray us. Are we going to kill all of them and turn them into ghouls?"

"That's about right," the vampiress tells me, giving me a sexy smile, her mood having changed back to carefree again.

"That would be a terrible idea," Elektra interjects. "If that was to happen, everyone would suspect that something sneaky is going on. I say we let the mercenaries go rogue and kill them only, then with Ambrosia's dominant skill, we get the adventurers under our influence. When we finally get to Podalia, we let them spread false rumors that they were the ones that saved us because we have a vast fortune with us."

"I second this plan," I say and look at Ambrosia for confirmation.

She nods softly in approval. "This could work," she says plainly.

We remain calm and silent for the rest of the day, stopping only for physical needs. Of course, Lady Ambrosia is never seen leaving the wagon, but thankfully, no one bothers to ask. We have 15 mercenaries and 15 adventurers accompany us on our trek. When I hired them, I thought I could create some kind of mental link with them as I had done with Alexander back in Tlos and have them act as slave units. It seems this is a different case and I can only have slave units of those who willingly become my subordinates.

Waiting patiently, the black inky night comes. Throughout the day I get myself a few natural buffs such as 'Well Fed' and 'Well Rested', knowing of the violence to follow. I can see it in their hungry eyes, there's no way they let us go in peace. Even the adventurers, I doubt they plan on helping us, As they try to remain neutral in quarrels. Surely, some of them would want to act gallant, but no one would sacrifice his life for a total stranger. Their neutrality seems to have worked so far, as they have a free pass wherever they decide to go in Anatolia.

All of them arrange between Threat Level 3 and thread level 4, with the only exception the leader of each band. The mercenary leader has a Threat Level of 7, while the leader of the adventurers has a Threat Level of 6. according to the rules of this game, I've pretty much understood that only the exceptional few can surpass a Threat Level of 10, even if they are Emissary Players. The Apostles and the demons seem to be the exception to that rule, their Threat Levels ranging even to the hundreds. So far, I haven't encountered either of the two and I hope it will remain that way, till we manage to build our Vampire Castle and fill it with strong enough minions to protect me, then expand my monarchy of terror to all of Anatolia. For that reason, obtaining a secondary dungeon core that will give us the ability to teleport anywhere we want, will be crucial.

Suddenly the wagon stops and outside we hear a ruckus, the adventurers and the mercenaries shouting and yelling at each other. Obviously disagreeing about something.

"It is time," Ambrosia tells us. "We shouldn't leave them waiting," she licks her lips in a circular order.

I cast 'Primal Savagery', and the buff starts taking effect, Enhancing the strength of my body as my nails sharpen and my incisors protrude, making me look like a wild beast. Following my last cantrip, I buff myself with mage armor and shield, both of them Tier 1 Spells. Elektra follows my example and buffs herself with the same Tier 1 Spells. When I had asked her why, she isn't using primal savagery, she told me that it wasn't available on her spell inventory and that this spell could only be used if certain conditions were met, such as me being a Vampire and a Sorcerer at the same time. Considering how strong this particular spell makes me, I can only imagine how much more powerful it will become as I level up.

The three of us finally decide to get out of our wagon, hearing the adventurers slowly falter, leaving us at the mercy of the mercenaries. I'm the first to exit the wagon, and immediately I receive an arrow to my chest. Thankfully, both the shield and the mage armor activate and protect me from the lethal attack. A sinister smile forms as I look into the eyes of my quarry. His face becomes pale and his expectation darkens into anxiety. To my surprise, my attacker is a Threat Level 2 boy around age seventeen. He will be the first I'll prey upon, I swear.

"Leave this boy to me," I command the other two. 

Elektra nods, ready to cast a Fire Bolt once I give the order. 

"My my, and I had marked the youngest of the mercenaries, I guess I'll have to allow my hound to play with him. At least, let him live so that I can prey on him for a proper supper," Ambrosia flushes crimson in anticipation.

Optional Quest: Capture the boy alive for Ambrosia. 

It seems that the adventurers are still on our side and have formed a protective barrier with their bodies, denying from the mercenaries the pleasure to go full rogue. 

"They want to loot you, rape you and kill you," the leader of the adventurer tells us. "If you give them your gold, they might leave us in peace. You know that we're not allowed to enter into direct confrontation with any other human, unless we are attacked. For now, we can protect you, but eventually we'll have to cede, as they've blocked all routes of escape."

Ambrosia activates her Dominate skill and takes the adventurer leader under her command. "Attack the mercenaries and leave only this boy alive for my hound."

My neural control interface shows a pop-up notification above his head, with the Dominate tag. 

The leader of the adventurers nods, his eyes blank as he stares at his comrades and says, "You heard the lady, attack!" he shouts, leaving the rest of his party dumbfounded. 

It takes a couple of moments for the other adventurers to get a grasp of what has just happened, but when the mercenaries shower their leader with arrows, killing him in an instant. The mercenaries decide to charge and the adventurers have no other option but to defend themselves.

"I thought we would leave the adventurers out of this," I say to Ambrosia.

She gives me a shrug in response and says, "I improvised." 

"This could work in our favor," Elektra tells me as she hits a mercenary with a Fire Bolt and kills him instantly. "It will make a more believable story for the adventurers to spread when we reach Podalia. it would be hard to explain why no adventurer was killed and at the same time all the mercenaries perished."

I smirk and nod, then rush to my opponents, but Ambrosia grabs me by the neck and stops me. "Be careful, my pet. The last thing we want is for you to die here in a pointless battle. Go now, make me proud," and with that she slaps my ass, releasing me. 

Fear of what Ambrosia just told me holds me in a vise momentarily, but I soon get over it and head to my quarry. The first to taste my rage is a mercenary warrior, Threat Level 4 and HP 18. His chest muscles bulge, he wears little to no armor showing off his strength. With a single strike, I tear his throat apart. 

Your opponent received a critical hit of 15 points, my neural control interface informs me. 

My opponent collapses to the ground in a pool of his own blood. He is still alive, but the wound is fatal as he cannot stop the stream of blood from his throat. Eventually I see his HP bar going down to 0 clarifying he is dead for good. 

Looking around, I see that every adventurer has engaged in combat with their respective mercenaries. Elektra supports the adventurers from behind raining Fire Bolts and as usual Ambrosia has disappeared. Probably she's feeding in the dark. 

Approaching my quarry, I receive another arrow to my chest, but this time I'm fast enough to catch it midair and break it. Conscious of the unchallenged supremacy before him, the boy backpedals a few steps in a futile attempt to retreat. I smile and deliberately lurch towards him like a creature of night. 

"Please, don't hurt me," he begs holding his trembling short sword. "Let me live and I swear I'll leave this life."

The optional quest pop-up appears before me once more but now I have three options: 

A. kill the boy 

B. help the boy escape 

C. Capture the boy as a gift for Ambrosia. 

I'm tempted to kill him or even help him escape, but if I choose the first, I know that my torturer will have the excuse she wants to torment me. If, on the other hand, I decide to help him escape, I'm sure she'll manage somehow to track him down and capture him, which will lead in further torment. To be honest with myself, I want to make my quarry experience the fathomless depths of suffering only Ambrosia can deliver. I finally choose to capture the boy and deliver him as a gift for Ambrosia. He will be the blood bag for our trek till Podalia.

"Your life belongs to my mistress," I tell him. "She decides if you live or die."

Grabbing him by the neck in the same way I've experienced several times so far with Ambrosia, I drag him to the wagon, while at the same time I inspect the battlefield. All the mercenaries are dead and only a handful of adventurers have survived. Four, to be precise.

Elektra is back at the entrance over the wagon and the remaining adventurers have gathered there to tend their wounds. I look around, trying to spot Ambrosia, but she's nowhere to be found. 

"It was easier than expected," Elektra glances over her shoulders as she tends to another Wizard Adventurer. 

"Sit!" I force the whimpering boy to kneel and tie him up, both hands and feet.

Inspecting the boy with my NCI, I see two notifications floating above him: restrained and frightened.

I notice a Threat Level 4 warrior adventurer with no wounds approaching me, looking at the dead bodies of his comrades. "What happened back there? What have you done to our leader and got us into this mess?" he demands. His hand touches the hilt of his sword menacingly. "And why did you let this boy live? He and his kind are responsible for what happened here." 

"Relax," I begin, trying to calm him. "He's only a boy, that's why I spared his life. It will be my mistress' decision if she wants him alive or dead." 

"The bitch bewitched our leader and now she's gone. I can tell she's not a human being, neither  of you are. I demand answers. Now!" and he immediately draws his sword, pointing his blade to my throat. 

"We thank you for what you did and we're very grateful. My lady plans to reward you handsomely for your services. It would be madness to attack us, nobles from Caria," I point out, my eyes narrow and squint.

It seems the warrior is unconcerned over status and the rage has taken over him. He thrusts his sword, heading for the temple of my neck. I back down weakly as Shield activates and blocks his strike. I think of attacking him, however he's heavily armored and primal savagery won't do any good, and the fact he holds a long sword gives him the advantage over me. 

Parrying the attack of the vertical slash that follows, I draw near in a desperate resolve to end everything with a single hit. I cast Shocking Grasp, an Evocation Cantrip Spell that Delivers to my target a lightning shock. The warrior receives a 3 point lightning damage and collapses to the ground. 

Checking his condition with my NCI, I see a notification above that says Incapacitated.

"Phew, thank God I had that Cantrip equipped," I tell Elektra as she comes to my aid. 

"This was unexpected," her eyes shallow and wide, "are you alright?" 

She touches my torso and caresses my neck, then gives me a soft, extended kiss. I embrace her and bring her closer to me, my hands slowly going down to her waist.

Out of the blue, Ambrosia makes her entrance, holding the hand of the mercenary leader. It must be some kind of fetish to hunt down the opposing leader every time and claim his head. Darkness oozes out from between the trees, making her arrival even more sinister. 

The corners of her eyes glimpse my whimpering quarry. "I see you followed my instructions to the letter. Well done, pet!" 

Optional Quest: Capture the boy alive for Ambrosia, Successful,  My NCI informs me. 

What bugs me is that when I finish a side quest or an optional quest, I gain no additional experience. There should be somewhere inside my interface private information about my stats. I take a note to check out my NCI in detail once we reach Podalia.

Ambrosia uses her skill to dominate the remaining adventurers, including the one I rendered incapacitated, and makes them her loyal pawns. Once they get to the city, they'll start spreading rumors according to our plan. 

"Let's be on our way," she orders.




****




Continuing our perilous journey to Podalia, we finally reach our long-awaited destination. It's late night when I see glimpses of the illustrious city of the North looms before me in the black of night. 

During our trek, I had some time to experiment with my neural control interface and to get more clues about the optional quests. I might not be earning any experience points when I complete a side quest, however my choices have longer short-term influence on the future.

The fact I completed the most recent optional quest has proved lifesaving with my mistress. In the days that passed, Ambrosia was almost oblivious of me and Elektra and had dedicated her full attention on the boy I captured.

She's sucking him dry every day, keeping him on the brink of death, yet living and aware. I see that Elektra feels sorry for the poor lad; I feel lucky that she found a new toy to play with for the time being. She even confides in me her intention to end his miserable life, however she knows that we need her and we shouldn't forget that if they were the victors, then I would be dead for sure and Elektra would probably sate their lust till they got bored with her. It's a fitting punishment and luckily she's abandoned any more foolish thoughts that would endanger our fragile alliance.




****




It is early morning when we finally reach the city center when I get a marker symbol with what seems to be a haunted mansion on the Global Map. Focusing on it, a tooltip notification appears, giving me further explanations: Haunted Mansion! With your Primary Core you can possess temporarily or permanently a haunted building.

Say what? I didn't know my car had that ability. Reading more information, I understand that haunted buildings can be used as temporary shelters and compared to dungeons or castles, they cannot be adjusted according to my race and class or be upgraded. They seem like cheap alternatives, however it wouldn't hurt to experiment on something simpler, before going full throttle managing a Vampire Castle. 

I explain the situation to my duo of gorgeous companions and ask the adventurers if they know something about the Haunted Mansion. Lack smiles on me once again and the warrior guy I had dueled the other time tells me the broker responsible for the building. 

After paying the four adventurers with enough gold and thanking them for their services, Ambrosia sends them into the city to spread the rumors. It's still broad daylight and I leave my Vampire ally with the dying boy, whose name I haven't learnt yet, and head with Elektra to rent the 'Haunted Mansion'.

"Give me a moment," she says, casting 'Disguise Self' to mask her appearance from unwanted eyes. This is the place where the Phratry of Helios has its headquarters and if we are unlucky to encounter any of the wizards, things will go south, so better take all necessary precautions.

Finding the broker is easier than expected and to our surprise, he will sell the haunted mansion to us at a cheap price instead of just renting it. I know that we want and need the building for more than a few days, however if we buy it, more rumors will be spread, and that's something that will help us. 

Buying the 'Haunted Mansion' from the broker, whose name is Astathios, takes us only a couple of minutes. Supposedly, the mansion belonged to a wealthy merchant family, but they were all gruesomely murdered by the Butler. Others have tried in the past to inhabit the large building. Eventually, all abandoned it, as images and mirages of the wandering Butler had freaked out every owner. As each owner abandoned the mansion, this gradually led to a diminution of the building's value.

Standing before the eminent building with the titles and ownership, I get a new icon inside my NCI, one I hadn't seen so far. The icon represents a building and when I focus on it, a new menu opens. 

A pop-up appears, blocking my vision: Welcome to the Building Management Menu. From here, you can manage your haunted buildings. 

Number of Haunted Buildings: 1 Mansion, my NCI informs me.

This menu could come handy in case I decide to buy more real estate with haunted buildings and I can't hide my eagerness to check out what I can do with the haunted building I just bought. It will amuse at least!


Chapter 24

Haunted Mansion







Ivy grows through the crevices of the stone pathway which leads to the vast brick structure. The three storied mansion looms proudly before me behind the iron gate. The twisted handle of the door creaks as I open the door and the sound withers into moans in the wind. It is as if this place is alive and talks to me. Suddenly, I noticed Elektra and I were inside, despite never taking a step forward. Rows of skeletal trees Surround this place like silent Sentinels.

Scanning the place with my NCI, I notice that each of the trees has a Threat Level ranging between 6 and 10. Quickly I browse through my bestiary and search for three-like opponents. In an instant, I find what I was searching for: 




Tree of Dread: Nefarious Tree creatures that usually live deep in haunted forests. These trees are born out of a dead 'Tree Nymph' and are fearsome protectors of their territory. When encountering a 'Tree of Dread' be careful as they are extremely unpredictable. Usually they gather in groups, trying to over equal their opponents. Race: Fey. Special Traits: False appearance. They can remain motionless and their appearance resembles that of a normal tree.




I guess I should admit my findings from my sexy wizard girl.

"Athanasios, are you sure about this?" Elektra suddenly tugs me near her and hugs me in trembling terror.

Doubt tortures me and I wonder if we did the right thing buying this Haunted Mansion. Nah, screw it, I think to myself as horror pushes to prudence and the benefits we could obtain if we make this place our center of operation. 

"Let's go," I try to convince her, touching her kiss-provoking lips with my index finger. 

"OK," she nods with a frail smile, "but, wouldn't it be prudent to wait for the night to come and venture inside with Ambrosia?" 

"Come," I say to her. Impervious to the lessons of experience, I pull her softly and together we lumber towards the main double door of the mansion. "We can't always put all of our hope to Ambrosia. We should do this on our own." 

The Trees of Dread seem dormant for now and don't appear to be hostile. If they wanted, they could easily overwhelm us by now. I guess they will attack only if they feel we challenge their territory. Judging us by our Threat Levels, this isn't the case. Maybe it was a good thing having left Ambrosia back at our wagon. 

"Do you have the keys with you?" Elektra asks me with her trembling voice, hoping that I forgot it somewhere in Astathios' real estate office. 

"It is here," I show her the big, metallic key laying in the palm of my hand.

I notice the brass key lock resembles a skull. Not sure if that's how it was before it became haunted or after. I insert the key and unlock the door, then open it with a thrust. Everything inside resembles that of a derelict building, one that has been abandoned for ages, but at the same time stubbornly refuses to die. The dirt and the dust stands on all furniture and on the brick walls.

Elektra is still embraced around my arms and we walk together into the main Hall, without letting me leave from her side, her body trembling like a fish outside the water. After passing some time exploring all the rooms, I see nothing out of the ordinary, nothing that could give me a hint of how I could possess this colossal building. Then, a revelation strikes me like lightning.

"I think I found it," I tell her mysteriously.

Staring at me with her big rounded eyes, I take her by the hand and we head outside, where I had opened the big double door of the mansion entrance. I shut the door and I focus on the skeleton key icon inside my NCI. The key, I had obtained when we looted the great underground tunnels of Tlos, materializes before me. I insert the Golden skeleton key and open the double door. Nothing happens.

"Damn!" I exclaim and punch the door. I get a creaking sound in protest. I should be careful with my actions, otherwise the Trees of Dead could attack us at anytime. 

"Maybe you should lock the door with the normal key and then open it with the skeleton key. Usually to activate magical places, certain conditions have to be met in the correct order," Elektra tells me, having understood what I'm up to. 

I do as she proposed and to my surprise a new world reveals before our eyes when I open the double door again. Compared to before, a comforting warmth engulfs us and where dust and dirt was, I now see that even the flagstone floor shines like a polished glass. All furniture is perfectly positioned and decorated with opulent, classy items, making this place look "human" again. A man wearing a Butler suit and a well-groomed mustache welcomes us with a warm smile, his hands holding a bouquet of beautiful, orange flowers, complimenting the wooden hue of the furniture.

"Welcome master," he tells me, his head lightly bowing. "How may I be of service?"

Building possessed! Now you have full control over it, I get a notification inside my vision from my NCI. 

I see the shock registering in Elektra's face before she can hide it and a soft grin plays on my lips.

Inspecting him with my NCI I get a tooltip notification above his head: Mansion Core.

Compared to what I had heard, I think I should be the core of this building, but that's not the case obviously and I don't feel any different. At least I thought I could since everyone inside this place, including the Trees of Dread guarding this place. And this man studying before me, should probably be some kind of NPC or both. It's not of importance to find out, I assume.

"You'll do whatever I command?" is the first thing that comes to mind. 

The Butler's face becomes stiff and stern. "I will do anything the master pleases," he replies with another slight bow.

Sensing that the Butler might have thought that I have ill intentions about the place, I say, "Don't worry, we didn't come here to harm you. I will take full advantage of your hospitality, though."

A soft smile curves, and he chuckles. "This place hasn't served a proper master for decades. Please, excuse my insolence, but my eyes have seen the worst kind of owners in the previous years. Will you be staying for long master?"

"Not that I think of," I confess. 

"Isn't this place of your liking master?" his face of appreciation and eagerness cedes to one of frustration and anxiety. "It would make sense for someone of your status, but I will make sure I serve you to the best of my abilities for as long as you decide to stay here."

"No no no... this place is outstanding. It's just that we won't be staying here for long. I have a Vampire Castle to possess," I tell him with some casually, trying to comfort him.

To be honest, I have no idea what I should do or tell this guy and even before coming here, the Castle Mastery Guide didn't provide me with any explanation.

"I understand," the Butler replies quizzically. 

"Well, I don't. I thought that if I were to possess this place, this place would become like an extension of my body. At least that's what they told me."

"Ah, I see," the Butler exclaims with a gentle nod. "You see haunted places like this don't have the same capabilities, but are simpler in every way. Also, the core you possess, although more advanced, isn't fully compatible with this place, thus the limited access you have here. Nonetheless you have full control of this place through me."

So, I should think of the Butler as the interface of this place. "It works for me," I tell him with a half shrug.

"Ehm, sorry!" Elektra intervenes and momentarily I forgot she was here. The Butler had my undivided attention all this time. 

"Yes?" I ask her.

"To whom are you talking to?" 

"Can't you see the Butler of this place? I'm talking with him this whole time," I turn my head to face him. "Or is it that I'm the only one who can see you?" I exhaled, realizing that this must be the case. 

"I can be visible to whoever you wish, master. But if you do that, it would be as if you are granting the person full administrative access," He tells me with a worried grimace.

"It's OK, I grant her access," I order him. 

The surrounding air darkens swiftly. "As you wish, master," he replies, bowing slightly. 

As he materializes in front of Elektra, terror fills the more remote chambers of her brain with riot and with a piercing scream that makes my ears protest, she faints on my arms.

"Shit," I exclaim.




****




Managing somehow to bring Elektra back to her senses, I dismiss the Butler and the both of us head back to the city center where our wagon is stationed. After giving Ambrosia a brief report of what happened, I dispatched her with the driver to the mansion. I made sure with Elektra to omit the part where I made her an administrator. I don't trust either of the two to be completely honest with myself and partly that's because Ambrosia thinks of me as her pet and Elektra hasn't been the most straightforward person so far, not to mention she lied to us about the interdimensional pouch. I can't deny that both of their personalities make this game experience unique. 

Following Ambrosia's orders, we hire servants for the mansion, but have to pay them an upfront triple salary. I wanted to put my barter skill into expert use, however we were tired and exhausted from the lengthy trip and the events that followed in the mansion had left me drained.

You are fatigued, my NCI reminds me.

I can barely keep my eyelids open and it seems that's the case with Elektra. She has the same condition as me. Against our body's wishes to sleep, we continue our mission, that being to buy the Merchant Association of Podalia, so that we can sneak inside the Wizard Guild of Helios.

Shocked, we quickly learn that the Merchant Association, with the exception of one Merchant Guild, has been sold to The Fate of Elysium, the faith to which Smeme and Leda belong. This is unexpected. What in the Seven Hells does the Fate want with the Merchant Association? I'm left pondering. 


Chapter 25

Mr. Piggy







Reaching the last merchant Guild that wasn't sold to the Fate, Elektra and I exchange glances. 

"I hope we'll manage somehow to buy the merchant Guild before it's too late," Elektra tells me with a yawn.

"Any clues why the Fate of Elysium bought the entire Merchants Association?" I want to know. So far I am oblivious to the Fate and the role they play in the Real World.

"As you may know, the Fate of Elysium preaches human supremacy above all else. You can imagine their reaction when they heard that the future king of Lycia would be someone of demon origin. Add the fact that the Merchant Associations have access to information and now you get why they did what they did. The North is to the point of being annexed from the rest of Lycia. If that happens, it will engulf the entire Kingdom in a bloody civil war," Elektra reveals more information to me, making the whole situation clearer.

Your Adventurer's Log has been updated!

As we get an audience with the manager, sweat trickles down my neck. I'm exhausted and buying this Merchant Guild is crucial if we are to succeed In stealing the teleportation core from the Wizard Guild. The manager here, resembles in every aspect the one from the merchant Association back in Araxa, which makes me wonder if the game creators decided that all merchant managers will have almost the same weight, eating habits and taste in girls. All of the secretaries here have the same petite body and facial features like Elektra.

"What are they feeding them?" I whisper to Elektra, wondering why the game developers didn't take the extra time to make the merchants distinct from each other. It is as if the one is a copycat of another.

Elektra half shrugs and replies only with a soft smile. 

"The Fate of Elysium has bought the entire Merchant Association of Podalia. I'm the last standing," the manager tells us. 

I grin, listening to him say that he's the last man standing, when he's sitting behind his desk on two chairs, his fat ass still protruding from left and right and just like the previous manager, his office is littered with junk food and refreshments. 

"We came with a proposal," Elektra tells him as she casts Charm Person. To our surprise, the spell fails miserably. 

"We want to buy your Guild," I tell him and try casting Charm Person as well. The spell fails again. Inspecting him with my NCI, I find out that he's immune to it, as a tooltip notification above his head informs me. I check the rings he wears one by one, Everything seems normal, till a tooltip appears on one of them: Ring of Protection. The wearer is protected by charm effects. Damn, we should have brought Ambrosia with us and had her dominate him.

"The bastards from the Fate bought everything and led me to the brink of bankruptcy," he monologues. It is as if he isn't paying attention to what we're saying. "But I won't sell to them, I swore to my merchant honor that I'd prefer to shut down than give my business for pennies to them."

"This works for us," I intervene, trying to get the discussion back to the matter at hand.

The manager, whose name is Anthimos, looks at me with a raised brow. "I thought that Countess Ambrosia would pay me a visit in person. Not that I'm ungrateful," he chuckles as he eyes Elektra from top to bottom.

"Our Lady has more important things to attend," I tell him, but he ignores me entirely, his gaze locked on her hand sized breasts.

Yeah, the developers of this game made every merchant the same. I should note that and tell them to improve it. Can't say that they are exactly the same, for example this drooling fool gets on my nerves more than the last merchant manager. 

"If it is as you say, then we would be glad you tag along. It might not be known yet, but we already bought the entire Merchants Association back in Araxa. We're looking for a strategic partner, sheer, to expand our network," Elektra tells him, trying to put the discussion back on track. 

"Of course, of course, let's get down to business," he tells her. Something tells me that my role here will be complementary at the best. The drooling fool will listen only to Elektra. "I should point out I'm the last Merchant Guild in this city and I don't plan on selling for cheap. I know that the Countess is filled with big pockets and I plan on taking full advantage of that," his eyes narrowing like a vulture as he snatches a chunk of meat from his desk. 

"But you said that earlier you're on the brink of bankruptcy," Elektra protests.

"True, true. Doesn't change the fact I'm the last willing to sell and from what I get, you're desperate to buy a Merchant Guild. Am I right?"

"Let's cut to the chase," I interrupt, raising my voice so he'll notice me this time. "How much are you willing to sell?" 

He eyes me, a single eyebrow raised, as he swallows with a big chunk a huge piece of fried cheese. "500 Golden pieces," he sputters and gawks at Elektra.

"What?" we shout in unison.

"That's how much we bought the entire Merchant Association in Araxa," Elektra reveals to him. 

Anthimos gives her a shrug in reply as he sits back on his double chair, making the wood creak as some kind of revolt for the pressure it was forced to endure. "That's my offer, and it is non-negotiable," he adds with a burp.

It seems that we won't be able to turn the tables around. The adventurers did their job and have already spread rumors about Ambrosia being a noble from Caria, but I never thought this would have so much impact on the price of the Merchant Guild. Not to mention Mr Piggy is the only one we can buy out in this mess. It's not that we don't have the capital needed. The opposite, what he asks, compared to what we have is like a grain on a pile of gold. Despite that, I'm annoyed that we're being overcharged. For a moment, I think of blowing up the entire agreement.

"OK," Elektra agrees.

I want to object, but she puts her hand on my thigh, stopping me.

Probing Elektra with visual caress, the Anthimos says, "That was easy, I think I could go higher." 

"What?" Elektra claims in shock.

"I want a 1000 gold pieces or you get nothing," the Manager says in stitches.

My eyes narrow into crinkled slits. "100 or you get nothing," I counter propose. 

"Watch out boy, or I might sell even higher," he chortles amused.

Suddenly, one of his secretaries breaks into the room without even hitting the door. "Mr Anthimos, two representatives from the Fate came here asking for you. They demand you see them immediately."

Seriousness lurks in the depths of his eyes. "How do they look?" He curls his fastidious lip.

"It's a black, horned knight and his aide, a warlock," She tells him in a hurry.

"I'll see them in a moment," he faints a quivering smile and dismisses her. "So, about the price," he continues, his eyes diverting as he ponders in anxiety.

"We aren't interested anymore," I press my lips together into a thin line and get up. "Let's go," I say to Elektra and walk briskly with firm movements to the door. Elektra follows right behind in silence.

"W-Wait," he stammers, placing his palms forward, trying to stop us somehow. "I was joking earlier, 500 gold pieces and we have a deal."

I turn around, my angry gaze slicing him. "If you think you can bargain with those two, then good luck," I conclude with a faint smile.

He licks his lips. "Ok, you won. 100 gold pieces, that's my last offer and you promise I'll continue to be manager."

"It's a deal," Elektra agrees with a subtle wink at me.

Well, I was planning to push him even lower, but I guess I shouldn't push my luck. It takes us a couple of minutes to exchange the titles with the gold. The moment Elektra places the ownership titles inside her interdimensional pouch, the door opens and a Black Knight with his warlock sidekick make their entrance. Smeme swings his restless gaze left and right trying to appraise the situation.

"Athanasios, what's your business here?" Smeme demands in an angry voice. "If I suspect you did something sneaky again, then it will be your last day in this world." 

"We just bought the Merchant Guild," Elektra tells them plainly. 

"What?" the Black Knight booms with his reverberating voice, shaking me to my core.

"You heard her," I retort, trying to act cool in front of Elektra.

Leda stamps her staff of power on the floor and the whole room trembles, making some of the food items the manager has on his desk fall on the floor. "We had an Optional Quest to help the Fate of Elysium, the Fate to which we belong, to buy all major Merchant Guilds in Podalia and we just failed because of you!" She yells with her penetrating voice.

The situation looks grim, and I should find a way to get us out of this mess. 

"You know these two?" Manager Anthimos asks me in awe.

"Yeah, they're my friends!" I tell him and see the awe on his face turning into shock.

"We were friends," Leda interrupts, one heavy brow slants in strong disapproval.

Last time I encountered them, Smeme was ready to smash my head, but now Leda is about to take that role. I understand her rage and if I were in her shoes, I would be as well. Blackmailing the entire Merchants Association isn't a simple task, no wonder they are mad.

"I promise we give you the titles of the Merchant Guild as soon as possible. We don't plan on staying here for  long," I tried to reassure her, but her eyes tell me otherwise.

"We aren't in the mood of waiting," Smeme growls, his hand traveling to the hilt of his sword.

"We have an optional quest as well and we'll need this Merchant Guild for the time being," I respond apologetically, looking at Elektra, hoping she has an idea when we'll infiltrate the Wizard Guild of Helios.

She half shrugs, no response.

Shit! Only the Manager knows that and if I ask him now, our plan will be revealed to our rivals. 

"These two lads just came and brought me my payment. The title of the Merchant Guild belongs to Countess Ambrosia and you'll have to go there and buy it from her if that's what you want," the Manager intervenes and saves the day.

Smeme drags his hawkish gaze on me for verification. "Is it true?"

"Yes," I tell him eagerly. "Our quest was to deliver the gold. We'd care less if you stole or bought the titles from her," I add, trying to make sure he's convinced for sure.

"I say we search them," Leda says with a single eyebrow.

"I search Athanasios and you search the wizard girl," Smeme proposes and with a firm step he lunges towards me.

Leda grabs him by his mantle. "Wait!" I'll search them both," she offers with a strict look. "You and the Manager wait outside till I call you, it'll take me some time."

Smeme stares at her quizzically. "We don't have the luxury of letting them escape."

"Oh, Smeme, you think I'm an idiot? I'll put them in shackles if need be and don't forget a few moments ago you were ready to leave without checking them at all."

"Very well," he nods three times. "Manager, come outside with me."

Mr Piggy makes a futile attempt to get up, but seems impossible. It takes the effort of Smeme's strong arms to get him on his feet. I wonder how the guy can stand on his feet without any props.

Alone with her now, I begin, "Leda, I..."

"Oh, shut your mouth and strips yourselves," she orders as her staff trails a destructive crimson aura in its wake.




My eyes widen in surprise at Leda's demand, and Elektra and I eye each other, unsure about the situation. Hesitantly, we begin to shed our clothes until we stood naked before her. Leda's eyes drop down to my crotch, an eyebrow cocked in an almost disinterested fashion. Then her gaze goes to Elektra, who is sheepishly covering her breasts and crotch with her small hands. I see something shift in Leda's eyes as she looks at the both of us, the harshness in her gaze softening ever so slightly. Maybe I could possibly use this to my advantage. 




"Leda, don't you remember all the times we had together? Why are you and Smeme acting like this?" 




Leda offers a hard look, as if I asked the most idiotic question in existence, "Maybe because you're the reason we're in this mess, as I've mentioned before. Every time we try to get the hell out of here, you stand in our way," 




She approaches me, pressing her staff against my flaccid cock. The staff is cold against my skin, and I jerk in response. 

"And don't you dare try to use the past against me. It's no longer relevant." Leda says to me, her tone as cold as ice. She twirls the end of the staff around my cock until it twitches and elongates from the stimulation. For some reason blood rushes to my cheeks in embarrassment. I feel like I'm being toyed with, and it's shameful; especially in front of Elektra. 

"So, what then? You're going to fuck us for the titles? In that case, you won't get far," Elektra provokes, her eyebrows furrowing together. Leda takes the bait, turning her attention to the blonde wizard as she approaches her. With a swift motion of her staff, magical, blue chains appear around Elektra's and I's wrists, binding them together tight above our heads. I attempt to break free but to no avail. There's no way I could try to win against Leda in a fight. We'll have to finesse our way out of this somehow. 

"You're mouthy for someone as tiny as you," Leda spits, plunging the tip of her staff inside Elektra's pussy. Elektra cries out in what could be pain or pleasure, it's hard to tell. Leda offers a sinister grin before plunging it even deeper, thrusting it in and out slowly. I notice that the end of the staff grows wetter each time it's plunged inside; Elektra's juices completely encompassing it. I'm surprised to find that her body is enjoying such an invasion. 

Her nipples become visibly erect as Elektra leans her head against the wall. Her cheeks are flushed, and her lips parted. Just watching this is causing me to become aroused, my shaft growing to its maximum length. Leda takes notice and smirks, shoving her black pants down and kicking them to the side. All that remains is her tall black boots and tight top, accentuating her shapely breasts. 

"Instead of helping your comrade, your dick gets hard watching. Let's put that to some use, shall we?" 

Suddenly Leda spins around, her ass faced towards me while her staff is still deep inside Elektra. Slowly, she backs up until her pussy is pressed against me; hot and inviting. I swallow hard, readying myself as she slides my length deep inside her. I can't help but moan out loud as her walls tug at me in a hot and wet embrace. Elektra's moans join mine as the staff is shoved even deeper as Leda takes me in. 

Then she starts clapping against me, using me as a human dildo at this point. She didn't care about my pleasure, just that her former friend is attached to it. There is something about the power trip that seemingly turns her on; made evident by the smirks she gave me over her shoulder. She's enjoying the fact that I'm restrained and can't do anything, and for a moment I'm reminded of Ambrosia. While Ambrosia's treatment was worse, there is something about a former friend doing this that takes this to another level. 

While she bounces her ass against me, I attempt to break free of the chains. Again, they don't budge, and seem to tighten the more I try to escape. I'm amazed that even though she is riding me, her mental focus is still strong enough to keep the magical chains on our wrists. She is indeed a force to not be reckoned with. 

Leda then begins to moan, her walls becoming slicker and tighter around me while Elektra starts to ride Leda's staff. We are all trapped in the bliss of the situation, edging ourselves on as much as we can. That is, until we hear heavy footsteps approaching the door; which quickly sobers our lust and sexual desire. 

As I fall into ecstasy, a chorus of footsteps from behind the door breaks the mood. It takes Leda a couple of moments to withdraw for me along with her staff and shrug back into her attire as fast as she can. The magical chains dissipate from our wrists and we drop to the floor in exhaustion. Soon we realize it's Smeme with his sword drawn and ready for action. Probably Leda's moaning made him think we were torturing her, but it's evident it's the other way around. Elektra and I merely sit in our spot, naked and exposed, awaiting our fate.

Smeme glances at Leda, then back to me. "Wait, what's going on here? You had sex with him?"

"I-" Leda starts. "He was naked. It wasn't like I made it easy on him. You left me here. I got bored."

Smeme is staring at her now, his eyes flickering to me, then back to Leda. He's at a loss for words. He looks torn between anger, confusion, and maybe jealousy. Is it perhaps he hadn't had sex with the voluptuous warlock so far? Nah...

"You were supposed to search for the ownership titles. Our quest is about to fail and all you think about is..." he pauses, then gives a long exhale. 

"I wanted to make sure they didn't have it on them, but things got out of hand and..." she pauses, then says, "I say we kill them, it's because of them that we're in that state. At least they did, dead bodies might earn us a lot of goodwill from the Fate of Elysium," She decides as if trying to make up for what she enjoyed the couple moments, while Smeme had to be with Mr Piggy.

Smeme shakes his head. "We can't kill them, at least not yet," he argues. "If we do that, the Countess might get mad and it will be hard to get the ownership titles. They alone get us nothing. It's their ownership titles that will get us what we want."

So, the discussion among the two continues for a couple of moments, with Leda wanting to kill me right here and now and Smeme to somehow use me as bait. I'm not sure if I speak, it will do me any good, But I decide to do so, hoping it will keep me alive longer, and give me time to work on how Elektra and Ican get free. What's for certain is that if they kill us, their mission will fail for certain. 

"Right," I tell them, "there's no need to kill us! I will talk with her and I'm sure I'll convince her to sell you the ownership titles."

"Why trust you now," Leda asks with anger and vitriol in her voice. "If it wasn't for you, then we wouldn't be in this mess. If we kill you now, it'll save us the trouble you'll create for us later."

"Excuse me!" Elektra shouts, drawing all eyes on her naked body. She blushes and hides her breasts and wet thighs with her hands, "but what kind of friends would kill someone over such a misunderstanding. I get that your mission depends on that. If we die however, you can be sure that the Countess will hunt you down for what you did to her subjects, plus you can say goodbye to the ownership titles and your quest."

Elektra's speech has shaken them a bit, I can see it in their eyes.

"Agreed," Smeme says with a metallic voice. "Tomorrow afternoon we'll pay you a visit. For our friendship, make sure the Countess gives us the ownership titles."

Leda gathers my clothes and places them inside an Interdimensional Pouch, one that's common and cannot be compared with Elektra's legendary item. 

"What are you doing," I ask her, bulging with fright.

"Insurance," she gives me a dirty look. "If you want your clothes back, then make sure you give us the ownership titles tomorrow."

"How am I supposed to get back into the mansion without clothes?" awe transforms my face.

She half shrugs and her pupils flare at my naked sight. "Consider this a quest," she tells me with a chuckle.

I get a notification inside my NCI: Optional Quest: Nude in Public. Get back to the mansion naked.

You gotta be fucking kidding me! And with that, the duo departs, leaving me naked with Elektra. I ponder what Ambrosia will say about that and how she reacts when she learns that we'll have to hand them down the ownership titles by tomorrow. What's more important for now is how I get there without clothes!

After being the epicenter of attention for the female population of the Merchant Guild, the manager's secretary is kind enough to give me a towel and hide my nakedness. I'm about to leave immediately when Elektra tells me that we have undone businesses here, such as learning when the next shipment will take place to the Wizard Guild.

Having completed the last task, we are escorted back to our mansion in the Manager's wagon. I fail to notice that it's already night when we finally reach our destination.

Optional Quest: Nude in Public Successful! My NCI informs me and I wonder what kind of reward awaits me now. 

Ambrosia looks at me puzzled when I walk inside naked, with only a towel hiding my privates. "What happened? Did you get into a fight?" She scoffs, amusement in her voice.

I explain all that happened and what we promised them, omitting the part we had had sex with Leda. Despite the gravity of the situation, she's more interested in knowing how I lost my clothes. Finally, I crack and tell her what happened. She bursts into laughter, barely able to keep herself composed.

"I should punish you for your stupidity," Ambrosia scolds me, her eyes trailing down between my thighs. "But I forgive you. Just this once," she adds and slaps my ass.

It seems that walking inside here naked and telling her my story has somehow saved me from a long night of torture. I should get back to bed immediately, as the effects of the Exhaustion have taken the better of me.

That is, till the butler appears. His pupils dilate and his mouth twitches, seeing me in that kind of state. Then he becomes composed and formal again. "Master, we're being invaded by an army of ghouls!"




Optional Quest: Defend the Haunted Mansion from the feral ghouls!

Unconsciously, I select Yes. Shit, did I make the correct choice?


Chapter 26

The War Butler







Fear holds me in a vice for a moment, not able to fully grasp what the Butler said. Not sure if that's because of exhaustion or shock. My mind races, trying to process the new information and understand who might be the one attacking us. So far I've encountered ghouls three times in my life: first it was one I encountered Ambrosia back in Pedasa, second when I was fooled from that cunning ghoul named Esteri and her band, and a third encounter was in the underground tunnels of Tlos. If these ghouls are somehow connected to Ambrosia, then they must be our allies. If that was the case, then she would have probably informed me by now. Esteri and her mob could be the ones coming for revenge, but the way we left them, I think we made sure they wouldn't bother us again. Ghouls from the dungeon of Tlos seem unlikely to me on first thought, on the other hand they have a grudge against us for stealing that insane amount of treasure we hold.

"We're being attacked by ghouls!" I exclaim and look at the Butler. "How many?" 

His eyes lower, then opened as if he was counting or processing their numbers. "They number 200, but they still keep coming, so I'm not sure of their total number," he informs me in an instant.

"To whom are you talking to?" Ambrosia chiefs her angry glare at me.

"To the ghost of this Haunted Mansion. I'm the only one who can see him. He just told me that several dozens of ghouls have invaded the premises and are heading our way. Any thoughts of who they might be?"

Both Ambrosia and Elektra shake their heads in denial. I expected pretty much that.

"Activate any defense mechanisms you have. Make them pay for daring to step there churlish feet," I command my servant.

"As you wish, my master," the Butler says and immediately his clothes change to that of a red fencing doublet and holds a rapier on his right hand.

Ambrosia takes a defensive stance immediately. "Who's this?" She exclaims with her claws, ready to snatch the man.

"How is it that you can see him?" I ask, puzzled.

"When in battle mode, I materialize and everyone can see me, master," the War Butler explains. "The Trees of Dread have already engaged in battle according to your commands. Although they are hard to kill, the ghouls are fast and soon several of them will be inside the mansion. I've barricaded us, but some of them will manage to break through our defenses. I've also activated the five Golem Knights to aid us. Humbly accept my apologies, but this place isn't as elaborate as someone of your status would expect. Me and my minions will do whatever we can to protect your life and the lives of your hosts."

"What about the servants?" I worry, appraising the situation carefully.

"They all went back to their homes," Ambrosia tells me with a sneer, "They said they would come tomorrow morning. They were too afraid to stay here during the night."

"Great, they could be a hindrance."

I give one last glance to my NCI and the spell slot inventory. I haven't changed my spells since Araxa, as I would need less aggressive spells in a city. I'm equipped with Primal Savagery, Fire Bolt, Message and Infestation cantrips. My 1st Tier spells are Charm Person, Sleep, and Mage Armor. I can use three times any of the three available 1st Tier spells, but I've already used one slot back in the Merchant Guild to charm Manager Anthimos. So, I'm left with two 1st Tier Spells. My Condition is Exhausted Level 1 and I won't be able to use my abilities to the fullest. This debuff Condition will make the coming battle a challenge, but I have a score of Trees of Dread, five Golem Knights and a War Butler. Not bad at all!

A new pop-up notification appears: The War Butler and his minions became your Slave Party!

Cool, I haven't seen that notification for a while. Now I can have full access on the stats of this place's minions. I quickly check the Threat Level of the War Butler and the Golem Knights. I'm shocked when I see that the War Butler has a Threat Level of 35 and HP 140, while each of the five Golem Knights have a Threat Level of 22 and HP 66. If you also consider the monstrous Threat Level of the Trees of Dread outside, then this place is as fortified as it takes. I pondered what kind of monsters and defense mechanisms a proper Vampire Castle should have. I take another moment to inspect how the Golem Knights look, so that I won't attack them by mistake. It seems that their appearance is the same as a normal knight in black armor and their height is 6 feet tall. I thought they would be colossal, but this must be some kind of variant or I don't know. It doesn't matter right now.

I cast Primal Savagery and Mage Armor to buff myself, using all available 1st Tier slots for today. Elektra has used Disguise Self and Charm Person, so she can use only one more 1st Tier Spell, but isn't equipped with aggressive spells. The third on her list is Unseen Servant and won't be of much help. She'll just use Fire Bolt as usual, so I order her to fall back and support us from behind.

Eventually, the ghouls reach the main door and break it with conscienceless brute. They are a dozen, but more are coming. Their Threat Level ranges between Threat Level 6 and 9. Ambrosia and the War Butler won't have a problem but Elektra and I should be careful, as each of our opponents is almost as strong or stronger than the two of us.

The War Butler charges instantly and in a second he beheads three ghouls, their blood spraying the furniture. Ambrosia is flabbergasted, not wanting to believe there's another person in our Party that's stronger than her. Nonetheless, she follows the War Butler right behind and slashes any ghoul that there to stand in her way. As usual Elektra and I support with FireBolts, but our contribution is minimal. The protagonist in here is the Butler, and it seems he stole the show with his performance. Everywhere I look, I see amputated limbs and fractured bones.

"More incoming come" the War Butler shouts and tout de suite beheads two more who had the guts to approach him.

So this is what a Threat Level 35 avatar can do. This motivates me to try even harder. I'm not the kind of guy who plays a game in hard mode, That's pretty much evident and it's something I regretted when I said the game difficulty in hard mode when I was cast into this game world. Since then, I've set the game difficulty in easy mode and don't plan to change it ever. I like playing overpowered characters and hopefully once I manage to possess a castle, my dream will come true. Not that I'm disappointed at my current arsenal. All my minions here are overpowered and even a single one of them could equally challenge and defeat Ambrosia.

"Athanasios you should have told me that this place had such a potential. Did you use your primary core?" Ambrosia asks me full of majestic tenderness. 

"It's not fully compatible with this place," I tell her as I snatch the heart of a Threat Level 7 ghoul that managed to escape Ambrosia's wrath. 

"What does this mean?" 

"It means the Dungeon Core I obtained is too advanced for this place, thus not fully suitable to exploit its powers to the max. The Butler you just saw acts as a conduit with the mansion. I can control the Haunted Mansion through him, though I can't give direct orders to the Trees of Dread or to the Golem Knights or even sense where our opponents are right now."

"Pet," she giggles as she slays the last ghoul, "you never cease to amaze me. I can only imagine how powerful a fully compatible Vampire Castle will be with all the secondary cores."

"If we get out of here in one piece," I comment with haste.

Looking at the War Butler she says, "I could manage these annoyances on my own. But help never hurt anyone," she adds with a cackle.

More ghouls are coming And I wonder when the infinite stream of death will stop." How many are there," I ask the War Butler. 

"More have invaded and the trees of dread are overwhelmed by their numbers," he replies with a bitter smile.

I throw around the measuring eye to evaluate the situation. There are 30 ghouls in here and more are coming. "Are you kidding me? 1 score of Trees of Dread should be more than capable of stopping hundreds of ghouls," I retort, surprised. 

With a steeple of his fingers, ghostly archers appear and shower the ghouls with arrows like snakes, ending them instantly. "There are over 300 ghouls attacking us from all sides right now. We've already lost two Trees of Dreads and they've invaded other rooms of the Haunted Mansion. The Golem Knights are blocking their path, but I'm not sure if they last for long. If that happens, then we'll be surrounded from all directions," he says with a sigh and the archers disappear.

"I wasn't aware you had an ace up your sleeve," I tell him. "Can you use more of them?"

He shakes his head. "No, that was my trample card and I can use it only once that day."

At least this final attack has saved us from some trouble. What's worse is that I can't understand what our attackers want and whom they serve. Ambrosia and Elektra come towards me. Elektra is breathing heavily and Ambrosia runs her hand through her hair, twirling some of them in a carefree manner as always.

"They are from the Fate of Elysium," she concludes while toying with a lock of hair. "I'm sure that friend of yours is leading them."

I scoff and immediately regret my reaction as I watch Ambrosia's face darken. "Smeme wouldn't do that. He keeps his word. Could it be Nestor?" I counter propose.

"Nestor would never use ghouls. He tries to establish himself as a ruler over a human society. It would be a blow to his reign."

My eyes move to Elektra. "Any ideas? Maybe someone from the Phratry of Helios?" I ask.

Her almond-shaped eyes look at both of us as she straightens her body to a firm position. "I thought about that and I'm sure they don't have the means to create such an army of the dead. What if it is that mad Artificer from Tlos? We pretty much snatched the treasury and got away with it unscathed." 

Her suggestion makes some sense. One way or another, we don't get anything if we learn the truth and at the end of the day we'll have to fight them to the bitter end.

The War Butler approaches us, his HP still at maximum. Somehow, none of us have been injured so far. "Young master, I have a plan to propose. Let me defend this place alone and you take the aggressive and clean the other rooms above. One Golem Knight has perished and the rest don't fare well. On the upper for a load the corridors are narrow and big numbers won't make a difference for our intruders. If we manage to block their path there, we'll have higher chances of survival."

Both girls look at me for clarification. "Let's do it," I tell them immediately.

Ambrosia cocks a brow in surprise. "My my, don't be hasty pet. We can't risk losing you. Retreating and leaving this place is also an option," she suggests with a smirk.

Her words bring the distaste of the War Butler, but he doesn't object to the idea like the loyal servant he is. "If that is your wish, then I'll act as cannon fodder so that you may escape." 

"That's out of the question," Elektra intervenes, drawing the surprised looks of everyone here. Usually she's shy and reserved. "It's not fair for our host," she points at the War Butler with a gesture, "Plus we bought this place. It's ours and we should defend it. "

I give her a sexy smile. "That's how I like my girls: Stubborn and motivated!" 

"Time's of the essence master," the War Butler looks at me with narrow eyes as more ghouls approach the main Hall. "Another Golem Knight has fallen. I suggest you split with Lady Ambrosia engaging with them at the southern part of the mansion, while you and Lady Elektra guard the northern part." 

"That's out of the question!" Ambrosia replies darkly. "Athanasios is far too precious to me and won't risk losing him." 

The War Butler leaves us and engages with a new wave of ghouls, leaving behind him a bloody trail of mutilated bodies. 

"Ambrosia, if we don't do what the Butler said, then we're all doomed. Please, you have trust in us, I promise I won't disappoint you," I tell her convincingly.

She looks at me with sultry eyes and with two steps she's only a few inches away from my lips. She kisses me and grabs me by the crotch. The dire monotony of the battle stops for a moment and a delicious throng of sensations overwhelms me, starting from my thighs and expands to the rest of my body. Damn, she's hot and if any of us die in this quest, it will be a shame! I want to taste these intoxicating lips again.

"Don't be hasty pet, we'll have centuries before us," she winks softly and steps back. "Go, make me proud once more." 

And with that she leaves us and after following the stairs to the first floor she heads to the southern part of the Haunted Mansion. 

I give a slight front hunch to Elektra. "Let's give them hell," I tell her and she nods in reply. 

We follow our designated path to the northern wing where our destiny awaits us.




****




It doesn't take us long to reach the northern wing, and this place has already been infested with feral ghouls. I see the Golem Knight's corpse lying on the ground. The second is still functional and still guards the corridor with all he's got, but that won't last for long. I notice his HP is lower than 20%. Without a moment's notice I cast mage armor on Elektra, buffing her a bit in case something goes south.

Two ghouls escape from the Golem Knight and head our way. We both cast Fire Bolt and manage to successfully hit the first ghoul on its torso, achieving an 11-point hit. I'm still naked like a wild beast, my entire body completely covered with black blood from the ghouls. Primal Savagery is still active and my fingers are like knives, ready to slice soft and pudgy flesh. The first ghouls that approaches me performs a vertical slash with its claws, but I see what's happening and bring myself in a defensive position, thus protecting myself from the deadly attack. The first ghoul tries to strike me down from above several times, yet I hold my ground. The second ghoul attacks me from below, causing me to step back momentarily. Thankfully, Elektra is supporting me as always and hits the first ghoul with another firebolt on its head, causing it a critical hit of 10 points , thus sending it to its permanent death.

"We can do it!" Elektra yells, as she casts another firebolt and achieves a meager 3-point hit to the second ghoul.

With renewed vigor, I begin a new series of successive attacks, each blow stronger and deadlier than the last, forcing the ghoul to back down and eventually rip its heart with a Critical Hit.

The Golem Knight keeps the rest of the pack at bay. His HP has now fallen down to 15% and he keeps blocking a dozen feral ghouls. What's great about the guard before us is that almost each of his attacks causes a critical hit of 15 points, incapacitating his opponents with a single hit. We support him with Fire Bolts and soon none of our opponents stay alive. 

Our Golem Knight protector is left with only 2% HP and is about to crumble. Multiple cuts and bents on his metallic armor are a testament to this. I wonder if after the battle the Butler will be able to fully restore the damages on the metallic creature. Hopefully, he'll manage somehow. My hopes are short-lived though, as a javelin hits the Golem Knight on the visor and reduces him to metal junk.

"Who's there?" I shout and from the darkness two familiar figures emerge. "Shit. You gotta be kidding me!"

"Zoe? Alexander? Is that you?" Elekra's jaw drops and her face becomes paler than Ambrosia's.





Chapter 27

Ragdoll Girl







I freeze when I see our former companions. Full of scars like washed out fish bones engraved on their flesh, the duo approach us with nervous swirls. Milky white bandages cover most of their frail bodies, although their appearance is like ghostly echoes of their former selves. What monstrosities have they become?

I use Inspect on them and see that Zoe's Threat Level is 9, while Alexander's is 11. 

Browsing through my bestiary I try to find what they are but to no avail. Then I see an option I haven't observed earlier. It says: auto detect monster. I activate it at once. 

A notification tooltip appears now above Zoe and Alexander, That informs me of their race: Construct Dolls. Subrace: Rag Dolls. These human sized dolls vary from each other. They can be modified according to their creators will and have extra limbs, even wings. Most of the time are made out of straw, metal and rags, but even organic material such as flesh can be used. Their power source usually is a magical engine that gives them life and if damaged or destroyed, it can kill the doll instantly. Rag Dolls can use spells, do not age, and are created by powerful artificers. They are weaker compared to other types of Construct Dolls, such as Golems.

"Zoe, can you hear me? It's me, Elektra, your friend!" my sexy blonde wizard girl tells her with crying eyes.

Zoe and Alexander seem oblivious and do not react to my friend's pleas.

I grab Elektra from her wrist. "Wait! They aren't who you think they are. Both perished. They are the ones behind this or I should probably say their master, the Artificer is behind this," I try to convince her.

"No! They survived and came here to help us. Isn't that right guys?" she looks back at them, hoping for confirmation.

Both of them draw a dagger each and take an aggressive stance, ready to charge on us. I pull Elektra near me and cast Fire Bolt on Alexander. Unexpectedly, I'm being pushed by Elektra to the side and my spell fails to hit its target. All I hit is a pile of broken furniture, setting them on fire.

"Why have you ..." I begin to say but the rag dolls have begun descending, ready to engage in a fiery battle with us.

It seems that my opponent will be Alexander. He stands before me in his tattered, ragged suit with the flames flickering behind him. To my surprise, the flames envelope the nearby furniture at a speed I find it difficult to believe.

"I'll try and use the interdimensional pouch to trap Zoe inside," Elektra says in a fever of enthusiasm. 

I wish I could share with her the same zeal, but something is amiss. "I thought you weren't able to use the interdimensional pouch," I tell her as I take a more defensive stance, but the towel I wear to hide my privates makes it a bit hard to move. 

"I've tried to use it on living creatures and failed. Zoe isn't alive anymore and as a rag doll I might be able to absorb her," she informs me. "I'll try to save Zoe post-op you try to stop that jerk Alexander OK?" 

A pop-up notification appears: optional quest: Help Elektra trap Zoe. Requirements: Zoe and Elektra must survive the battle.

I select yes once more. It's a bit annoying and at the same time intriguing, not knowing what kind of reward an optional quest will provide me. Well, I don't plan on letting my blonde wizard aide die and if we manage to turn Zoe around, even better. 

Alexander growls like a creature and I see his left hand growing and the huge red claw appears, four times as big as a normal person's hand. In smooth movements, Alexander attacks me and slashes me with his claw hand, trying to rip my throat, but at the last moment I block him with my own claw-like hands. I fail to notice however the dagger that comes from my right and manages to wound me lightly on my torso. If it wasn't for the mage armor, this hit would be lethal. 

You received a 1-point hit, my NCI informs me 

Gaining some distance from him, I discharge a Fire Bolt from my hands, hitting him directly in the chest. Alexander back paddles slumming into a small rounded table, before crashing to the ground. 

My attacker quickly recovers back to his feet, his HP bar only 4 points minus. It seems I need something more efficient to kill him. He still has 29 hit points left and in this battle of attrition I don't think we'll be the winners. Looking behind my shoulders I see that Elektra is standing her ground, yet she's unable to use her interdimensional pouch and trap Zoe.

Alexander begins a new series of deadly blows with an otherworldly screech of joy, using his claw to lunch at me with a natural speed. The Rag Doll slashes its dagger in its charge, eventually closing for the kill. I counterattack him with a Fire Bolt, achieving a six point hit and stopping Him momentarily. That's all I need as I rush against him and perform a predatory slash with my claws and kick him, sending him flying inside the blazing inferno right beside him. 

I turn around and quickly cast another Fire Bolt hitting Zoe directly to the head, achieving a critical hit of 10 points, momentarily stunning her. That's all Elektra needs. She opens her interdimensional pouch and after casting some incantations she manages to absorb Zoe and trap her.

In a covertly triumphant voice Elektra says, "Yes, we did it!"

Suddenly, I hear a roar and I understand that my rival is still alive. Rag Doll reaches out of the fire and slashes and penetrates my mage armor, slicing a set of parallel grooves into my torso. I bleed, but thankfully the wound isn't that serious. 

You received a six point hit, my NCI informs me, and I see that my HP bar is down to 65%. 

Elektra aims and casts a Fire Bolt, hitting Alexander between the eyes, achieving a 10 point critical hit, thus giving me the opportunity to retreat. 

"What the hell is wrong with you?" I yell in a stiff, cracking voice. Flames erupt behind Alexander, consuming everything in its path. "Why don't you die already?" 

My opponent is in flames, his tattered suit and bandages gone, revealing only burned flesh, metallic stitches to keep him together and a glowing crystal protruding from his torso. This must be its magical engine and if I manage to hit it, then we might have a chance. Without further ado I throw myself at him and as I do, my towel falls on the ground, revealing my privates. For some reason Alexander takes a look at my junk and loses his composure. That's all I need to finish him. I plunge my fist into the Magical Machine and I hear a cracking noise. My opponent receives a critical hit and once more is sent flying back into the flames, hopefully ending his pitiful existence.

Optional quest: Help Elektra trap Zoe Completed! All requirements met!

"Phew!" I exclaim as I sit with my naked ass on the floor.

Zoe comes and hugs me, sitting above me and touching my naked cock. Seeing the blushing blonde wizard, I immediately grow harder and she notices. She gives me a couple of hard strokes and kisses me. "We have to leave, that's not the proper place," she adds as she gets up. 

Hell! Then why did she do that? Maybe that was my reward? "OK, we'll have more opportunities," I give her a coy smile that she appreciates with a couple more strokes, making me exhale deeper.

"It was a good thing you threw away your towel," she tells me with a grin and she helps me get up.

"Why is that?" my eyebrows frowning into a knot. 

"Alexander was gay, so probably took an interest at what you should have," she winks and bites her lips. 

Now that's something new. Who would have thought that being naked would be equivalent to some kind of buff. So optional quests probably have some kind of rewards, but you're unable to find out exactly what will be rewarded. I won't say that it doesn't add some excitement to the whole experience. Hopefully, it isn't just sex I get from emerging victorious from this battle. Maybe we could bring Zoe back to her former self. After all, we have some unfinished businesses; I chuckle. At least she's back with us and this means that the game master wanted the lot to take a twist like this. 

"If we don't stop the fire, it will destroy the entire mansion," I bring myself back to reality. "Is there some kind of spell we can use to extinguish the fire?" 

"Not that I know of," Elektra tells me worriedly as the flames continue to expand in all directions.

"Let's get back to the main hall and see how the War Butler is faring there."




****




Heading back to the Main Hall we encounter Ambrosia . She's in good shape and with the exception of a couple of scratches, her HP bar is at 95%. I would expect nothing less from her, she's an overpowered Vampire Lord.

"My, my, how did it go," she asks me with a raised eyebrow looking at my naked body and my privates. She approaches me and licks my bloodstained wounds. Her tongue is harsh, primal and somehow manages to get me erected somehow. "Look at your state pet, didn't Elektra have the decency to help you release the tension?"

"We don't have time for this," she replies pointing at my erect member, even touching it a bit. "The northern part is in flames and if we don't do something, then the whole building will be engulfed in this crazy, blazing inferno." 

Ambrosia presses her hands to her cheeks, "You fools how did you manage to get us into this mess? We just possessed this building, and you already destroyed it. If something happens to my mansion then ..." her eyes narrow, resembling that of a predator.

"This mansion belongs to all of us," Elektra protests and she turns her face to me for support.

Ambrosia is quick to reply, "My dear Elektra, the mansion belongs to Athanasios and since he's my pet, everything he owns is my property." 

I chuckle at her rationale. Both of them look at me now and exchange glances between them. I guess they are waiting for my guidance once more. "Let's get back and find the War Butler. Something tells me he'll have a solution." 

The three of us finally reach the Main Hall where we see the Butler fending off a few dozen ghouls but he's severely injured. His HP bar is 8%  and barely holding himself. 

A new pop-up appears with another optional quest: help the War Butler. Requirements: The War Butler must survive. 

"Let's go ..." Ι begin to say but both of my girls have already started descending the stairs with Elektra shooting Fire Bolts 1 after the other. 

I follow the rest of my party and rip the heart of the first ghoul I see before me, killing it instantly with that critical hit. Ambrosia kills several ghouls on her way to the War Butler, but she's overwhelmed and being pushed back towards my direction. The battle is desperate and I don't think we'll be able to hold out for long. 

"Master, leave this place and head to that basement where you'll be safe ," the War Butler pleads as his HP bar diminishes, now close to 0. 

Ambrosia is finally pushed back and the two of us gradually retreat upstairs, leaving the War Butler to his fate.

"We must leave !" I tell my vampire ally, but Ambrosia is a woman of imperious will and cannot accept defeat. blasting her way through she gains some ground, and this gives me a false hope we'll be able to save the War Butler and complete this optional quest. More ghouls barge in and I'm certain now that we are doomed. The new wave has completely cornered us and no matter how powerful Ambrosia is, there's no way we pull this out. 

Then I hear the Butler's war cry. "Leave my master alone!" he shouts and I see his body is emanating some kind of glow. "Master head to the basement and barricade yourselves, I'll blow up and take them with me. Go Now!"

I grab Ambrosia by her shoulder and I force her to come with me upstairs where Elektra is and showers the ghouls with her firebolts. 

"What's happening?" Elektra jerks her head in our direction. "Why is the War Butler glowing? Is he Going to blow up?" 

I wonder how she found out. "Yes," I nod, "let's head to the basement and barricade ourselves for a last stand." 

I give a last glimpse of the War Butler as we opened the door of the northern wing . Soon after we close and barricade the door, we hear a loud explosion. 

Optional quest: save the War Butler failed! My NCI informs me.

"Why should we head to the basement?" Elektra wonders,  wrapping her arms around herself. "Is there something we're unaware of?" 

A sense of desolation and infinite anger overwhelms Ambrosia.  "This damn Artificer. If it wasn't for him, then we could have stayed in this place for a while living the luxurious life I deserve," she exhales trying to calm herself. "I swear once we make the Vampire Castle he'll be on my execution list just like Nestor." 

"It cannot be helped," I say, taking in a deep breath. 

"You should find some clothes, pet," Ambrosia comments as she rubs her temples. "I can't say I'm dissatisfied watching you in your natural state, but don't forget we've vampires, etiquette is everything."

"I lost all of my clothes if you remember..." I place my hands before my privates. 

"I think I have a couple spare ones in my Interdimensional Pouch, " Elektra tells me as she opens her pouch and a new suit is materialized.

"If you had a spare set of clothes then why didn't you give it to him earlier?" Ambrosia raises an intriguing question. 

Elektra blushes and places her hands to her cheeks. "I... I forgot it entirely," she says eventually with a coy smile. 

"Paf! I can't believe you left him naked all this time to perv out," Ambrosia realizes.

I'm left stunned. Elektra is reserved and good mannered, unlike Ambrosia. I can't believe she would do something like that. For some reason she doesn't reply and continues eyeing me with a sly face as she bites her nail. It's hard for me to believe that her behavior so far is pretentious and she's hiding something darker. Time will show, cause for now we have to save our asses from this mess we've been put in. 

"Ambrosia did you find the way when you came to this part of the mansion that led downstairs," I ask her from the comfort of my new clothes.

She shakes her head left and right in denial. 

"What about the Butler?" Elektra intervenes as she takes her finger from her lips and raising it. "His physical form might have perished but his spirit must still be alive. "

She's actually right because I still see him inside my NCI. Probably Elektra has seen it already that he's alive because she's also an administrator of this house. Good thing she didn't reveal it to Ambrosia. This could get me into a royal mess explaining why I made Elektra an administrator and not her.

"Butler are you still here?" I tap my foot as I wait for an answer. 

The Butler appears before me once more in his casual uniform and only me and Elektra can see him. "I'm at your service, master. Unfortunately, I wasn't able to be of much service to you. "

I lift my hands, and with my gesture I stop him. "I owe you an apology. We barged in and not only we took advantage of your hospitality but also destroyed a big part of the mansion. I want you to know that I'll do the best in my ability to restore this place once all this is over." 

The Butler looks at me in awe. "Master, I'm already so grateful that you gave this place life again. Do not concern yourself with me and the mansion. We're here to serve you as your loyal servants," he bows his head apologetically. 

"Hm hm, sorry to break it to you but we must head for some reason to the basement we don't know yet. Can you please ask the Butler why we should get there and not try to escape?" Ambrosia wants to know and I agree with her.

"Did you hear what she said?" I ask the Butler. 

He raises his head and bows his head against lightly. "I did master. In the basement there's a weapon that could change the tide of this battle," he confesses with a grin. 

"And what's that weapon," I dare to ask with my eyebrow cocked.

"It's hard to describe it but when you get there, you'll see it was worth the trouble," is all the Butler says mysteriously. 

A pop-up notification appears with an optional quest: Head to the basement. Find the legendary weapon located in the basement for the mansion. 

I select yes and my Adventurer's Log is updated once more. I take a moment to explain to Ambrosia why the Butler wants us to go to the basement. 

"Very well let's get down there," she tells me with a wary look.





Chapter 28

I've seen it all, Lobsters fighting Sentinels 







Passing through the corridors, we finally reach a hidden passage that leads us to the ground floor and from there to the basement. Because Ambrosia had earlier cleared the way, we only encountered a few feral ghouls but took care of them easily and without much effort.

"Did any of the Trees of Dread survive? What about the Golem Knights that protected the inner mansion?" Ambrosia wraps her arms around me, stopping me.

I access my NCI and from there I browse to my Slave Unit. I see that half of the trees have perished, as well as all the Golem Knights. The trees that are still alive have all less than 50% HP left. 

"The battle is still progressing but most of the ghouls are dead and several Trees of Dread. Once daylight comes in a couple of hours, it will be the end of them," I tell her softly, kissing her hands. 

"How many ghouls are left?"

After taking a moment to ask the Butler I tell her, "Less than 300 but half of them are inside the mansion where the Trees of Dread are impossible to reach."

"That's an insane number of ghouls that attacked us," Ambrosia releases me and rests her hand on her hip. "I wonder how they passed the entrance or the city without being found out."

"Magic," Elektra rubs her chin. "There are several invisibility or teleportation spells that could do just that, but for that number it must be a powerful one. A thought past my mind, what if all the city is in such a state of chaos? These ghouls that came here could only be a small fraction for all we know. If that's the case things could be nasty."

Ambrosia dismisses that thought. "There's no way such a massive army of ghouls exist in any Kingdom of Anatolia. Even Pedasa that was the center of all vampires couldn't invade a city such as this. Probably that mad Artificer has used a teleportation spell and sent all his ghouls to claim back what was stolen. My dear Elektra, once more you put us in grave danger," she gives a mirthless laugh. 

"It's not Elektra's fault," I protest as I see a steel door blocking our path. "If we hadn't taken the treasure with us, then this endeavor would be impossible. Without gold we won't be able to gather all the necessary secondary cores to make our Vampire Castle a proper fort."

Ambrosia doesn't reply, and I take that as a good sign. This means that she probably agrees. Now back at the task at hand we have to open this door made of steel.

"Butler!" I shout, trying to summon him.

The Butler appears before me in a ghostly, transparent form as usual. "Give me a moment master and I'll open it for you." he vanishes and after a moment the steel door opens.

"After you," Ambrosia offers with a smirk. 

I do as she commands and enter the chamber. The entire place is empty and only an enormous iron barrel is at the center. I pace there nervously and my escort follows me right behind. 

"We came down here for a barrel?" Ambrosia scoffs and casts me a cold gaze of curiosity. "I hope it has wine and of good quality of course. A fine ending in case we perish down here."

I roll my eyes and sigh. "There's no way the Butler would get us into this trouble just for wine," I tell her as I expect the barrel from all sides. This thing is perfectly sealed and probably weighs more than two thousand Pounds. There must be a hidden catch, some lever or some kind of mechanism that will allow us to open it. 

The Butler appears again in his airy appearance. "Master at the top of the barrel there's a catch. If you release it, the hatch will open and will allow you and your aides to crawl inside."

I do as I'm commanded and with the help of Ambrosia I get to the top of the cylindrical object. After finishing my search in a few seconds I find the catch and pull it, which in turn sets in motion some kind of mechanism and a hatch opens, Revealing the inside. I climb down the stairs and all I see is a row of 10 levers at the far end, all in a neutral position. I see that I can move them either up or down. Probably if I move certain levers Something will happen. 

Suddenly, I can hear the Butler's voice inside my head. "Master here's the correct position of the levers," he tells me and a pop-up window appears, showing me how I should position each lever.

I follow the instructions to the letter. Everything's in place, but for some reason nothing happened. Then the whole thing starts moving left and right, making me lose my balance and crash flat to the floor. When I get up, I see through a window Ambrosia and Elektra several feet away hugging each other, probably from the fear.

"You can speak outside through this microphone," the Butler points out a Green button.

I press it and start talking. "Don't worry, it's me," I tell them, laughing, Then I leave the button and speak to the Butler. "What is this thing? "

The Butler bows as usual, but this time a faint smirk is present. "You better go outside and see for yourself, master." 

Seeing the machinery is stable now, I decide to leave the handles and go outside. A few random thoughts past my mind as I climb. Could it be that the barrel has transformed into some kind of Mech? I would love to pilot one in this world. On the other hand, I completely eradicate the thought. If some kind of Mech exists in this world, it would probably be in a form resembling that of a construct, such as golems. 

As I climb downstairs and make a few steps back, my jaw drops in awe. "What in the Seven Hells..." I begin to murmur. The barrel has transformed into a giant mechanical lobster!

I use my Insight and I see a tooltip notification above the huge vehicle. It says Apparatus of the Lobster.

My Bestiary activates automatically and now I can see more information. Apparatus of the Lobster: It can be used as a vehicle provided it has at least one pilot. When closing the hatch the compartment inside the Apparatus of the Lobster is water tight and air tight. The vehicle can also float on water or go underwater. The vehicle is immune to poison and psychic attacks and has a Threat Level of 68. Use its adamantium claws for attack. 

This might not be the mech I was expecting, but the giant mechanical lobster is as strong as a tank. 

I turn my gaze on the two girls. "Don't be afraid. Come over here!" I shout and reluctantly they approach.

"Athanasios what kind of magic is this?" Elektra wants to know, astonished, puffing out her chest.

"I'm not sure it's magic, but consider it like the work of an Artificer," I hide my arms behind my body like I'm some kind of teacher.

Ambrosia eyes me in prim pretense, "and how is this lobster going to help us?" She looms closer to me with a sinister smile. 

"This vehicle is strong enough to take on an entire army. We can now go inside its compartment and fight from the relative safety it provides," I tell her as I adjust the lapels of my suit.

"Then what are we waiting for? Let's get rid of the remaining ghouls," she smooths down her skirt.

"Ehm... how do we do that? We're in the basement and the only way out is that door over there. It's not possible for that mechanical thing or lobster or whatever to squeeze in through the narrow corridors."

The Butler appears again. "Very perceptive young lady," he says and then his eyes divert to my direction. "I can open another gate, one that will allow the Apparatus of the Lobster to exit this chamber. The secret exit leads directly to the gardens where the Trees of Dread are fighting the ghouls. I suggest you enter the Apparatus' compartment before I open the gate and the ghouls overwhelm you. You should hurry, master. The Trees of Dread won't last for long. A new menace has emerged and the entire mansion is at stake. "

"Very well," I reply with a nod to the Butler and quickly explain the plan to Ambrosia.

After a few moments inside the Apparatus' and ready for the ultimate showdown. 




****




The roof above us opens, and the ground shakes as we're raised to the surface. I wonder what kinds of threats I must face with that overpowered machinery I got. We're finally lifted to the gardens and I see the place is in ruins. The ghouls have scorched everything in its path, but only a few remain now. As I go forth with the Apparatus of the Lobster, I see several Trees of Dread torn apart and I'm unable to understand how the ghouls were able despite their overwhelming numbers to cause such a mess to these overpowered creatures. Something is amiss. 

"Butler what are we against this time?"

Silence... For some reason he isn't responding. As I access my NCI, I notice his icon is grayed. Maybe he can't speak outside the mansion.

Suddenly, a big trunk catapults our way and crashes on the metallic armor of the lobster. The impact is devastating and could easily kill any of us with that single strike, but for the armored steel vehicle it's nothing. Turning the Apparatus' to the direction of our attacker, I see something that could actually look like a Mech in medieval times.

The tooltip notification above the 9-feet tall mechanical creature with two tesla coil towers in its back says Tesla Sentinel. The Bestiary activates and I get more information about our opponent. These medium contracts are unaligned and have several damage immunities including poison, psychic, bludgeoning, piercing and slashing attacks. Common in unities include charming, exhaustion, frightened, paralyzed, petrified, and poisoned. Can understand simple commands and the language of its creator but have no voice on their own, thus can't speak. When in dark places they can activate Dark Vision. If you use a metallic weapon to attack it, you receive lightning damage. Usual attacks include slamming with its gauntlets. When attacking with its gauntlets it can coat them in a veil of electricity, thus stunning its prey or destabilizing it. Beware of its Tesla coil towers as they can discharge exorbitant amounts of electricity at will. Warning you can't use illusion spells as its eye can see any magical illusion or trickery. 

"Shit!" I exclaim looking at the Construct. This boss will prove a challenge. I thought that with the Apparatus getting rid of the ghouls would be as easy as a pie. 

"What is this thing," Elektra asks, half suffocating by a rising shock. "How do we defeat it?" 

"This my dear," Ambrosia hardens into convention and resolve, "is a Tesla Sentinel. It's used to guard legendary treasuries such as the one we stole. Let's give a memorable lesson to that Artificer who sent it here."

Using my Insight I see that my opponent has HP 127 while my apparatus has HP 400. Moreover, my opponent has lost 20% of its total HP while battling with the Trees of Dread.

"I think he won't prove that much of a challenge," I tell my sexy aides with renewed confidence, till I see the Tesla Sentinel has come here with company. Two more Tesla Sentinels make their appearance through a wooden pile Trees of dread, both of them have suffered some damage but they are in a better standing position than the first one. 

"Look there," Elektra points out and I notice the debris of two more Tesla Sentinels. If it wasn't for the powerful Fey of the Forest, we would have to fight the ghoul horde and these five powerful constructs. 

In the moment I have to prepare for battle, I ponder what would have happened if I hadn't failed in saving the War Butler. Probably he would be the one driving this vehicle and I would watch the battle on auto pilot. If I had received proper training on how the Apparatus of the Lobster works, then I could be confident I could defeat all three. At the moment, I'm not so sure. Well, there's no turning back now. The game is set, the pieces in play, All that's left is to see who will emerge victorious. And with that I set levers 2 and 3 up, opening the front and side window shutters, so I have better visibility.

"They will attack us from all three sides," I tell Elektra and Ambrosia. "I can observe what's happening on the front, but I need your help. When they attack and how they attack let me know." I set up lever 4 and the two claws apparatus extend, ready for battle. 

Main Quest: Destroy the Tesla Sentinels. Requirements: you must survive. Optional: Elektra and Ambrosia Survive the battle.

It's been some time since I received the main quest. It seems even if I want to, I won't be able to avoid this battle and I must fight to the death. Well, I've been worse back at the dungeon in Tlos. Here at least I have several overpowered allies, not to mention I'm in charge as the dungeon core of this place. 

I fix my position to the first Tesla Sentinel and as I had expected the other two take positions left and right ready to flank us. I'm almost certain they'll discharge electricity with their Tesla coil towers once I charge and I'm within radius. Once again I curse the fact I'm unable to talk with the Butler. If I could, I would ask him to lead the remaining Trees of Dread against the trio instead of having them randomly chase the ghouls.

For a moment nothing moves, and it is as if both sides wait to see who makes the first move. Seeing that all three Tesla Sentinels are about the same level and same HP, I charge head on and destroy the first. Without caring about myself, I attacked like a madman. From a distance, the Tesla Sentinels are undoubtedly more advantageous. Not only are they superior in agility and tactics when working in groups, but they can discharge high voltage and cause damage to the Apparatus of the Lobster. 

I can't help but be impressed that the Artificer went in such lengths to hunt us this far. This army of undead and constructs has no rationale and therefore will never retreat in front of an enemy, no matter how futile a battle may be. Thinking about my own arsenal as I head on directly, I'm amazed at how fast the lobster moves and in a matter of seconds I'm near my prey. All three Sentinels discharge all they got and hit me directly. The Apparatus of the Lobster receives a 60 point critical hit damage and momentarily stops advancing. That's only for a brief moment though. After that is finished it continues its course.

A new tooltip notification appears above each Tesla Sentinel with a countdown Clock. My NCI informs me that after an electric discharge The Sentinels are stunned and need 5 seconds to move again. I might have received a huge HP decrement, yet being stunned for 5 seconds during a battle can be lethal. My giant steel lobster grabs the first sentinel and the Apparatus receive another 5-point hit. Damn, these Sentinels can be a royal pain in the ass. In the remaining time I have I start dismembering my opponent by cutting the tesla coil towers first, then proceed to cut its arms off, thus rendering it practically impossible to use its gauntlets to cause damage.

As the countdown stops, the other two ferocious Sentinels activate again and move in opposite directions, ready to burst another electrical discharge. I ignore them entirely and continue dismembering the captured Sentinel. I receive another strike from their Tesla coil towers and my NCI informs me that I lost another 30 HP. In just a matter of seconds, I've almost lost a fourth of my total energy. If instead of three I had to fight four Tesla Sentinels, then the chances of me being the victor would be thin.

The electrocution causes the Apparatus to freeze again and the Tesla Sentinel I had captured escapes with only a fraction of its HP, but both of his arms and Tesla coils are dismembered, lying on the ground before me. Although it might make sense I follow it and give it the final blow, I decide to turn the lobster and focus on my next opponent. No matter how I see it, this Sentinel is pretty much incapacitated and doesn't pose a threat.

Focusing all I got to my opponent the front, I fail to notice the other Tesla Sentinel that approached me from behind and after giving me two hard punches with its gauntlets; he grabs me from the tail and temporarily Immobilizes me, then somehow I manage to crawl forward towards the second Sentinel. so that's probably the Apparatus' primary weakness. I'm unable to attack or even defend my back and at the same time I'm hardly as fast as before making it impossible to catch the other Sentinel that attacks me at the front. My previous decision to let the first Tesla escape comes and bites me in the ass as my opponent has come back and with renewed vigor uses its legs to kick me on the left side. 

"Athanasios! A Sentinel is attacking us from the left," Elektra tells me.

The Apparatus' HP bar slowly but steadily decreases and all I do is grunt annoyed as I'm unable to do anything.

"Enough of that!" Ambrosia shouts in a fiery exclamation of wrath and disdain. "open the hatch at the back. Let me give them a lesson!" 

Exhilarated in a grim and shuttering fascination of my vampire ally, I set lever 10 up and the rear hatch unseals and opens. Ambrosia quickly heads outside and gives a crushing blow with her leg to the Tesla Sentinel's only eye, forcing him to let loose of the Apparatus' tail and at the same time it propels her back into the compartment.

"Close the Hatch now dammit!" Ambrosia yells as both of the Tesla Sentinels are about to electrocute us, a humming noise from their pylons signifying we're about to be fried.

I set the 10th lever down and the rear hatch closes, sealing us and saving us from being toasted alive. The electric discharge that follows decreases our Apparatus' HP by another 25-point hit. We're left with 62% HP in total and I can hear the whole compartment creaking in protest. I leave the dismembered Sentinel to its own devices and quickly snatch the second Sentinel with my claws. Each second passing being equivalent to a limb dismembered. Compared to my previous tactic to detach the electric pylons, I amputate its feet, rendering it immobile, hence a harmless toy to play with. 

The first Sentinel continues kicking the Apparatus, but the damage he causes is minimal and not of concern. As the countdown clock goes down to zero the Tesla sentinels are functional again. Taking a moment to admire my handiwork: the second Sentinel completely dismembered with only its head intact, I receive another electric blast from the Sentinel behind me. This time I'm not in a rush so I take my time to decapitate my prey, finally each HP bar down to 0.  

With the remaining time I'm left I release all my wrath to the first Sentinel, the one without arms and Tesla coils. For my bad luck as if the Construct understood my intentions runs away from me and now I'm between two choices, first one being to chase after it and the second to attack the third Tesla Sentinel . I choose the latter and with all my speed I charge head on for the final showdown.

As I lunge forward, I receive another 10-point hit, but it's hardly enough to stop me from pulverizing the damn Sentinel. The Lobster's claws embrace my own opponent in a deadly dance. As the dismantling starts taking place I hear the sound of metal breaking, yet is like a music for me. Cables break, magical crystals shatter in their explosive arc. Breaking things almost never heralds anything good, although I must admit this is an exception. The Tesla Sentinel makes one last attempt to escape , then its head swings and its head drops in slow motion, As its HP bar drops down to 0 and signals my instant victory!

Main Quest: Destroy the Tesla Sentinels Successful. You survived! Optional requirements met. Elektra and Ambrosia survived the battle!

You leveled up!

Ambrosia leveled up!

Elektra leveled up!




****




"Phew!" I take a deep breath and exhale slowly, then take a seat and close my eyes. All muscles on my body are tense and drops of sweat trickle like a stream down my neck. Nonetheless we survived and the Apparatus of the Lobster is still functional with its HP bar at 50%. Can't say I didn't enjoy this boss fight.

"What happened to the armless Tesla Sentinel?" impassioned and authoritative Ambrosia demands. 

The question comes as a stunner. I completely forgot about it. Since I got the notification but the main quest is complete, this means that the Sentinel perished. Could it be that itself distracted? Searching carefully the area I notice a Tree of Dread hammering the armless Sentinel left and right like an empty sack, all of its functions terminated and its HP bar down to 0. At least we're sure all threats have been eradicated.

"What about the fire?" Elektra's luminous eyes draw my attention. "It seems it's been extinguished." 

Accessing my NCI once more, I see the Butler icon still disabled. "Let's head back to the Main Hall and report to the Butler." 

Driving the apparatus of the lobster through the gardens to the building entrance, I see that the whole place is in an enormous mess and only a handful of the Trees of Dread have survived. This is another pyrrhic victory. It will take a lot of effort if we are to restore this place and bring it back to the way it was. Setting the lever up, the rear hatch unseals once more and the three of us make our way back to the Main Hall where the Butler awaits us. 





Chapter 29

The Slimy Soul Binding Conduit







Dawn breaks in and finds us with the naked facts: Half of the mansion is destroyed and only six Trees of Dread survived. All Golem Knights perished during the battle, and the Butler lost his battle form. 

"So pretty much our newly found organization has been exterminated on day one," ambitious Ambrosia comments as she says her goodbyes, heading for sleep in the dark basement of the mansion.

"Is there anything we can do to restore this place back in its former state," I ask the Butler while looking out at the mute melancholy of the ravaged landscape before me.

"Finding Trees of Dread is extremely rare and I doubt you'll find any." the Butler wipes his translucent forehead with a tissue. "Golem Knights are rare constructs that stopped being produced for centuries. From what I know, only Demon King Alastor has an army of one thousand of them and I'm sure he won't be sharing with us. Nonetheless, you need not worry my master for such pity things. For the reason of my existence and this mansion's existence is to serve and protect you in the best possible way. I am glad this place has a new master, even if the building is in that wretched state."

I find the Butler's words touching, but for some reason my old ruddy conviction deserts me. This place might not be a proper dungeon or a castle, but for these few hours felt like home. Also, compared to Elysium and the magical tower I had as home, here in this place it's much harder to re-build something. I ponder how much work we have to put in making a proper Vampire Castle. I've been in this real game world experience for some time now and leveling up, it's hard. I can't imagine the effort we'll need to build the Vampire Castle as I want. Maybe I should just cast aside the idea and focus on leveling up. 

"I'll make sure this place is restored as soon as possible. Tell me what needs to be done. There's no need to worry about the expenses," I tell the Butler in all sincerity.

"My master, your words truly honor me. Let me send you the tasks at hand that need immediate attention," he replies with a bow of his head.

Inside my NCI I'm in sheer awe of the amount of optional quests pop ups swarming my vision.

Optional Quest: Repair the mansion to its previous state.

Optional Quest: Find thirty Constructs or Fey with Threat Levels 25 and above to guard this place.

Optional Quest: Hire servants to manage the haunted mansion.

Optional Quest: Create a physical form for the Butler.

Optional Quest: Build a Vampire Mausoleum for lady Ambrosia. 

Reading through the rising storms of words in each optional quest's minor details, I panic. Despite that, I try to keep my composure and play it cool in front of the Butler. 

"Why is it important to have a Vampire Mausoleum," I ask the Butler while exchanging glances with Elektra.

"It was a request by Lady Ambrosia and as I find her temperament pretty demanding I hope you'll consider this tiny request. It will please her and in turn will improve your relationship with her," he tells me.

"Well, I put us into this mess, so I better get things right."




****




Sitting outside a tavern, Elektra and I take our launch. Although I wanted to come to the city immediately, my 'Fatigue Condition' got worse and decided to take a nap with Elektra. 

"This is one hell of a list," Elektra's acute and intelligent eyes scan the scroll with the Optional Quests meticulously. "Although gold can buy most things, it will be impossible to find constructs of that magnitude or find a way to connect the Butler's spirit with a body." 

Feeling humiliated by her avowal, I drown my sorrows in octopus balls while I speak. "You're right and we still haven't planned how to infiltrate the Phratry of Helios, not to mention that Smeme and Leda will come this evening demanding the ownership titles of the Merchant Guild we bought."

The sound of my chewing annoys Elektra, who continues studying the scroll with scholarly curiosity. She gives me a baffled stare. "We can hire adventurers and mercenaries for the time being to protect us, albeit if we receive another attack like the one yesterday they will only be useful as cannon fodder. We have to sneak into the Wizard Guild first thing tomorrow morning and get out of this place as fast as possible. The Haunted Mansion is notorious and now that it has been destroyed. It will draw unnecessary attention. Not to mention that if we steal the teleportation core from the Phratry of Helios, we'll have the entire Wizard Guild on our doorstep. The stakes are high and we can't afford to lose time for meaningless quests," she says decisively, placing the scroll on the table and rolling it to my side. 

"I know, I messed up and shouldn't promise the Butler more than I could muster," I realize as my megalomania gives its place to prudence. "Building the Vampire Castle is what actually matters and we should focus on doing just that. However, it won't harm us to complete some of the optional quests, especially those that are easy. Repairing the building and getting the gardens back to their former glory, even hiring servants is doable with a slight amount of gold my treasurer has," I give her my sexiest smile.

She responds with a discreet, coy grin. "I guess we can spend some resources to help the Butler. It will also give a false impression to our pursuers -whoever they might be- that we plan to stay here, so no objection there," she adds, emptying her thoughts.

After that we decide to split. Elektra will try to convince new servants to join us, and after that she will head to the Builder's Guild and discuss with them about the restoration of the mansion. I can't say I fully trust her bartering skills and hoped I could go with her, but she dismissed the thought, telling me I should go on a stroll in the market and search for Potions of Heal and other objects that could help us get inside the Wizard Guild and escape safely.

Shopping has always been my least favorite interest but I can't argue with the sexy blonde. The Global Map leads me to a crowded place that's probably the Agora of Podalia. Oh my god, it's as crowded as a beehive. People bump into me as I try to make my way through the hustle and bustle. My NCI constantly analyzes Threat Levels and other stats, making my vision blurry. I actually feel quite nauseas looking around and can feel a pounding in my chest. Pleasant and unpleasant smells mix into one, making my sensitive nose protest: the rancid smell of body odor, freshly slaughtered meat hanging from the hooks, baked goods, tethered pigs, vegetables on the stall, phew! The game devs went too far and sometimes makes the game experience unpleasant. 

I try to escape the cacophony of buzzing sound and I find myself before an Arcane Shop. The Global Maps has marked this location with an X. Probably it's where I'll find Potions of Heal and buffs. A sign outside the shop says, "Come at your own risk," and I wonder what the shopkeeper means by that. I give little attention to the warning and all I care about right now is to escape the sounds and smells that are assaulting my nostrils and ear drums, thus entering the shop without a second thought.

This derelict Arcane Shop blends perfectly with the rest of the Agora. From the magic items that hung tenaciously behind the messy counter, a cloaked, hooded man stands with his face hidden. My firm marching gives its place to a startled gaze, to a scurrying rat that stands between me and the shopkeeper. Some kind of Vampire Sorcerer I am, I scoff at myself. 

Not wanting to approach the shopkeeper any closer as this will force me to take some kind of action against the vicious rat, I remain at the shop entrance. 

"Welcome," the shopkeeper's groggy voice tells me, "How may I be of service?"

I take another look around, inspecting the place with my NCI as I analyze the objects I see hanging on the wall. "I'd like to buy some Potions of Great Heal," I reply decisively. 

The shopkeeper's eyes dance with malice as he takes a moment to inspect me with his wintry gaze. To my surprise, all I get in response, a sinister laughter. "These potions are legendary or at least cannot be sold or found in a street Arcane Shop." 

My agitation increases. Why should all alchemists be creepy and live in places like this? "What kind of legendary items can you offer me?" my voice trails off vaguely. 

His gaze searches my face for answers. "What does a Vampire Sorcerer of your caliber require?"

I'm left stoned. How could he know what class and race I am?  With the exception of emissaries, I haven't encountered an NPC so far with the gift of insight. 

My mood yields and I'm about to get out of this place, yet something tells me this man might have what I need. "How do you know what I am? What gave me away?"

"Nothing fancy," he replies with swift and caustic satire. "I was simply gifted by a demon the Insight skill." 

My galloping thoughts stop, and my troubled spirit eases a bit. I take a moment to scan all the items that lie ahead. Can't say I'm impressed as all I'm offered looks ordinary. So much for the warning outside. I've been expecting some kind of plot twist. 

"The mistress I serve recently bought the Haunted Mansion," I say to him. 

"Interesting news traveled already that half of the mansion burned last night. How did it happen?" 

For some reason, the shopkeeper is well educated on the matter. I suspect he knows more than he's letting on. I ponder if he is some kind of spy sent by the Artificer. On second thought, it seems unlikely. The connection between the two makes little sense. Well enough internal monologue. Let's see if he has something interesting.

"We're still investigating the matter, but I'm not here to gossip. I'd like to buy as many Potions of Heal as possible ..." I make an abrupt pause emphasizing the next phrase, "and I was wondering if by any chance you have a Soul Binding Conduit."

The shopkeeper's face falls abruptly in the stern lines. "That's something extremely rare and expensive," he adds as his gaze falters and falls under the counter. Dedicating a couple of seconds of searching, he brings a small chest on the counter. "I never thought one would ask of such a rare artifact. Not sure if I'm willing to sell it. The artifact came into my hands after a series of strange circumstances when I was traveling the land of Anatolia."

"Everything has a price," I shrug, and my instinct counsels me to be silent. I had encountered several NPCs in the past with all kinds of crazy stories and how connected they were with some artifacts or objects. In the end, it was all just a bartering game to make me think there was some kind of mental connection with the artifact. Bullshit!

His eyes blaze with savage fire. "I'm willing to sell the Soul Binding Conduit for 10 Gold pieces and a favor," his hands still grabbing the small chest. 

"My mistress isn't willing to buy it for more than six gold pieces," I reply after some thinking. "And I haven't seen what kind of Soul Binding Conduit you're offering. Open the chest and let me inspect it." 

He scoffs and I notice he's thrilled. "Where's your sense of adventure, Sorcerer? You can inspect the conduit after you buy it." 

"Not in the mood for games. For all I know this could be the lowest of qualities of soul binding conduits," my stare dissolves, looking around for other artifacts and playing it cool. To be honest with myself, I'm extremely lucky I found such a rare artifact so easily. Even the lowest quality soul binding conduit will give me the ability to make a body for the Butler, and I'm willing to buy this item no matter the cost.

The shopkeeper half shrugs in turn. "Soul binding conduits are extremely rare. I'm not willing to go below 8 coins," he tells me and curls his scarlet lip cruelly, waiting for my answer.

That's as far as I can bargain with him. He won't accept a penny less. "Very well, I'll buy it," I agree and take 8 Golden pieces out of my pouch. I see that the rat has retreated back to his refuge. I leave the coins on the counter and touch the small chest. 

The shopkeeper grabs my wrist and eyes me directly. "I hope you put it to excellent use," he says and releases his grip.

I take the chest and open it, ignoring the shopkeeper. "Don't forget the potions," I remind him, and with a nod he disappears back into a room. Less than a minute later he returns, hands filled with potions and something else...




"And you Sorcerer? Have you forgotten our favor?" 

I could hear a subtle laugh behind his cloaked face. I felt like he was mocking me. What had I done? Why had I agreed to a favor so easily? It wasn't like I had been charmed or anything. I didn't think twice about it. I was being a fool, focusing on the coins and bartering. 




I feel like I'm swept up inside of a tidal wave. One moment I'm standing just clear of the shopkeepers counter. The next I'm inside some kind of cavern. My dark vision is already active. The cavern itself is large, filled with old and rustic barrels. I can hear the sound of creatures, probably rats, scurrying about. 

"Where am I?" I shout demanding answers. 

Side Quest Active: A Small Favor, my NCI tells me. 

"8 Gold coins and a favor," the shopkeeper's voice says echoing around the walls. 

"What is this?" 

"You think I keep my wares in the back of my shop where anyone can Charm, Dominate, or steal from me? No. All my legendary items are stored in unique ways."

"So you trapped me?" 

"You are welcome to go back on our deal anytime. I am not some stiff." 

"What's your favor?" I ask, the last thing I want is to lose the Soul Binding Conduit and potions. Elektra is relying on me.

"Fine, what do you want me to do?" 

"See, here is the thing..." the shopkeeper pauses, "I've got a bit of an infestation. Not sure how it happened exactly but I can't really leave the shop unattended you see. And you being a Sorcerer I figured who better."

"Better than to kidnap, extort, and trap inside a box?" 

"Don't judge me, I've seen and done things you wouldn't believe. I'd be in there myself if I wasn't worried about Demon Kings, Wizards, and Dark Lords sending their pawns to clean out my shop. The Wizards themselves have stolen all kinds of precious artifacts from around the world."

"Ok, where do I start?" 

"Up ahead of you there should be a doorway, let me know when you see it," the shopkeeper tells me. 

I start to make my way through the cavern hallways and pick up on a scent that smells toxic. 

"What are you keeping in these barrels?" I ask hesitatingly.

"A little of this and a little of that. Mostly wine, a few healing potions, a couple poison. And I almost forgot, some dragon's milk, rancid by now. Don't try to drink it," the shopkeeper was practically laughing at the end there. I knew dragons were real. The thought brought a small smile to my face as I found the doorway the shopkeeper had asked me to find... blocked. 

"Some kind of eggs?" 

"Dammit all to the Seven Hells," the shopkeeper cursed.

I began charging up a FireBolt, holding out my palm and casting it into the nest. Dozens of smaller scarab-like creatures scattered. 

"Impressive," said the shopkeeper. 

"Yeah, maybe I should have blasted you and taken your loot," I said aloud.

"Haha, maybe you should have. No worries my friend. You can't hide your thoughts from me." 

"Remind me to have my Lady come Dominate you later," I said aloud again without thinking. 

"Won't work. Sorry. Now though you have me curious." 

I told myself to shut up. Concentrate on the quest ahead of me. I had already started saying too much, letting the fool get in my head, shrink me down into a chest... no, some kind of gem. This was the same trick Melissa had used on Ambrosia. It felt like forever ago now. 

"What guarantee do I have that you'll free me?" 

"A deal is a deal. Even a demon knows that."




I continued through the caverns coming across another swarm of scarabs. An optional quest pops-in through my NCI asking me to pick up Scarab samples for the bestiary... as well as samples for the herbarium? Which seems strange to me but given some of the strange growths on the scarabs I am sure it is some kind of fungus or mutation. Either way they were easy to dispatch and I complete my optional quest in a matter of minutes. Each one had a Threat Level of 1 or 2. I killed most of them with my bare hands in just a couple of minutes. Each time I came across a nest I used FireBolt to set it ablaze. After a while the whole thing became secondary. That was until I came across a Queen. A large scarab with a Threat Level of 11.

"Careful against that one," the shopkeeper's voice echoed. 

"I'll be fine," I said. Not wanting to show off my true power with the shopkeeper keeping watch over me. I decided it was easier to attack the Queen with a rain of FireBolts from far away. 

"Running low on magic?" the shopkeeper asked after I cast what must have been my tenth FireBolt. 

"I can give you a potion for that, another 4 gold coins."

"No," I say, refusing. I wasn't not yet. I had grown so much stronger since the beginning of my adventure in the Real World. My body adapting to the many circumstances that came before me. This world was so unlike anything I had ever played before. Sometimes it was a bit too much. I too had changed so much. I used to feel naive. I had grown more stubborn, greedy, this world was mine and I wasn't going to die or be beaten. 




The Queen Scarab began attacking me from afar, using 'Acid Spit'. To the best of my luck I was able to cast Shield and protect myself in the nick of time. The Queen was struggling, I could see the damage I had done to her exoskeleton. Parts of her that had been burned away. Other parts had fallen off and scattered across the ground. When she had 1 HP left I walked towards her and laid the palm of my hand on the middle of her forehead. I cast FireBolt one last time and watched the bug burn. 




Another optional quest appears telling me to take a sample from the Queen. I do so and am rewarded with a blueprint to craft a potion that will make me immune to their acid. Once I have someone that specializes in crafting potions I'll be able to put it to good use. 




Turning my attention back to the shopkeeper. "It's done," I shouted. 

"Not yet," the shopkeeper's voice said, "I still need you to destroy the nest." 

"The Queen is dead, they aren't going to survive. The nests have been eliminated." 

"Not the entire nest." The room lit up as if a light was shining through the walls. The cavern. What I thought was rock was actually made of some kind of dried saliva and pulp. 

"Burn it," the shopkeeper ordered. 

"Enough of this," I shout raising both my hands in the air. I was angry. I had just lost my mansion in a fire and now here I was surrounded once again by fire. I had had enough. "I've done as you asked. Let me out of here," I demand. My voice had grown deeper, stronger. I wasn't in any kind of new form or casting a spell but I could feel the entire dungeon I had been imprisoned inside trembling, vibrating in and around me. 

"What are you?" the shopkeeper's voice said louder than ever. 

"I am Athanasios, Sorcerer, and future Dungeon Core, you will let me out of this hellhole now!" I demand. I could feel my anger, my bloodlust growing. 




My NCI informs me my Side Quest is complete and a moment later I found myself standing back in the shop. The shopkeeper standing behind the counter, polishing some kind of crude gemstone. In front of him, in front of me was the chest which he had promised to deliver to me for 8 gold coins and a favor. The entire battle I had against the scarabs, burning nests, and fighting their Queen all felt like a strange dream. Was this what it had been like for Ambrosia? Trapped by Melissa inside a gem. I never really thought about it but I could see now why, in her way, she was grateful. 

"A deal is a deal," the shopkeeper says, placing the crude gem back inside a small box. I felt no anger or hostility towards the shopkeeper anymore.  




Opening the chest, I see a slimy green material inside the chest moving. The tooltip above it informs me that it's a Slimy Soul Binding Conduit. Focusing on the notification, I get more info on the artifact I bought: Slimy Soul Binding Conduit. Despite being the simplest and the lowest quality Soul Binding Conduit, it can take any form or shape, making it one of the easiest and most used Conduits in its category.

Great, I think I have a perfect present for the Butler. I might not be able to restore him to his former glory, but at least he'll have some kind of physical form. This will make things easier with the servants Elektra hired. It might be completely normal for me to see him in his translucent form, but normal people will have a hard time adjusting. So, off to the Haunted Mansion.




****




It's noon when I return back. Elektra has already returned and with her she brought a small army of builders and servants of all kinds to clean this mess. Hopefully, this place will be as good as new in a couple of weeks.

"Follow me," Elektra orders and leads me to the basement of the mansion, the only place that's still intact.

"I found the soul binding conduit," I report revealing the small chest behind my mantle. "I hope we manage to make a proper body for the Butler." 

"Give me two Potions of Lesser Heal," she demands, and I do as I'm commanded. Unlike Ambrosia and I, Elektra's wounds take much more time to heal. After the battle Elektra used a couple spare ones, the Butler had in reserve and we managed to heal her, however she isn't fully healed. 

I cock an eyebrow as I see the gorgeous petite blonde start to remove her clothes and shower her naked body with the Potions of Lesser Heal. I wasn't aware that the potions could be used directly on the wounds.

Having used a couple more, she's now back at full health. "Strip your clothes," she tells me with a sly smile. 

Offering a smirk, I disrobe as she watches my every move. Ever since the battle, Elektra has been eager to make love again. We haven't had an opportunity until now, and she is eagerly seizing it. With her newly revitalized body, she sashays towards me and coils her hands around my waist; looking down at my cock. 

"I finally have you alone," Elektra breathes, starting to leave kisses along my neck and chest. My hands busy themselves by caressing her exposed back and down her ass, gripping each cheek tightly. She hums against my skin as her kisses descend even lower; her lips eventually meeting the base of my shaft. My breath catches in my throat as her mouth moves to my tip, her blue eyes locked on mine. 

Without a second longer she takes my whole shaft inside. Due to her small mouth, some of my length dips into her throat, causing her to gag ever so slightly. Wrapping my shaft with both of her petite hands, she starts to stroke and suck me off at the same time. Her hands and mouth moved in sync; her lips tightly bound around me while never taking her gaze away. I brush my fingers through locks of her hair encouragingly, closing my eyes to savor the feeling of her hot throat. 

Absently I begin to move my hips and shove my shaft even further down her throat, causing Elektra to buck her head a little. I must remind myself to be careful with her. She's not Ambrosia, who loves to play rough. Elektra is a more sensual lover, and I take note of this as I caress her cheek. However, that does not mean I will completely hold back. 

She sucks me for a few more minutes before withdrawing, her hands still stroking as she meets me in a passionate kiss. Our tongues meet, swirling in a heated dance with one another. 

My fingers go to stimulate her clit, folding the flesh between my fingertips and playing with it slowly. It doesn't take long before she is humping my palm, desperate for more. My finger dips into her pussy, and she is already soaking onto my hand. She's ready. 

I decide to take a more dominant role, and I gently spin her around with her back to me. Cupping my hands beneath her thighs, I lift her from the ground and settle myself between her legs. Elektra lets out a gasp of surprise and leans her head against my shoulder in submission. My tip grazes her opening, lightly dipping in her sweet juices. Then I thrust myself completely inside as I let out a groan in her.  

Once I reach her apex, Elektra lets out a long, feminine moan. I have to say, I love the sound of her voice when she moans. Possibly even more than Ambrosia's, though I would never tell her that. I love the innocent, submissive side of Elektra; it ignites something carnal within me. My thrusts become more aggressive, with Elektra's small breasts bouncing with my thrusts. She is completely at my mercy now, and I control the pace. Our pace is rough, but not too rough to cause her pain.

I lift her legs even higher, with her toes pointed towards the ceiling as I pound into her. Her moans become shaky now, along with the rest of her body. She is quickly approaching climax, surprisingly before I am. The sounds of her juices become louder, and Elektra bites her lip so hard a bead of blood surfaces on the skin. My mouth finds the side of her neck and I lightly bite the skin, tasting her sweat and inhaling floral scent. 

Her walls are squeezing me with a grip that I've never felt with her before. It almost becomes more difficult to shift inside her the way her walls are contracting around me. By the sound of her moans and the way her feet tremble, I know that she is close to orgasm. 

Swiftly I spin her around, all while my cock is still inside her. I want to face her, to kiss her lips and to see her face once she comes. Her moans become silenced by my forceful kisses, the sound muffled at this point. Sweat sheens on our skin as my thrusts become more erratic and desperate for release. I can tell that I'm about to finish as well, and I try to time it so that our orgasms will be in unison. 

My vision blurs as Elektra's mouth is stretched open in a silent scream. I grunt as I thrust my shaft a few more times, shooting my cum into the depths of her womb. Elektra's walls shift and contract, and I feel her own juices flooding her walls. 

We both fall to the floor, sweat dripping from our temples. We have been needing that ever since the battle. 




Refreshed and back in our clothes, I decide to summon the Butler. It's time we build a new body for him. The translucent form appears before us with its head bowed.

"How may I be of service master?" The Butler quickly replies.

"I bought this today," I point to the small chest on the table. "it's a slimy soul binding conduit."

The Butler's eyes widen in awe. "Master I can't believe in what lengths you went to obtain such a rare artifact. Not to mention Lady Elektra that brought all these people to restore the mansion. I'll be forever in your debt."

"Nonsense! If it wasn't for you, the game would be over. With you by our side, I'm closer than ever to fulfill my dreams. I've also arranged with Elektra to leave you as a retainer of this place, and we'll provide all necessary funds to keep this place running for the next 100 years. We have enough gold to spare for our loyal servants." 

The thought of asking the Butler to accompany us and make him the retainer of the Vampire Castle passed my mind several times. Unfortunately, the Butler is directly connected to this place and cannot leave. At least that is what the Castle Mastery Guide has revealed to me. Also, I'll need the Butler of greater magnitude to manage things in a magical Vampire Castle. I think I saw somewhere that there are Butler Cores that will allow me to operate my building more efficiently. Despite the limited usefulness of the Haunted Mansion, it's best we have a refuge in case something goes wrong in the future. The real game world is unpredictable and you can never be sure.

Elektra has already exported several chests with gold coins that will help the Butler retain this place even if we are absent for several decades. By now it's also clear that we won't be able to fulfill all optional quests, yet in such a short amount of time we accomplished more than I thought would be possible and from my understanding the Butler is happy already. This place has been deserted for over 50 years . 

With a firm and balanced move I open a small chest on the table. "Enough talk. Let's get you that body of yours," I tell him and pride rises in me.





Chapter 30

The Wizard Guild







Spending a couple of minutes investigating the Slimy Soul Binder Conduit, I try to find a way to activate it, but to no avail. The tooltip notification above the item doesn't give any explanation. 

"Maybe you should touch it," Elektra tells me. Her nose wrinkles and throws her head backwards as she stares at the disgusting green slime.

"Maybe ..." I sigh retorting. "But I hoped there was another way " 

Touching the slime, a pop-up notification appears inside my NCI: Target the spirit you'd like to bind it with the conduit. Well, that was easier than expected. I initially turn my gaze to Elektra. The tooltip notification above her head reads: ineligible target, and a red Border appears around her figure. Next in line is the ghostly form of the Butler. The tooltip notification here reads: eligible target. Want to activate the Conduit? Attention! This process cannot be reversed. 

I quickly select yes without thinking about it much. Upon doing that the Butler's translucent form disperses into a thin fog heading directly to the conduit and is absorbed by it. I let my hand free and observe the results of my experimentation. The slime Increases in size and pours outside of the chest, gradually becoming bigger and bigger. It then starts morphing and eventually takes the shape of a human figure. I blink, astonished as the slime changes its form and color. In the end it flashes, making it impossible for our eyes to see what's happening and I'm forced to close my eyelids. 

"You may open your eyes, master," the Butler's voice tells me. 

I see the Butler in a human form. Checking him with my NCI, I see now that his Threat Level is 3. Not the result I'd want but can't be picky right now. He might not be able to fight in this form, but managing the mansion won't be an issue anymore. 

Optional quest: Create a physical form for the Butler Successful!

That's great! Only four more optional quests to go, I smirk.

"Hopefully we might be able to fulfill more of your requirements after we sneak inside the Wizard Guild," Elektra says.

"What do you mean?" I ask her with a puzzled face.

"The Wizard Guild has several constructs, and the dungeons are filled with creatures of all kinds. We might be able to get some of them for the Butler. Although the constructs and the Fey aren't as powerful as the ones he had, it will be an improvement nonetheless ," she says to us.

I should have thought of that myself. Wonder why didn't I? It's perfectly reasonable to find stuff like that in places like these. 

Your adventurer's log has been updated! 

"Ehm ehm," the Butler interrupts us. "All this is great news and I hope you succeed master but I just sensed two very powerful entities, a Black Knight and a Warlock, entered our estate. The remaining Trees of Dread can handle them. Do you want me to go into battle mode again?" 

"Fuck! I completely forgot about them. It seems my friends came earlier than expected," I look in Elektra's direction. 

"Well, it must be getting noon by now and I'm sure they heard what happened to the Haunted Mansion," get smart eyes wide open.

"Want me to tell them you're away, master?" 

I shake my head left and right. "No, they won't believe you and probably it will get us into another mess. The last thing we want right now is to have the entire Fate on our doorstep." 

The Butler's hands squeeze into fists. "You should be careful, master. The Fate of Elysium is a force to be reckoned with. Wouldn't want them on our bad side. Care to briefly explain to me what happened?" 

"Let me do that as we head to the main hall," I propose pointing to the door upstairs.




****




The moment we reach the Main Hall, Smeme and Leda are already inside the building. 

"What happened here exactly," Leda asks me with a quizzical face. "In what mess did you get yourself in?" 

I think of lying, telling them that this place was burned to the ground because of a fireplace, but I dismiss the thought immediately. The garden is a mess and the trucks from the Trees of Dread are everywhere. On the other hand, they won't believe if I say to them that the Artificer is hunting us. So I decide to tell the truth. 

"We were attacked by our former companions and the band of ghouls," I tell them in all honesty.

"Yeah right!" Smeme mocks me, unable to believe. "Maybe find a better explanation next time."

"Let's cut to the chase," Leda stamps her Magical Wand on the floor, causing a slight tremor and making the few standing items crush to the ground. "We came here for the ownership titles."

"Carefully young lady," the Butler's menacing voice warns her. "The master of this place will not accept insubordination or threats."

Leda observes the Butler and I get what she's doing. Probably she's inspecting him with Insight. "You're not human but a construct," she adds with a puzzled face. 

Smeme Touches the hilt of his sword.

"It wouldn't be wise," I tell him in all seriousness. "Due to the events that followed, we weren't able to tell Countess Ambrosia about the ownership titles and now she's resting. I swear to you I'll deliver the ownership titles tomorrow. The Butler will have them. Come tomorrow noon again." 

"You take us for idiots, Athanasios?" Leda extends a hand, pointing me with her index finger. "We know that the mistress you serve is a Vampire Lord and if we mention it the Fate, then you can be sure you won't live another day. If it wasn't for us handling this affair, then the Fate would have sent someone else and the situation would be grim at best . Give us the ownership titles now, get the gold we are offering and let us be done with it." She takes two big pouches out of her belt and throws them before my feet. 

"150 gold pieces," Smeme tells me, "it's a small fortune." I have to stop myself from laughing. 

Then something passes through my mind. "Let me propose another idea. Keep the gold for yourself as compensation for your help, and tomorrow you may come and take the ownership titles for free. Guys, we might not be on the best of terms but let me prove to you you're still my friends. I'm not lying and I thank you for your help so far," I tell them in a pleading manner.

Both of them freeze and exchange glances. I know they're thinking it over. 

"OK, but that's your last chance," Smeme tells me and with a nod to Leda they leave.

"Phew!" That was close, Elektra exhales and I do the same.

A small victory again! I think to myself.




****




Ambrosia finds us sitting in the drawing room, me sketching a detailed blueprint of the Wizard Guild. I wish I had the option to pass information to them in some other way, but that seems unlikely. 

"You've been busy, I see," she caresses my chest and kisses my neck , then licks it. "Why don't you take some time resting ..." 

"I'd want to, but fate has other plans for today," I reply mysteriously and take some time to explain to her what happened with my two friends.

"You're very resourceful, my pet. You did well. Having the Fate on our tail is the worst-case scenario. Don't forget they preach human supremacy above all else and knowing that a Vampire Lord is within these walls would make them mobilize their entire emissary army of fanatics. So what about the plan tomorrow, how do you two invade?"

"We'll be hiding inside wine barrels. Because our Merchant Guild is accredited and trustworthy, they won't bother making an exhaustive check. When the night comes, we'll leave the cellar and head to the treasury," I point my index finger on the map.

"The problem is that the place is heavily guarded by constructs and soldiers at all times. There's another place we can sneak in. It's the treasury kitchen," Elektra tells us and shows us where exactly on the map is located. 

"Why is there a kitchen in your treasury," I ask her, confused.

"You can never be sure with these mad Wizards," Ambrosia ironically adds.

"Although I've never been myself, I've heard by others that this place is protected by a powerful guardian that loves cooking. That's why we have a kitchen there," she tells us. 

"What happens if we're found out? We should have an escape plan if something goes south," I tell my duo of gorgeous women. 

"Afterall,  you still have the Secondary Core, you two get here immediately. We must leave immediately and head back to Araxa. The horses we have are fast and sturdy, but they get tired compared to Abraxos. The sooner we leave, the easier will it be to succeed in this," Ambrosia gives me a mirthless laugh.

"OK, then it's settled. Let's go to the Merchant Guild, it's about time," I conclude, and with Elektra prepare ourselves for the coming adventure. 




****




Sneaking inside the Phratry of Helios proved easier than expected. The guards didn't pay much attention, and all they cared about were the two bottles of fine wine the driver gave them. Being shut inside a barrel for several hours is harder than I thought. In fact, this is one of the worst experiences I've ever had in the real world. The constant swinging of the barrel tortures my guts and churns my stomach in tense cramps. When is this nightmare going to end?

Finally, torment ends once the movers knock my barrel onto a cradle stand made of red oak. Phew! What a nasty experience...

Elektra and I are a bit reluctant at first to get outside, but when I hear one of the nearby barrels creaking I understand it's time for me to open mine as well. As I touch the head of the barrel and attempt to open it, I hear a female voice.

"Everything's clear," the feminine voice says, "let's get going." 

I remove the bung hole and take a peek outside, surveying. 

Five more head barrels open, and from there more women pop out. What in the Seven Hells is happening here? Did other burglars have the same idea as me to sneak in the same way as me? What's strange is that all six girls wear the uniform of the Phratry of Helios. something's not right here! I quickly scanned them and see that their Threat Levels range between one and two. Certainly not high enough for Wizards. 

Suddenly, the door opens and I see a tall man, Threat Level 6, approaching them. Right beside him a familiar figure follows him, one I know very well. It's Elektra! We were found out, I should act fast! That's the first thing that passes through my mind. I'm about to cast Primal Savagery, but then I see the Wizard kissing Elektra with a sly, inviting smile. He tenderly touches her hand sized breasts and I'm curious and mad at the same time. Anyway, I decide it would be wise to sit here and see how this unfolds for the time being.

"I found one of you outside, lost. You should be more careful next time," the Wizard says. "Wouldn't want the Elders to find out we sneak in whores dressed as students."

"I thought our panderer would bring only the five of us," the black-haired woman says, "and I've never seen her." 

The Wizard looks back in Elektra's direction. "I'm a new one," she says naturally with a half shrug. 

"Maybe... I guess..." the black-haired woman says. "New girls come and go all the time." 

"Doesn't matter if you're 6 because we'll be 6 as well," the young Wizard tells them. "Let me escort you to the dormitory," he adds with a wink, and the girls follow him. 

I'd be damned! We got into that much trouble to buy an entire merchant Guild when we could easily sneak in as prostitutes. Elektra had told me that the Wizard Guild's rules are strict and they were rarely allowed to go outside. Her life here was like that of a nun, almost monastic, and relationships among the students aren't allowed. I guess all those teenagers and young men have needs for the pleasures of flesh. 

Good thing is that even though Elektra was found out, they thought her as a prostitute. The bad thing is that I'll have to manage and free her somehow. Time is running short and I have to find a solution. Eventually, all of them leave the cellar and close the door behind them. I quickly remove the head of the barrel and follow them. It's unfortunate I haven't inherited Vampire traits such as polymorph. It would come handy right about now. 

I cast message trying to contact Elektra. "Find a way to seduce him when the other girls reach the dormitory," I tell her mentally. 

Hopefully she received it and now I watch them from a distance as they try to sneak inside the dormitory without the guards finding out. The prostitutes enter the dormitory and Elektra stops and kisses the young Wizard.

"Go ahead, we'll be right back in a moment," I hear Elektra say to the prostitutes. She turns and kisses the young Wizard and caresses his crotch. "Any other place we can be private? I have a few things to show you."

"We could go to the period.." he begins to say, but it's too late. I cast Sleep, and the man collapses to the ground.

I approach Elektra. "We should hide him before they find us out," I whisper, looking above my shoulder if anyone has noticed. So far, so good. 

"Let's get him back to the cellar," she whispers. 

I get the Wizard on my shoulders and quickly hide him in the cellar. We've been lucky at least. I smile at myself, thinking that I'll have another funny story to recount to Ambrosia.

"Let's get to that treasury, get the teleportation core and be over with this," I say in a hurry. 

"Follow my lead," she says with a hand gesture pointing at the direction we should follow.

It doesn't take us long to reach at the designated point. This place is barely guarded, and we only encountered a couple guards, which we were easily able to avoid being detected. The entrance is just a common wooden door and outside I read the sign: 




WARNING! This is the Reaper's Kitchen. Danger of Death! Only Authorized Wizards are allowed to enter. Trespassers enter at your own responsibility.




I take a long breath and gulp as I softly open the door. What could go wrong in a kitchen, I'm left pondering ... 


Chapter 31

Here comes the Reaper







Entering this place, we both see it's decorated as a luxurious restaurant with the only exception its empty. I look around at the empty tables. Although no one is eating here, there's a goblet of wine on one of them. All the tables are perfectly positioned in rows. There's nothing superfluous here. This place is sleek, minimalistic, and clean. As I examine the place, I notice the kitchen is on the far left corner. Everything in here is professionally designed. The counters are made of expensive granite and all appliances are made of stainless steel. Even their floor is made of ceramic tiles.

But the real star in this place must be the food it serves. The counters are filled with delicacies, everything I can think of, and even things I've never dreamed of existing, lie still, waiting to be devoured. I lick my lips and I'm about to grab a handful of sweet blue grapes but Elektra contains me saying, "We don't know if it's some kind of trap. Besides, we aren't here for that."

"Fuck! can't I even taste those little streams? They fried to a crisp," I protest as saliva floods my mouth.

"Athanasios! That's enough. Get over it already. Be patient and you'll have your own kitchen and chefs when we finally get to make our own Vampire Castle," she yells and grabs me by the neck, stopping me from devouring the godly shrimp.

I'm about to when I hear a deep, feminine voice. "Don't you like my food? I almost never get new guests here. What's wrong with my dishes, everyone avoids them. I put so much effort to perfect them, yet I'm the only one eating them. Maybe I need more practice? Tell me what you like and I'll cook it for you instantly."

It's clear we've got company and someone must have been watching us all this time. I've been careless. If gluttony was a condition, then I'm sure that it would be present in my NCI all the time. I can't understand why I'm drawn to gorgeous female avatars and tasty food. I can't argue that these tiny mechanics make this world even more interesting compared to the dull lives I've had back in Elysium.

"Who's there?" Elektra demands as she casts a mage armor on herself. 

It would be a good idea, and I buff myself immediately. 

A cloaked, hooded woman reveals herself behind the table where the single goblet of wine was. So, she's the lone drinker, it seems. Her catwalk is astonishing and below her cloak she wears nothing but a silk negligee emphasizing her curves and hips. I can almost see a hint of the jiggling nipples, but not quite clear. I'm sure if I touch her there, they'll reveal themselves. Being drawn to her cleavage, I fail to notice the enormous scythe across her back. That some kind of weird and sexy chef thing going on here though. IF I'm being perfectly honest she looks more like a Sexy Reaper Girl. 

A good inspection from my Insight shows me that our opponent has a Threat Level 26 and the tooltip notification above her head reads 'Reaper'. Sometimes it is a curse being right. That's the most overpowered, sexy chef I've encountered in the real world game. It would be great if I could convince her to be the lead chef of my Vampire Castle. 

"What did I do wrong this time? Why does no one want to eat with me?" her sultry eyes demanding an answer. 

"Well, it's not proper to eat without permission and not to mention I'm not sure we can pay for the gourmets you made," I lie the best I can. "Besides, we're in a hurry and we have to retrieve an artifact from the treasury."

"I understand now," she giggles and her nipple jiggle with her laughter. "I don't want to be paid. So please make yourselves a home and taste anything you like," her mouth curves into a smile. 

"Truly would love to, but we're in a hurry," Elektra tells her with her soft voice. 

"No! You think my cooking is as bad as my appearance. I didn't choose to be a Reaper. All I wanted was to become a Wizard and a chef. Now look at me, I'm gross! No one wants to be with me, because of that ritual," she bursts in tears.

"One moment," I say to Elektra, "It wouldn't harm if we tested a few of the dishes." 

The Reaper girl collapse your hands enthusiastically and her tears vanish instantly. "It would be an honor! Sit and I'll serve you the best I have."

Elektra sighs and shakes her head, "that's so wrong!" 

"OK, how about she prepares us a take away meal?" I try to palliate the situation and at the same time have the opportunity to celebrate our victory after we get the Teleportation Core. 

The Reaper girl's eyebrows frown into a knot. "You're just like the others. You'll take my food and then throw it to the garbage once you leave. But enough pleading," she shouts as she makes a couple steps back and draws her scythe. "I'll beat you to the pulp and after that, I'll force you to eat my food... You'll stay here with me for all eternity, tasting my food and having sex with me!"

"I could do just that without fighting you," I protest, but she's lost it. There's no way she'll hear me out. 

Elektra casts firebolt and hits her directly, yet the Reaper takes no damage. My bestiary activates and I quickly browse through the pages to learn more about our opponent. I finally get the information I was looking for!

Reaper. A creature that in its darkest moments was chosen by Death to serve him as one of his many loyal servants. Reapers aren't chosen by Death randomly, but something made him garner his attention on the dying soul. A Reaper's powers and weaknesses derive from the Tenets of Death: 

1. A reaper never attacks first, but when they attack second, they ensure that their foes won't attack them third. 

2. Reapers are strong advocates of the balance between Life and Death, and will do everything in their power to silence reanimated corpses.

3. The Dead do not love and therefore are forbidden to have earthly attachments.

"Shit! we shouldn't have attacked her," I tell Elektra. "Reapers are forbidden from attacking first."

"Well, it's too late now," my Wizard companion forces a faint quivering smile. "Any idea how to defeat her?" 

"Not a clear one," I retort as I evade my opponent's scythe.

Elektra casts Chill Touch, but this fails just like the last spell. It seems reapers have a natural immunity to necrotic damages. Maybe if I try and use brute force I'll be able to bring down my overpowered enemy. For a moment she lets her guard down and I can finally make my move. I'm not in the mood of punching such a gorgeous woman to the face, so I decide to touch her explosive boobage with both hands. Her nipples become more erect and I can feel them behind the thin fabric, now clearly visible to my eyes as I retreat a few steps back.

"How dare you!" she shouts and begins a new series of slashes with her scythe, hitting my mage armor and scratching my chest. 

We continue to exchange a few blows as Elektra uses various kinds of spells on her. Unfortunately, everything fails to inflict even the slightest damage. Then I thought like revelation passes my mind.

Gaining some distance from her, I shout to Elektra, "Hit the kitchen with a FireBolt!"

My wizard companion looks at me puzzled for a moment, then does as she's commanded. The FireBolt hits one of the magical appliances and the Reaper girl receives a 5% damage with a single hit. 

"Ouch that hurt!" she says and with the back of her scythe she hits me to the face. 

I lose 15% of my total HP and I feel dizzy. Fortunately, my nose isn't broken, although blood runs through my nostrils nonstop. Elektra throws another Fire Bolt destroying a magical oven. This is a clear critical hit that lowers the Reaper Girl's HP bar down to 83%. 

"Will you stop that, will ya?" she tells me in all seriousness. "This kitchen is my life. I'm trapped here with no friends and the only solace I find is when I cook. Do you have any idea how hard it is to find a magical oven these days?"

"You attacked us first," I fight back. "If you want friends, then this is the worst approach you can take. I truly wanted to taste all those delicacies you made, and I mean it when I say I'd love to have a takeaway meal. Hell, I'd give everything to have a chef like you in my castle." 

The Reaper girl stops attacking and her eyes water with tears, "You mean what you say ? Honestly now?" 

I nod in all honesty. "Yes!" 

"I'm trapped in this place and the wizards won't allow me to go outside. My previous master cast a curse on me, making it impossible to leave this kitchen. I have no friends and therefore I cook all day hoping someone will come and sit with me. I'm very honored that you want me as your chef, but it's impossible to break the curse." 

A pop-up notification appears in my vision. Optional Quest: Break the Reaper Girl's Curse.

I rub my chin, thinking. "What if we move the entire kitchen? I think it wouldn't be a problem then. If you join us, then I will make everything possible in my powers to release you from the curse," I huff exhausted.

The Reaper girl's chest rises and falls with rapid breaths. "How will you move the entire kitchen?" she wants to know.

I turn to Elektra. "Can you absorb the entire kitchen," I ask her, cocking an eyebrow.

Elektra gives me a shrug in response. "I could try," she adds.

"Really?" The Reaper Girl looks both wary and enthusiastic at the same time. "You truly mean what you say?"

"I've told you I'll need a chef for my castle. And from what I saw here, I'm sure you can cook like a master chef." 

"I'm not entirely sure about that," Elektra makes a bitter comment and I wince. What's gotten into her. Can't she understand I'm trying to avoid the battle here? 

"OK, I accept the position," she says eagerly and with a move she catches me off guard. Our lips meet and with a passionate kiss, I can feel her tongue invading my mouth. Our tongues dance for a moment inside our mouths.

"That's enough!" Elektra exclaims with a poisonous face. "You're not lovers. She's just a chef!" 

I sense some fragments of jealousy from my blonde lover. I touch the Reaper Girl's boobs and push her back a bit. "That's not the right place. We're here to find an artifact and get out of here. Any idea what awaits us in the next room? Oh, and by the way I'm Athanasios and she's Elektra. Nice to meet you!"

The Reaper girl's eyes narrow menacingly. Did she find out we're thieves? I hope this realization won't change her verdict to join us. "I'm Selene and it's forbidden for me to pass the back door. Since we're comrades from now on, I guess it won't hurt letting you pass. Be warned however that powerful constructs guard the treasury. You won't be able to defeat them as you are."

"Any idea of how to pass through them?"

She shakes her head left and right. "There's no way to avoid the battle with them." She makes a long pause, "but I might have a solution," she adds with a wink and heads to the counter where the foods lie in rows and takes two big pieces of Apple pie. 

"I don't like the idea," Elektra whispers to me as Selene comes back. "What if it's a trap, and the pie is poisoned."

I can't deny she's wrong. Nonetheless, for some reason I trust this sexy, half-lunatic Reaper Girl. also I can't say I don't like the twist the game developers are providing me. I just hope I won't die in the process. It would be interesting to see how the respawn mechanisms work and what penalties I'll have. To be honest, though, I'm not that desperate to learn.

"Eat this," Selene offers me one piece of Apple pie. "You'll feel better and stronger." 

It's hard for me to deny her anything at this point. Not only am I tired and want to get it over with, but I also want to have a taste.

"Athanasios are you sure about this," Elektra asks me once more.

I look at Selene again. She's smiling at me and it would be rude not to eat what she offers. "Here goes nothing," I say and eat the Apple pie with three big chomps. The apple and the cinnamon are a little bit more intense than I'd like, yet it's the most delicious thing I've eaten so far in the real world. 

Suddenly, I feel a flood of energy spreading through my body and I feel revitalized and stronger. A new pop-up notification appears: you temporarily leveled up to Threat Level 16! Calories: 2,000. Warning! Eating too many apple pies will increase your body mass and make you fat. Eat with caution. It's the first time my NCI informs me of excessive calorie consumption. Wonder why this happened. Probably, all the foods here provide some kind of buffs and therefore are high in calories. 

"Is it ok?" Elektra wants to know. 

"I've doubled my power. This thing is the most amazing buff I've experienced so far, Elektra, you should try it too."

"Really?" She pivots to the apple pie before her. Reluctantly, she decides to eat it. Compared to me, she eats like a bird and takes her some time to finish it. "I feel stronger, more powerful and I can even cast more spells! Selene, this is amazing. Why don't the elders allow us to taste such great delicacies?" 

"They don't trust me at all," Selene replies, her voice full of vitriol and rage. "I guess you came here to steal some kind of legendary artifact. If what Athanasios says is true, then I'm committed to helping you to build your castle. I'll make sure I cook daily delicacies for you that will make you more powerful than ever." 

"It's time we head on. Elektra, could you kindly use your interdimensional pouch and absorb everything?" 

Elektra does as she's commanded and after she takes the legendary artifact out of your belt and opens it , everything is dissolved into thin air and absorbed inside her pouch, Selene included.  

"Done!" she says with a sinister smile as she seals the pouch. 

"Off to the Treasury! Let's see what the game masters have in store for us!" 

"The whom?" Elektra is left wondering.

"It's nothing, let's get moving," and with that we open the kitchen's back door and enter the main treasury.





Chapter 32

The Teleportation Core







Once we enter the next chamber, an enormous library stretches in every direction. Row after row the books line up neatly and perfectly, and their spines face outward, making each title clear. Everything is arranged alphabetically, based on the section and genre. I thought that the treasury would hold untold riches like the one we found in the Underground Dungeons of Tlos, but for the wizards, knowledge is treasure, thus their library is priceless.

"Where is the teleportation core? Can you sense it," Elektra asks.

I resize my Global Map and enlarge it so that everything is clear. The marker on the map points me to the south-east direction of the library, half a mile from where I stand. This must be one hell of a library. I ponder the millions of books it houses.

"Follow me," I tell Elektra.

We are walking for around 200 feet and so far so good. No threats encountered and the only thing we hear is our footsteps.

"I thought this place would be filled with constructs of all kinds," I mutter agitated. "I wonder where the guards are."

Elektra frowns from incomprehension. "The elders always pointed out that the treasury is the most well-guarded place in the Guild, and if we tried hard to sneak in here seven deaths awaited us," she whispers softly looking at me.

We freeze at the sound of a book falling to the ground. "Who's there?" I question but get no response. This place is creepier than Ambrosia's caverns. 

As we continue marching the fallen book starts to move. I use my NCI to scan it and my bestiary activates automatically. Animate Book. These constructs have the appearance of a book. Damage Immunities: they cannot receive poison or psychic damage. Condition Immunities: they cannot be blinded, charmed, deafened, petrified or paralyzed. Weaknesses: become normal books within an anti-magic field or when Dispel Magic is used. Other information. Just like most constructs, they appear in packs and activate only when their prey is within radius.

"Great, an Animated Book! Watch out for more," I shout to Elektra as more and more books fall to the ground and start flying. Fortunately, their Threat Levels aren't higher than 2 and their HP 9. I count ten already, but I'm sure that more will come. 

Both of us cast FireBolts and burn several of them before they even manage to take out. The fire damage works like a charm on the book constructs and almost all of our spells cause a critical hit, destroying them instantly. But focusing our attention exclusively to the flying hardbacks, we fail to notice we've been surrounded by Wooden Golems.

I finish the last Animated Book and scan the Wooden Golem with my NCI. Wooden Golems. Race: Construct, Lesser Golem made of wood. Weaknesses: Fire. Immunities: Poison and Psychic attacks. Condition Immunities: they cannot be Blinded, Charmed, Deafened, Petrified or Paralyzed. Languages: They cannot speak, but can understand the language of its creator. Resistance to Magic, Immutable Form.

"Attack them with fire," I order Elektra as I take the vanguard and with my Primal Savagery try to tank and gather all the aggressors on me. 

The first wooden golem Attacks without warning, making the first move. I wait, then at the last moment I move out of the way when it swipes with its right claw, cutting through the air. I react quickly and cast Fire Bolt, hitting it directly to its wooden face, causing it to backpedal a few steps. I don't have time to finish it as another comes with a slash. I managed to quickly react and grab each hand blocking the attack. Another one comes and my own clothes contact its own and stop the blow. I stand my ground , giving Elektra the time she needs to shower them with Fire Bolts, But I'm not sure how much I can hold. Fighting almost 3 wooden golems and not giving an inch wouldn't be possible without Selene's buffs from their magical apple pie. 

Elektra burns my attackers and forces them to retreat, giving me the opportunity to check the new spells I obtained from the leveling. I have little time to browse through all the new spells and only read the titles. A spell called Flame Blade grabs my attention, and I immediately equip it to my free spell slot and cast it. A Fire Blade evokes from my right hand, resembling that of a scimitar. Amazing, that's exactly what I needed.

I launch forward blade in hand and spin around cutting branches and wooden limbs, most of the time achieving critical hits. This time it seems I have the upper hand. The wooden golems run in all directions burning and with them the neatly stacked books of the library catch fire, burning more of their kind. 

The smell of smoke has me and Elektra moving right away to the teleportation core. Soon the air will be too smoky in here to even breathe. The books recoil like they can feel the heat, and Elektra watches motionless as the flame we brought to life destroys the legendary books that brought power to the Phratry of Helios. The fire expands faster than I'd expect, licking the nearby rows as it engulfs everything in a sea of red and purple.

"The books!" Elektra yells, trying to cast a spell that could extinguish the blazing inferno. "We must do something! All this knowledge ..."

I grab her from the wrist and pull her. "It's too late for that. Let's find the teleportation core and get the hell out of here. It won't take long for the guards to notice this place is in a fire. If we get caught, we'll be accused and I'm certain that a game over awaits us," I retort in agony, barely able to see before me. 

A ghastly whiteness overspreads her face as she realizes the severity of our actions. "O.. Ok," she stammers. "Let's find it and get out of here." 

"This way," I lead her to a wide area without books with a chest lying on a wooden table. "That's it, that's the teleportation core! "

I quickly open the chest and inside I find an emerald sphere. I touch it and immediately dissolve into thin air and immediately get a notification in my NCI. 

Teleportation Core: Combined with a Primary Core, it gives the ability to move an entire castle or dungeon to its bearer's desired location. Requirements:  It cannot be used as a standalone artifact. You need the primary core to make it function.

"We are ready, let's make our escape," I tell Elektra as the fire keeps consuming everything in its path, surrounding us.

 "Let me attempt to absorb all the books," she pleads with a frigid touch of the hand.

"OK, but I thought you couldn't easily absorb creatures without their will?" I say as the fire approaches us menacingly. 

"I don't plan on saving the constructs of the library. Let them burn for all I care. I'm not sure we can turn them around and make them our own minions. What matters is we save knowledge of centuries," she retorts, taking out her interdimensional pouch, activating it and trying to absorb as many books as possible. The process takes only a couple of seconds and when she's over the only thing that remains are the burning books and the guards of the library.

"You did it!" I compliment her, and then a revelation strikes me as the main gates open and a team of ten wizards enter the building. The burning library could work as a distraction for the members of the Guild and would probably ignore us, but stealing several lifetimes of work will make them hunt us down to the end of the real world. Good! This will make this game even more interesting. I imagine the entire Wizard Guild attacking my Vampire Castle only to be beaten to the pulp with the use of my guardians and monster minions. For now, however, we must escape safely if we are to make this plan to work. My stream of thoughts is interrupted once more by a new notification. 

Main Quest: Escape the Rough of the Phratry of Helios!

This reminds me of another similar situation, back in Pedasa, when Melissa, the Vampire Slayer, was hunting me down. That quest was proven a challenge and from what I see, escaping these guys will be as hard.

"Intruders! don't let them escape," the leader of the wizard team shouts, pointing his finger at us. His Threat Level is 16 and from what Elektra told me he must be an elder who is able to cast up to Tier 2 spells like us. The only exception is that our levels and powers are temporary, due to Selena's Apple pie. 

"Elektra! Let's get going," I wake her from her reverie. Escaping through the main gate will be hard with so many wizards blocking our way. I think of getting back from where we came, but watching the blazing inferno behind us, makes it pretty clear it will be impossible to escape from there. There's one way of escaping and that's through the main door. "I'll make an opening, follow right behind. "

"That's not a good idea..." she begins to say, but it's too late, I'm already charging with a battle cry.

"Damn, Athanasios! Just wait for me." 

I can use only two spells from Tier 2 and as I have already used one spell for Fire Blade, the second available is hold person. I didn't pay much attention when I was equipping myself what exactly that spell would do, But it seems that with this one I'll be able to Incapacitate two persons. With my NCI I target the two highest ranking members of the wizard team. the Threat Level 16 Wizard and another one with a Threat Level of 14 freeze immediately.

"Master what happened to you?" a female wizard apprentice asks him. He's unable to perform any actions, the only thing he can do is blink his eyes. 

The team falls in disarray due to my spell and becomes easy prey for my blade. None of them is higher than Threat Level 4 and the spells they can cast are cantrips or a few Tier 1 spells. Being buffed with Primal Savagery and Fire Blade, I'm quick to knock out a couple of them. The remaining four flee, trembling, saving their lives.

"That was easier than expected," I make a comment as we continue running towards the Guild's exit. 

A few wizards head our way, and they prepared to attack. "Stop, deactivate your fire sword and use disguise self," Elektra advises with a long exhale. 

I do as I'm commanded and disguise myself to the Threat Level 16 Wizard leader I've incapacitated earlier. The Wizard apprentices numbering 6 in total  approach us. "Master Diosthenis, what is happened?" one of the apprentices asks me with a wary look. 

"The library is on fire , get there and help the rest extinguish it, I'll be back in a moment," I order him in a groggy voice.

"Yes, master!" all wizard apprentices nod and shout in Unison.

"That was close," I say breathing deep, "how do we escape?"

"I know of a side gate,  let's get there," she responds instantly and points me to the direction we should follow. 

"Ladies first ..." I wink ironically. 

Somehow we reached the side gate unnoticed, and from there we make our escape to the city. All we leave behind is a scorched Guild. I hope they don't find out who we were. 




****




Getting back to the Haunted Mansion was easy, and no one has followed us. It's still late at night and there are no human servants here with the exception of the driver. Ambrosia is already inside the wagon waiting for us. The Butler on the other hand is near the wagon's door and holds it open.

"I hope you had success in your endeavor, my master," the Butler says in a formal voice.

"It was indeed , but we caused a ruckus and I'm not sure if they know who the perpetrators are. For all they know they could be already on our tracks," I tell him as I try to catch my breath.

"Then we should leave as soon as possible," Ambrosia says from inside the wagon.

"I'm sorry, but we won't be able to complete all the optional quests you gave us," I say regretfully to the Butler. 

"It's OK, master," the Butler says with a slight bow of his head, "you already did more than I could hope. You found a body for me, you gave me enough gold to rebuild and maintain the mansion. It would be disrespectful if I demanded anything more. Farewell and may the God you believe protects you."

"That's not goodbye! I'll make sure I come back and fulfill the rest of the quests," I say to him and hug him, "you're the best minion I could ever have. May our paths cross again shortly." 

From a distance I can hear some dogs howling. "Magical hounds," Elektra informs me, frightened. "They got our scent and soon they'll be here." 

"What? They have something like that?" my mood turns somber. "any ideas on how to lose them?"

"Once the magical hounds trace you, there's no way they lose your scent. Unless you kill them, of course..." Elektra's expression darkens into anxiety. "the only thing we can do is gain some distance and prepare ourselves. "

"If we had found Fey and Constructs, we could make our last stand here." I note grim and sullen, yet there's no meaning crying over spilled milk.

Surprisingly, I notice two dark figures coming out of the building. It's Smeme and Leda. I'd be damned! I had forgotten entirely about them. My heart races, thinking I'll have to fight them and the wizards at the same time.

"Your friends have what they came here for." She makes a short pause. "And I was kind enough to reward them with other gifts..." She smiles coyly, touching and caressing her breasts.

"You had sex with Smeme?" I ask confused. 

"I started with Leda, but she wasn't enough to sate my lust, so I suggested Smeme join us... Your Black Knight friend is a bit reserved, but eventually succumbed to our wishes."

My jaw drops wide open.

"What happened?" Smeme's booming voice makes me forget my shock and draws my attention. 

"You can tell him," Ambrosia suggests in cold indifference. "I told him you snuck into the Phratry of Helios because you wanted to steal a teleportation core for the castle we are repairing."

I'm shocked for a second time and my jaw is about to drop again. "There's nothing for me to say then," I tell them.

"Leave as fast as you can," Smeme says, touching the hilt of his sword. "We agreed with Ambrosia to help in case something would go wrong with your plan."

"Why would you do that?"

"Because you're our friend, you idiot!" Leda barks, her eyes narrow. "And besides, if you succeed in making your dream true, then we'll have more chances to defeat Alastor and Sarpedon. The way we are now, it would be as suicide to challenge them. Having however a powerful ally on our side will prove useful."

OK, so now I get why they want to help. Ambrosia must be something to have them convinced. She must have used all her bartering skills because I don't trace any science of Charm or Dominate.

"Great. Excellent! Till we see again then," I say and hug them both. 

"That's enough! Don't get any funny ideas," Smeme protests and pushes me inside the wagon. "Go now. Times of lessons." 

I sit near Ambrosia, and she immediately hugs me and licks me. "You smell of smoke. I like my meat rare, but for you I'll make an exception pet," she says, raising a single eyebrow.

The wagon starts moving and I'm left pondering how the plot will unravel next. it will be interesting the least...


Chapter 33

Back to Araxa







It's been four days since the wizards have lost our tracks and I can't stop worrying about what might have happened to the Haunted Mansion. My NCI continues showing the Butler's icon, but it's greyed, signifying it's deactivated. I'm sure Smeme and Leda would abandon the Butler if the situation turned grim for them to win. Both of them, especially Smeme, are ferocious when they play seriously. For now at least, their actions have saved us and gave us time to act.

During these last days with the amount of optional quests I got, it was made clear to me that even though I don't directly gain XP points or levels, there are other benefits and I should complete as many of them as possible. The way our NCI guides us, it's as if each emissary has a role to play in all of this. In some way you could say this is fate.

"What ails your silly mind? Tell me, pet..." Ambrosia forces my head into her breasts. Compared to Elektra's hand-sized, the Vampire Lord's are soft, curvy and busty. "Did I perhaps cure your anxiety?" she giggles and bites her nail, leaving me to my own devices again, but my erection starts taking place, demanding satisfaction.

Since yesterday, she teases me now and then, yet she refuses to have sex with me. My torturer is playing with me once more, leaving my crotch protesting as she's done several times before. I know I can't force her. She's a Vampire Lord and not to be dominated by anyone. 

"I hope that your friends gave them a good beating," Elektra brings me back to reality, sacrificing my prideful erection for life's serious issues.

"For a supposedly so powerful Guild, I thought they would employ more resources in countering us," I force a faint smile.

Momentarily both Ambrosia and Elektra fall into a dreamy silence. After a few moments, Ambrosia decides to speak first. "The Phratry of Helios are notorious for their vengeful acts. We've been most lucky up to this point. It won't be that way from this point on. If you don't manage to possess and activate the Vampire Castle, then we're all doomed," she frowns seriously.

I look at Elektra, waiting for an answer. All she does is nod mutely.

Now that I think about it, we've encountered them several times and they've been a thorn in the flesh for less serious matters. Now that we stole their most precious grimoires, scrolls, and books, burned their sacred library, I'm sure their need for payback is like a rat gnawing at their pride. Ferocious, relentless, spiteful. They will stop at nothing until they get a cold, hard revenge.

"We have a legendary primary core, and a teleportation mechanism. We are a force that even the Phratry of Helios can acknowledge. All we need is time and knowing my friends, I'm sure they bought us enough for our plan to work," I tell my sexy comrades trying to convince them that all goes as I expect. 

The truth is, I'm wary about the results. So far we're not sure that the Castle Core will work. At least the Haunted Mansion was a small demonstration of what we can achieve. I should have more trust in me and my comrades. Probably I'm so pessimistic because I'm tired. I'm not fully accustomed to this body avatar of mine and from what I've experienced so far conditions such as Fatigue, can heavily impact my performance and my perception in ways I cannot perceive yet.

"The Haunted Mansion might have been inactive for several decades, but the minions guarding it were formidable. Each of them were stronger than me," Ambrosia says, curving her lip with defiant scorn. "They managed two eradicate an army of 1000 ghouls. If it wasn't for the War Butler, the Trees of Dread and the Golem Knights, we'd all be dead. The castle you'll possess, I doubt, has any defense mechanisms. Our only chance of survival is the teleportation core. We'll have to activate the castle and with the help of the teleportation core and disappear to another Kingdom of Anatolia, preferably far from Lycia. Things are grimmer than they seem, and a mistake could cost us dearly."

Ambrosia's point was exquisitely simple, yet shakes me enough to worry. I fall in silence for a moment, my eyes downcast and sorrow. I decide I should study the Castle Mastery Guide more and that's what I do.

"Dawn will break soon, I must get some rest," Ambrosia tells us with a yawn, her two incisors protruding like a cat. "I hope our pursuers won't appear in broad daylight." 

By a curious irony of fate we hear an explosion outside, near our wagon. "Don't tell me..." An obscure thrill of alarm takes over me. "Did their magical hounds find us again?" 

"Countess Ambrosia, flying wizards," the driver at the front of the wagon shouts. 

Elektra opens the wagon's window and looks outside as she says, "It's the Wizard airborne unit," she verifies getting back inside.

"They use broomsticks for their mounts?" and I soon understand by the way my two companions look at me like I must have spurted some kind of nonsense.

"That's just a myth," Elektra replies, "most Wizards use Hippogriffs and from what I've seen the Phratry of Helios must have sent all members of the airborne squadron. They are 23 in total."

I immediately cast Fog cloud and hide our presence temporarily. The wizards keep bombing us with fireballs blindly.

"Good call pet," ambrosia commends me and orders the driver outside, "get inside the forest." 

The driver immediately obeys and takes another road that leads inside the forest. This is the same driver we had since the beginning of our journey. Ambrosia's Dominate has proven useful, and the human has served us to the best of his abilities so far like a loyal dog. In a discussion I had with Ambrosia, we agree we will let him leave once we reach Araxa and get Abraxos back. I missed our undead horse already. Its artless and unquestioned devotion to Ambrosia makes it memorable, despite being a mindless minion. What I admire most about it though is the fact it's restless, making it easy to travel for days and night nonstop.

"That was easy," I half-suffocate in triumph as their trees provide their much-needed protection, "let's see how they move now."

"Moving through the forest forced us to take a detour. It'll take us more time to reach Araxa and from there head to Caria again," Ambrosia says with a wary look. "Damn, we're so close! Pet, I won't accept failure. Can you find anything on that Global Map you said you have that will help us?"

Zooming in and out of the Global Map a couple of times, I try to find any clues that could help us escape from this mess. "There's nothing special of this place," I tell her as we dive deeper into the dark wood. Then an idea flashes before me like a revelation. "Why don't we abandon the wagon and let it continue its course? This will divert the attention of the Airborne Wizard Unit to the wagon and we'll be safe for some time."

"Interesting... Go on..." Ambrosia encourages me with a slow head nod and a furrowed brow. "What about the wizards coming on foot? I'm sure their magical hounds will trace us immediately."

"Elektra, how many do you think they'll be on our tail," I ask her quickly.

She doesn't reply immediately, thinking. "The Magical Hound Unit will be composed of 25 horsemen. They act as scouts, giving directions to the main army that will follow. I'm sure the Phratry of Helios has mobilized the entirety of their army. If that's the case, it will be impossible to defeat them as we stand right now. The good thing is that the main force is one or two days behind, so if we get rid of them, we'll have some time to act."

I turn my gaze to Ambrosia. "I think we can defeat 25 horsemen with us as the vanguard," I say, but doubt tortures me.

"I'm glad you trust me that much pet. Yes, the battle will be brutal, but I can take 25 wizard horsemen. Don't know about their Magical Hounds, though. How powerful they truly are?"

"With the exception of their magical noses, they are normal hounds," Elektra reveals, both her eyebrows forming a knot. "Problem is daylight. It would be better we fight in a cave or deeper into the woods where no light can affect Ambrosia."

"There's a cave nearby," I tell them, looking carefully at the Global Map. "The problem is, we won't be able to escape if something goes south. We'll be trapped for good."

Animated by noble pride, Ambrosia lifts her head and protrudes her large chest out. "Inside the cavern with me, I wouldn't be so sure who is the prey and who is the hunted."

I smile wickedly. "That's true," I comment, watching the voluptuous Vampire Lord grinning with renewed vigor. 

"Driver, stop!" Ambrosia orders the driver outside. The wagon gradually loses speed and stops. "We'll continue on foot from this point on and the driver will continue forth, distracting the airborne unit." 

Ambrosia takes some time to explain to the driver what they should do and gives him specific orders to meet with us near Araxa, where the vampire wagon with Abraxos is stationed. "And take care Arius, I wouldn't want anything bad to happen to my food," she concludes, sending the driver away. 

"Isn't the name of the boy you hold captive as your blood bag named Arius?" I want to know, a bit jealous. For my vampire companion to have learned the name of this man, this means she must have taken a liking at him. 

"Yes," she replies bluntly. "Don't be jealous pet, you're my favorite and if things go as expected you'll be my favorite pet for eternity." 

I bow in submission. That's what she might want to think. Once I become the master and the Lord of the Vampire Castle, then I'll show Ambrosia and everyone else of what I'm capable of. At times I feel a little bad for using Ambrosia and making her think she'll be there one managing things. That's about to change very soon for I'll have Selene, the Reaper girl by my side as a proper loyal minion and if luck smiles upon me, then Zoe, the Rag Doll girl will become a fine addition to my army of mischievous. Let her believe that she's in command for now. All I have to do is barricade the road to truth, and when the time comes, I will make sure she learns her position. 

"Lead the way pet," Ambrosia proposes with a hand gesture.

I do as I'm commanded and I lead the three of us inside the cave, waiting for our prey to arrive. Its time we hunt!




****




It doesn't take long for the Wizard Scouts -with the help of their magical hounds-, to find our hideout and soon we're surrounded. Our only escape now blocked...

I see them arguing among themselves, not knowing if they should remain out there and wait for the main force to come or attempt to overwhelm us with their current numbers. Eventually, their hot-headed leader decides the latter, and the game begins. It would be a catastrophe if they decided to remain outside, blocking our way. On the other hand, it's impossible for them to know if the cave has another exit.




First they send one of their Aberrations. Unlike the Magical Hounds, the dog-like Construct that catches us off guard. I have no doubt that the creature is somehow a creation of Cadmus, the Artificer, it has his stench all over it. We retreat a little further inside the cave and find ourselves cornered by a running river. 

"Should we jump?" I ask.

"We have no idea where that leads out, we're better off facing them," Ambrosia tells me. I can't help but agree. Not to mention I have no idea how long this body can hold its breath and I'm not really interested in experiencing that whole drowning sensation. The cave, the river. It reminds me of where I was when I first pressed PLAY GAME. My whole life in Elysium is starting to feel like a dream. 

The Construct finds us. It's eyes are made of fire. Its body surging with electricity. 

"Why couldn't they have sent hounds," Ambrosia grumbles. Hounds would have been easier to fight, possibly, Ambrosia could have even turned them into minions which would have been to our advantage. 

The Construct doesn't require Dark Vision or anything like that. It's made to serve it's master's orders and can sense energy. 

"Trick it into the water," Elektra suggests. 

"I'm pretty sure they wouldn't build it with such an obvious weakness," Ambrosia smirks as the Construct approaches us. 

I decide Elektra is right and must have some kind of plan. I trust her. I yell at the top of my lungs, "I'm here! Come get me!." As the Construct focuses on me and jumps I side step and roll. As it falls below the surface of the river. I wish for it to get sucked away. Nothing like that happens. Instead it dives under the surface, reconstructing, reconfiguring itself into a creature that looks less like a hound and more like an Alligator. 

Swimming towards us under the surface of the underground river I feel like we are all about to fall prey to the Construct's massive jaws. Less than six feet away the water freezes. Elektra casts Chill Touch across the entire riverbed, freezing the Construct in place. 

The Construct struggles to break free of the ice. I can see Elektra looks drained. It wasn't a normal Chill Touch. She had used as much energy and magic as she could to trap the Construct, whose eyes no longer flicker as the mechanical beast's magic starts running out. Over the next few minutes the Construct went completely silent, powering down as it used up its magic reserves. It is only a matter of time now as we wait for the rest of the wizards. 

 As they carefully enter the cave maw, the only thing that can be heard is the water drops from the stalactites. With torches as the only source of light, the wizards dive deeper and deeper, till they reach inside a chamber of some sort. To make things even worse for them, I've cast a Fog Cloud in here, making visibility hard, even for those having Dark Vision.

From what I checked they can cast up to Tier 1 spells and most of them already used a spell slot, may it be for Dark Vision or another protection spell like Shield or Mage Armor. This gives me some peace of mind, knowing their strongest spells already.

Our plan is pretty simple. We let them proceed deeper until they reach the chamber and engage in battle with Ambrosia. Then we make our move from behind, circling them. This will cause the commotion we want and If all goes well, this will be their final resting place.

I wish I had another piece of apple pie so we could buff ourselves and increase our Threat Level just like the last time in the Phratry of Helios, but as Elektra pointed out, it wouldn't be possible to set up a kitchen in the middle of the forest. I'm left wondering how powerful Ambrosia could get with those buffs.

"Be careful lads!" Their leader, a red-haired wizard with Threat Level 9, shouts the rest of his party. "I'm sure this is their lair."

A wizard apprentice is the first to die as a scream disrupts the relative silence of the cave and blood sprays the air and the walls, leaving behind a headless body. 

The wizards fall in disarray and cast several spells at the direction of the dead wizard, hitting nothing but air.

"Stop!" The Wizard Leader shouts and it takes some moment for them to stop. "Don't panic, that's what they want."

"We should wait for the main army as I've told you," a busty wizard girl with a big hat tells him. "There's no point in this."

"It will be us capturing them and taking all the honors from the elders," the Wizard Leader growls anxiously, then barks something to his magical hound. The last points at the direction of the perpetrator, revealing Ambrosia's position. From what Elektra had told us, the wizards can talk to their hounds and communicate with them.

Suddenly, from the inky blackness of the cave, savage Ambrosia makes her presence. Her long incisors protrude, emitting a strange ruby glow from her previous prey. She looks into the eye of her quarry, the leader of the wizard scouts. It's been almost a tradition so far to let Ambrosia take care of the enemy commander. 

"Surrender and we will spare you till the elder comes," the Wizard Leader speaks straight to the point, "where are your comrades? Tell us! One way or another our hounds will sniff them out."

Beaming with pleasurable anticipation, Ambrosia gives him a devilish smile, "You'll find soon enough," she replies with her usual joyous attitude.

"Whom are you working for and what was your business in the Phratry of Helios?" the Wizard Leader continues inquiring Ambrosia as the rest of his team slowly begin to surround her.

"You had something that belonged to me and I sent my minions to take it," she continues toying with him. "You had no use of it and it didn't belong to you in the first place. Like most things you wizards have, it was never yours, but stolen or salvaged." 

Despite her petty insolence at the face of the enemy, I'm confused and curious why she hasn't dominated the leader and bent him to her will. From what I gather, he isn't that capable, and he doesn't have any way of protection from Charm or Domination. What is my cunning vampire girl thinking?

"What nonsense are you talking about? You and your partners stole all books from the library after you burned a part of it. If you were hired by another Wizard Guild from another Kingdom I'd like to know that," the wizard leader shouts menacingly and his words remind me more of a creature barking, rather than a human voice. 

Don't know if this guy is an idiot or a master tactician. If I were in his shoes I'd shoot first, then ask questions. Watching patiently for the time being, I see that all of the wizards are in position and wait for his signal to pulverize Ambrosia. I guess he knows what he's doing. The question is what Ambrosia is thinking. I thought she would dominate the leader. 

"Any last words?" Ambrosia giggles like a teenage girl, her eyes glowing with haste and happiness. 

"I should be the one telling that," the Wizard Leader half chokes by a rising paroxysm of rage, "kill her, we'll find out the truth from her minions." 

Haunted with a chill and unearthly foreboding for the massacre to come, I send Elektra a message, telling her its time we act. The battle begins and in a bloody second four of the strongest Wizard scouts command their hounds to attack their Wizard Leader as they cast various attack spells each. I take a moment to understand that Ambrosia has dominated those four, bending them to her will. The Wizard Leader dies instantly as Fire Bolts, Acid Splashes, Poison Sprays and rows of teeth terminate his arrogant existence in a blink of an eye.

The Wizards fall in disarray. Some of them attack ambrosia, while others fight their former comrades. It's a perfect pandemonium of death and now it's time we make our move. Having activated Primal Savagery, I attack the first to retreat, slicing his throat and achieve a critical hit. Elektra focuses her attention on the damn mutts, using an array of various spells such as Fire Bolt, Chill Touch, and Ray of Frost.

Adrenaline has an immense and careless impact on my system. Like a wild beast, I jump left and right, resembling more like a creature rather than man. I attack the wizards with my claw-like fists, each blow deadlier than the last. Nothing can stop me. Nothing will stand in my way. At least that's what I think till I stumble upon a six foot Wizard Warrior. 

My opponent cracks his knuckles and chuckles. He isn't holding any sword or a weapon with him, but he must be quite good in hand to hand combat. I attack him with several rapid jabs, trying to overwhelm him, and he manages to knock each blow aside. His Threat Level is 8, just like me. I jump back and lunge forward, swinging my foot around. The Wizard Warrior is fast enough to react. He ducks underneath my foot and gives me a hard hit with his fist into the area between my two legs.

You have received a 10-point critical hit, my NCI informs me. 

I scream and growl as the pain from my crotch expands like stinging poison throughout my body. The agony is intense and in no way they would allow this kind of suffering back in Elysium. I curse the game developers for not providing some kind of Pain Level System as I could find in almost every other game I've played.

Imbued with Primal Vigor, I approach the Wizard-grunt once more, trying to ignore the pain I've just experienced. Damn, I hope my injury won't cause some kind of malfunction to my cock. It would be a shame to be crippled there. The Wizard attempts to grab me, but I manage to elbow him in the stomach before he can make any reaction. 

You achieved a 7-point hit, my NCI informs me.

My opponent doubles over and grabs his stomach. I knocked out his breath out of him. I lunge forward again and shrink my foot up, kicking him to the head, snapping his neck and sending him a few dozen yards away dead .

You achieved a 15-point Critical Hit. 

"That was close,"  I exhale, trying to gather my composure. 

"Athanasios!" Elektra cries out, trying to fend off two wizards.

I take a deep breath to power myself up. From the continuous battles this body avatar has experienced, I've learned that oxygen adds energy into each muscle and the way you breathe it's crucial I hand to hand battles.

Newly powered, I attack the Wizards with an inhuman jump. My opponents quickly spread out, while I take a position to defend Elektra. Most wizards are useless in close combat. Once more I'm appreciative, add the fact I'm a Vampire Sorcerer and have access to such a powerful spell such as primal savagery.

A third wizard joins the other two. "Kill him!" the one on my right shouts and all of them start casting attack spells on me. Elektra casts shield on me, increasing my defense, turning me into a proper tank.

I avoid the first Fire Bolt, but the second hits me directly on my torso. The chill touch that follows makes me stop temporarily. 

You received a 4-point hit. 

You received a 2-point hit. 

"Damn," I curse looking at my HP bar decreasing dangerously. I turn my attention to the wizard on my right and wildly slash my claws, ripping his throat apart. Elektra engages in battle with one of the two remaining while I jump and Dodge a Fire Bolt. Fortunately, I take minimal damage.

You received 1-point hit. 

I gather all my strength and courage and attack the Wizard with consecutive jabs, breaking his nose first . As he collapses to the ground I stand before him and punch him hard, breaking his skull and killing him. I'm ready to take the third one, but Elektra has managed to take care of him. 

Ambrosia has paralyzed all of the mutts and the few remaining Wizards try to save their lives abandoning their comrades. I decide it would be better for me to not engage in direct combat with another wizard, so I act as support with Elektra casting attack spells and helping ambrosia take care of the remaining scouts. In a few moments no one stands, all lay dead, their corpses adorn the treacherous cave. 

My vampire companion walks towards me as if she's a model on a catwalk. She stops and licks her bloody fingernails, cleaning them of all blood stains. "That was some performance we had, the three of us," she tells us, cocking an eyebrow.

Ardent words of admiration aren't Ambrosia's cup of tea. I'm glad we performed as she expected. "without you this plan would be a total failure," I admit as I deactivate Primal Savagery and take my normal form. 

"It's too early to celebrate," Elektra riots in her large eyes, "what now? How do we get back to Abraxos?"

She's right. But this was a hell of a victory, and it was easier than expected. Too bad we didn't level up. I guess I should have killed more, but Ambrosia has done most of the work here. 

"It must be broad daylight outside by now," Ambrosia tells me with her kiss-provoking lips. "It cannot be helped; we'll have to follow a course that will protect me from the sun rays. Without the scouts and all the magical hounds, they'll have to track us by conventional means, which in turn will give us more time to arrive undisturbed."

"Sounds like a plan..." I smirk, foreshadowing the massacre to follow.


Chapter 34

Crossing the Border







Reaching the outskirts of Araxa has proven as easy as winking, but took us longer than expected. The sun is setting and ominous colors brush on the sky like an artist's canvas. The harassing anxiety of fear abandons me and the feeling of hope comes like a soundless breeze when I see Abraxas, Ambrosia's loyal undead horse, coming out of its hideout with our wagon. Initially, I was skeptical if it would still be here after that much time.

"Don't be a fool pet," Ambrosia tensed when I voiced my concerns. Glad I was wrong and now seeing the sturdy stallion galloping towards our direction, it makes perfect sense after all the trouble we got to come here again. undead mounts are tenacious in nature and can travel four years with no food or water or rest.

Our journey here was peaceful, and we didn't encounter any Wizards inside the forest. The airborne unit is probably still chasing our last wagon, or if they tracked it, they probably found out we had long escaped and only the driver and Arius, Ambrosia's boy-pet, were the only passengers. I hope our driver didn't meet his demise following our orders, but it couldn't be helped.

Ambrosia had given him orders to rendezvous with us here, unless the airborne wizard unit had found him. If it was the latter, then Ambrosia had ordered him to head to Araxa and abandon us. The fact he isn't here means he is either dead or the wizards have found him. Anyway, with Abraxas back, getting to the Duke's Castle will be easier and faster.

"We probably lost them," Ambrosia says as she grips the door handle of the wagon. "I thought it would be harder."

I take a look at my Adventurer's Log. The main quest is still present there, meaning we're far from safe yet. Honestly, I'm not sure if they'll stop at the Carian border as Elektra suggests. It seems too wishful to be true.

"They are still chasing us, that's for sure. We shouldn't lower our guard, They've mobilized all they have and they will stop at nothing to get back their treasure," Elektra voices her concern.

"What if we give them back all their books," Ambrosia offers from the back of her seat. With a hand gesture, she suggests we enter the wagon and leave. 

"It won't make a difference," Elektra tells us as she gets inside the wagon. "We've pissed the higher ups for good and won't let us escape no matter the cost. We wizards of the Phratry of Helios have a fame for being ferocious and ruthless with our enemies. Just like the Fate of Elysium, no one ever dared to lay a finger on us, not even the previous kings of Lycia."

"And what about Alastor? the current ruler of this Kingdom," I chuckle, closing the wagon door behind me. Abraxas neighs and starts galloping immediately, making me lose my balance and fall on Ambrosia's arms. 

My vampire torturer smiles at me, then bites my earlobe slightly. I exhale and my cheeks blush as her aphrodisiac poison takes control of me. I should have expected something like that now that Arius has gone missing. Maybe I find him when all this is over. This will buy me relative peace of mind, although I can't deny the pleasures Ambrosia has offered me from time to time. Yet I think today won't be one of those days. With my growing erection out of control, Ambrosia pushes me away, leaving me dumbfounded as usual.

By a fortunate turn of thinking I get an Optional Quest: Track Arius and bring him back to Ambrosia. 

Great, at least I know he's still alive. For now, this will have to wait.

"Do they have any other means of tracking us down?" I ask Elektra, trying to barricade my lustful thoughts.

"They could use high level spells such as Scry, which I think they must have done already now that the wizard scouts are dead. They have a couple of scry gems that could do just that. They can probably observe us as we speak," she reveals, raising an eyebrow as it comes to her attention my oversized crotch.

"Then why didn't you say anything earlier?" I ask her, now becoming clearer that using the other wagon as cannon fodder might not have been the most brilliant of ideas.

"It wouldn't make a difference," she pauses and comes near me, giving me a hot kiss. "besides You're a sorcerer yourself. You should be aware of spells like these."

"And what about you?" I direct my question to Ambrosia. "Did you know about that as well?"

She gives me a board half shrug. "I had suspected that much," she tells me in cold indifference. 

A stream of sweat trickles down my neck. How can they be so you are free in a situation like this? All I can do is hope that they'll abandon the hand once we reach Caria. In conjunction with the adventurers who have an open pass throughout all of Anatolia, Wizards are considered assets of each Kingdom and are forbidden from entering foreign nations. Only exception to that can be if they want to study at another Guild and have all necessary papers with them. That's probably due to the fact that they are mainly funded by the Royal Treasury directly. 

"How likely is it that they pass the borders?"

"That's not likely to happen. It would be considered as an act of war. Wizards don't act on impulse and have to respect The King's orders. Failing to do so, especially with our current ruler, could have devastating effects on the Wizard Guild. After all, our new King, Demon Mage Alastor, is notorious for being autarkic and is building an entire army of demons. He's becoming less interested in the Phratry of Helios. Rumor has it that the wizards and the Fate of Elysium are formulating a coup d'état in the northern provinces."

"You mean Podalia? The city we've been to?"

"Exactly! So getting back to your previous question, I think it would be a suicide for them to defy the ruler. They might have done that with the previous King, but not with Alastor and his army of demons."

I'm thrilled at the information Elektra has provided me. Araxa is exactly at the Carian border. We're only an hour from safety. That's why both of them are so relaxed. 

"This doesn't mean that we should relax and let our guard down," Ambrosia leans back in her chair. "Right now they are on the verge and they might act irrationally. What will they say to King Alastor if they fail on this one? They might not hunt us with all their army, but they could dispatch some of their men, including the airborne wizard unit."

"How do we fight them if that happens," I wonder loudly. "For all we know, we aren't sure if the Duke's Castle has any defense mechanisms like the Haunted Mansion, or if the teleportation core will actually work." 

"Then we're doomed pet," Ambrosia says plainly with a forced smile, shivering my ambition into fragments.

"That won't happen," Elektra says, trying to make my mood. "We've seen that the Castle Core works. That's a given, and for all we know the Castle Mastery Guide has been pretty much accurate on everything so far. I'm sure Athanasios will make the new castle function."

"I hope so..." Ambrosia says, "for now let's rest, I have a feeling we're going to need it soon." 




****




Passing the border was equivalent to easy. We didn't encounter any resistance whatsoever. There were of course some checks from Lycian soldiers, more thorough than usual as Elektra noted, but with Ambrosia's Dominate and Charm skills nothing we couldn't handle. I suspect the soldiers must have received word from the Phratry of Helios about us. For a moment, I thought they would close the borders. This county however is where the infamous Demon King Alastor was exiled and grew up. Although the wizards are very influential, the Lord of Araxa must not have been very fond of them, thus we got away mostly undisturbed.

Ambrosia is the first to speak. "Should we celebrate now?" she says in a relaxing tone. 

"I think we made it," Elektra agrees and takes a deep breath.

I look at my Adventurer's Log once more. The main quest is still active, and this means that danger still lurks around. "It's not over yet," I tell them and both of them look at me suspiciously.

"You know something we don't Athanasios?" Elektra demands an answer as she touches my thighs greedily. 

Explaining them about my NCI and the quests I receive would be too complex for them to understand. "I'm serious about this. I've got a feeling. You have to trust me. The wizards are still in pursuit. Any thoughts?" I insist.

I can sense the wagon Increasing speed. Ambrosia must have given it some kind of mental command, seeing me wary. 

"I don't know what kind of premonition you have pet, but I don't plan on losing now." She transforms herself into a bat and flies outside, inspecting our surroundings and acting as a scout. After a few minutes, she comes back and takes her usual form. "It seems pet was right after all. The wizards didn't stop at the borders. Several of them are coming our way on horseback."

"That's absurd!" She frowns incomprehension. "They've done that despite knowing King Alastor's wrath will have grave consequences on the Phratry of Helios."

"What if ..." I make a short pause, as a thought comes to me like a revelation. "We stole an artifact or a relic that's of great importance for the upcoming coup d'état? Something that could overthrow the Demon King and change the tide of power?"

"That could be the case!" Elektra claps her hands and stares at me with her mouth agape. "There are several sacred artifacts in the library like the teleportation core we stole. It wouldn't be strange if there was an artifact that could harm the demon King. That's why they are so desperate to find this."

This possibility causes even more problems for me. I've never planned to take part in the main quest and kill Demon King Alastor. Having that object on me will cause the series of new plot twists in the Real-World Game. First and foremost, Smeme and Leda won't be able to complete their main quest if I kill King Alastor first. Second, even if I don't plan to pursue the main quest, I'm sure that my friends along with several other Emissaries and Apostles will try to raid my Vampire Castle, hoping to claim that sacred artifact. Third, it wouldn't be strange if King Alastor himself with his army of Golem Knights and Titan Dragon were to attack me, hoping to claim the object for themselves. One way or another, if I keep that thing under our roof, it will soon become the Golden Apple of Discord. I have to be careful as the wrong actions could lead to game over.

"Maybe we should find and get rid of that artifact," Ambrosia suggests, pointing at Elektra's belt where the interdimensional pouch is.

"It would be hard for me to find it," she says apologetically. "The more I think about it, the better it would be to drop all items from the Wizard library with the exception Of the teleportation core."

"I think you should..." Ambrosia raises a single eyebrow .

"You shouldn't," I reply back, catching both of them unprepared, "this could have disastrous results." 

"Care to explain..." Ambrosia demands.

I wait for a few moments to gather my thoughts. "If the reason they are pursuing us is in fact a sacred artifact that could harm King Alastor, this will probably happen if they manage to get it back. They will spread false rumors that we still have it. This will bring us at the epicenter of attention for several factions, including Demon King Alastor. If it's in fact an object that can truly harm him it would be wise to actually have it in case he decides to get it from us. The way I see it, we should keep it for now as insurance." 

"Won't they attack us if we have it?" Ambrosia folds her arms and adjusts her position better in the chair.

"They will, probably. One way or another, we got ourselves into this mess and no matter what we do, either we have the artifact on our hands or not, we can be sure that the consequences will be exactly the same. So I say we keep everything we stole from the library and after we escape the Wizards, then think more rationally of what to do."

"Hmm, very perceptive of you!" Elektra stares at me with admiration.

I look back at Ambrosia. "Do you think we'll have enough time to reach the Duke's Castle before they reach us?"

"Abraxas can gallop nonstop but isn't as fast as normal, living horses. I've already sent a mental order to my horse that will lead you to our desired destination." She inclines her head towards me and our lips collide. Her kiss is passionate, carnal and catches me off guard. "I'll go and intercept them. Hopefully, I'll be able to delay them and give you the time you need to activate the Castle Core."

"Will you be back on time?" Elektra sinks into a gloomy reverie.

"A lady is never on time," she protests with a sinister smile. "Wait for me till I come," she adds, and her Dominate skill comes into effect. 

I knew she would do something like that. Sentimentality isn't her cup of tea. "Yes, lady Ambrosia!" Both of us replying in unison.

"Excellent! I pray we meet again soon," she says and transforms herself again into a bat and leaves the wagon through the window.

I stay alone with the beautiful, petite blonde. The effects of Ambrosia's bite haven't faded yet, and I'm forced to resist my lust for Elektra. Wouldn't want to get caught exposed and naked if we stumbled upon the wizards. All I can do for the time being is admire her curves and flirtatious smile.

With a swift move that caught me off guard, she comes near me and kisses me. Compared to Ambrosia's kiss, Elektra's is softer and caressing. 

We wrap our arms around each other, pressing our bodies tight against one another. Of course, Elektra would take advantage of me when Ambrosia leaves. She must still have some reservation about taking initiative in front of my vampire mistress. I smirk down at her. 

"You know, I couldn't stand it when you were all over that guy at the Wizard's Guild." 

Elektra stares up at me, confusion in her eyes for a second. Then realization crosses her features. It must have been something so minor that she forgot about it. 

"Oh really? You got jealous over that? What about when you were so eager to snatch up the Reaper? Was it her huge bust and curvy figure that took your attention?" 

I laugh in response, "Touché." 

Our jealousy stems from our attachment towards one another, I figure. It isn't a bad thing, necessarily. Ambrosia, Elektra, and I all feel some form of attachment even if Ambrosia did not want to admit it. It's impossible to not have some sort of bond after traveling together for so long. 

 I undo the knots of her cloak and watch as it falls to the floor of the wagon; exposing her pale, slender form in the sunlight. She takes my attire off and marvels at my muscles. Her fingers trace the scars I've acquired since arriving to this world, and I can tell that she is somewhat sad for me. Elektra is sentimental in that way. The opposite of Ambrosia, to be sure. 

Her hands then find my semi-erect shaft, and she strokes me as our lips meet in a soft, passionate kiss. The kiss quickly becomes heated as our hands explore each other's bodies. I decide that this time will be more sensual and deliberate. I lower Elektra to the floor, settling myself in between her legs. 

With a lingering kiss on her lips, I trail my tongue from her neck down to her navel; watching for her reaction. Her face tilts to the side, her eyes gently closed. She's enjoying the up-close attention that I'm giving her. My mouth then descends even more, finding her twitching clit that's begging for stimulation. I flick my tongue at it, watching as Elektra bucks her hips in surprise. 

I please her in this way for a while, my tongue penetrating her as deep as it will allow. Her walls cling to my tongue, and it's an interesting feeling. I make sure to jerk it around to find that sweet spot, and Elektra starts to moan. She throws her forearm over her face, biting her lip as I lick her. Soon she is dripping wet in my mouth, and I sit up to place my cock right at her entrance. 

"Fuck me, Anathasios," She moans, wrapping her hands around my neck. This position is quite sensual I've realized; I gaze down into her eyes as I slowly penetrate her inch by inch. I see her expression go from sweet to pleasure in the matter of seconds. Her body welcomes me in a tight embrace, and I can't help but groan in response. 

I roll my hips into her in slow thrusts, gradually building up the pressure in my groin. This time I wanted to enjoy each second, rather than having the vampire's kiss make me desperate for immediate release. The bumps of the wagon causes me to occasionally slip deeper inside, which causes me to grunt in pleasure. 

To my surprise, though, it seems Elektra has had enough of my slow and sensual pace. In one swift movement she wraps her legs around my waist and brings me closer; our faces mere millimeters apart. Her hips thrust upwards and suddenly our pace is fast and aggressive, with her mouth mashed against mine in a fiery kiss. Running my fingers through her hair, I oblige by her sudden change of heart. I slam my hips against her, determined to nearly break through her cervix with my cock. 

The muscles in my arms tense, and a bead of sweat falls from my forehead onto her shoulder. Elektra has built up a sexual endurance during our sessions, almost comparable to Ambrosia. Smirking, I sit up and dig my fingers into her thighs and thrust even harder, causing our bodies to clap together in a vigorous chorus. 

"Are you ready to be filled to the brim?" I groan, feeling my climax approaching quickly. 

"Yes! Give me everything you got!" Elektra moans, her legs tightening around me even more. 

At her request, I slam into her with all my might; releasing all my frustration and stress into my thrusts. Her petite frame is surprisingly withstanding my strength, especially as I've leveled up in all this time. It's only proof of how strong she is as a wizard. 

After a few intense thrusts, I feel myself exploding within her. I fill her womb with my seed, while her body rolls with her own orgasm. I can't help but collapse on top of her, breathing in her scent over her shoulder. We remain in this position for a few minutes before rolling off of each other.




Getting our clothes back on, I notice that it's almost morning and Abraxas hasn't stopped galloping all night. Ambrosia is nowhere to be seen, so are the Wizards. I hope nothing bad happened to my mistress. Her mental command to us is still in effect and we'll have to wait for her, no matter how grave the situation might be. Soon the sun will set and my Vampire companion is nowhere to be seen.

Without warning, a bat gets inside our wagon and a fever of enthusiasm makes me exclaim from joy. The bat starts morphing and in a few moments, a blood bathed Ambrosia is sitting on her chair across from mine. I thought she'd be severely wounded, yet her HP is full, and she's radiating from power. The wizards must have been an exquisite supper and helped her replenish her health and stamina.

"I slowed them down a bit, but there are too many. I might have saved us a couple of minutes," she leaves out a harsh breath and sighs. "They'll be here in an hour."

Diverting my eyes outside, I ponder if I'll be able to make this plan a success. I look at my Global Map and notice we're near the castle. It won't take us more than a few minutes to reach its main entrance. At that moment, I observe something approaching us from the side. Hiding inside the trees and the shrubs, it's impossible for my NCI to scan it and get an idea of what we're dealing with. Its two crimson eyes gleam and a shiver goes down my neck. Probably a summon, that's my first thought. It runs on all fours and has a grotesque body with twisting horns protruding from its maw and spine. With lightning speed, it overtakes us, blocking our only way to salvation. Abraxas stops and neighs annoyed, as he's unable to fulfill his task: to lead us to the ruined castle.




By a strange occurrence of fate, I see a strange, yet familiar creature I had first encountered in Pedasa. "I'll be damned!" I murmur, surprised.


Chapter 35

Vestibule of Death

(Wild Boar, Castle Cores, and a Brand New Kitchen!)







The boar-creature rises on its two piggish feet, towering above us, as tall as a one store building, nearly hiding the moon. His front feet transform into enormous hands, with bulging biceps ready to explode. This creature is like nothing I've even seen before, yet its face resembles the wild boar I had fought and saved when I had first arrived in Pedasa. It's funny to think that this mountain of muscles squeaks like a normal pig. It makes me want to laugh, despite its intimidating appearance and long tusks that make it look like a mammoth.

My NCI activates and inspects the creature. Wild Boar, Threat Level 16, HP 48. When in Rage Mode, its physique changes to that of an enormous beast. Transformation makes its eyes turn red enabling it to see in darkness and its tusks grow larger for attack. Weaknesses: Tusks need to be manicured after a battle. Notes: Its super strong ability comes with super high maintenance. Special Attacks: Fire Breath, Demonic Sprint.

"What is this thing?" Elektra exhales involuntarily. "I've never seen a wild boar like this."

"Let me get rid of it," Ambrosia lunges airily.

"Wait!" I protest and she stops. "Don't kill it if you can, I'd like it as a pet. It would make any trespassers run away seeing that creature."

Ambrosia scoffs and Elektra tries to understand the meaning behind my words. 

"OK, I guess I can grant you that wish," and with a swift move, she appears behind the Wild Boar and hits it on its neck. The colossal creature makes a long squeal and collapses to the ground. Immediately, it transforms back into its former self, a normal sized, small wild boar, but its tusks still protrude. Ambrosia cuts them with two moves, using her claw-like hands.

I notice the Wild Boar has received a Critical Hit of 15 Points and is paralyzed for now. This will allow us to transfer it safely to the castle.

"Consider this your first minion in our Vampire Castle, your majesty..." Ambrosia gives me a promising wink.

"Oh, it's so adorable!" Elektra runs towards the paralyzed boar and takes it in her arms. Watching the both of them now, it reminds me more of a plush doll than a wild boar. "I always wanted to have a pet, but elders back in Phratry of Helios only allowed us to keep guinea pigs for experimentation."

Now that I think about it, did Ambrosia call me majesty? Did I hear correctly, or my ears are whistling from a hit?

"Don't be surprised your majesty. After all, you'll be our ruler once you get this thing working," she says ironically, as she points to the ruined gateway of the castle.

"We... arrived..." Elektra stammers and joy fills her. "We're safe!"

"Not just yet. Athanasios will have to possess the castle. I'm not completely sure if this derelict building has any life in it."

"Don't be so mean Ambrosia," Elektra grabs me from my wrist and drives me towards the castle entrance. "come, let's get this thing working again."

The castle stands feint on the black, inky sky, as if conjured from a child's horror book. It is perfect for a Vampire Castle! So cool and scary. I imagine Lycans and Trees of Dread guarding the courtyard. Even from that distance its walls look uniformly grey, as if it's a mosaic on a road. The drawbridge where the horses passed over had long rotten and only the rusty mechanisms remain as testament of what was there. A fine place to start. Only the central tower is standing amidst the derelict buildings, providing a panorama of the surrounding land. This will probably be the throne room.

It takes us some time to find a sideway with a smaller stone bridge that provides access to the castle, and from where Abraxas could pass through. Ambrosia was explicit that she would not abandon her loyal horse.

The Castle Sign on the Global Map becomes red once we reach the courtyard, signifying we're exactly where we should.

"Now what?" Ambrosia asks me, half-uneasy, half-laughing, "how do we activate the damn thing?"

"I have no idea," I respond frankly, looking around. "I studied the Castle Mastery Guide all this time, and all the information I got is that once I reach the designated point, I'll be able to possess the castle."

"I thought it would be like the Haunted Mansion, but this place is in ruins, so I don't think any kind of butler will come and greet us. Let's search for the main hole!" Elektra suggests, never losing hope.

"Pet, I don't want to be hasty, a lady never is, but the wizards will be here in a moment," Ambrosia hovers her eyes on me, obviously irritated. She also forgot to address me as "majesty." I guess I shouldn't be vocal about that yet.

We quickly enter the castle tower, where we encounter a pile of bleached bones littering the place. I'm left to ponder what happened here, but not for long as Ambrosia pushes me, leading us out of this vestibule of death. We don't waste any time inspecting the other rooms and head straight to the top. There's nothing here, only moss covering the walls and the stone floor and somewhere in the back of the main hall, a rocky throne, resembling more of a boulder.

"What about now?" Ambrosia demands immediate answers, her composure diminishing by each second passing. "Do you sense anything?"

I shake my head left and right. Panic and terror floods my body and I start sweating uncontrollably.

"All for nothing!" My vampire companion smiles with a fake composure and I can feel she finds my presence distasteful. "Go! Sit on that rock for a throne, 'your majesty'," she gives me a baffled, mocking stare.

I gulp, yet don't move. Elektra is frozen as well.

"I gave you an order you idiot!"

I nod and slowly turn, heading to the stone throne. I'm not sure if she plans to stab me in the back but I'm seriously starting to think I should cast Primal Savagery or draw Lush, the vampire sword Ambrosia had gifted me. Eventually, prudence prevails and I do as I'm commanded.

I sit on the cold throne and the moment I do, a new world opens up before my eyes, a pandemonium of beeping sounds from the overwhelming notifications swamp my vision from the sheer volume of information I'm getting.

Welcome Athanasios! Please give your Vampire Castle a name...

It's strange, but the only name that comes on my mind is "Vampire Castle".

Name selected! My NCI informs me. Full administrative access is transferred to you Athanasios.

Vampire Castle Core Activated!

Vampire Castle's HP: 19%.

Castle Sensor Inactive!

Remote Controlling Inactive!

Castle Teleportation Inactive!

Castle Defense Inactive!

Monster Production Facility Inactive!

Clock Tower Inactive!

Alchemy Laboratory needs repairing!

Anti-Chapel needs repairing!

Marble Gallery needs repairing!

Castle Keep needs repairing!

Catacombs need repairing!

Draw Bridge needs repairing!

Clock Tower needs repairing!

Cursed Prison needs repairing!

Entrance needs repairing!

Forbidden Library needs repairing!

Long Library needs repairing!

Hell Garden needs repairing!

Necromancy Laboratory needs repairing!

Outer Wall needs repairing!

Stables need repairing!

Underground Caverns need repairing!

Underground Garden needs repairing!

I half suffocate by my triumph. "I've activated it! I did it! How could I be so blind, the Throne is the Interface!" I mumble and both of my companions look at me ecstatically.

"Are you sure?" Elektra ponders, her eyes wide open in awe. "I don't feel anything..."

I don't reply, instead; I look at the notifications and the new Castle Menu that appeared in my NCI. I access it and see my options grayed, meaning I can't activate them, either because I'm missing a core, or because something needs repairing. Momentarily I lose my calm, but I notice options are still available for activation: Sensor and Backup Castle Defense.

I activate Castle Sensor immediately and, in that instant, I can sense everything in the Vampire Castle, as if it's an extension of my body. It is awesome! Administering this place looks exactly as the magical tower I had as home back in Elysium. Known territory here. A radar has appeared on my NCI showing Elektra and Ambrosia with green colors as my allies. It's handy, yet I'm unable to distinguish who is who from the green dots. Inside the advanced options section of the Castle Sensor Menu, I see several other buttons set to off. The only option I can activate is the Castle Surveillance System, and I do so. In the castle map, I can now choose which area I want to view. This will come handy when raiders try to invade the castle. As for the other dozen options, I can't set them to on right now. From what it seems, I'll need to install several modules on top of these cores to make everything functional. Some of these options are extremely useful as I could identify both allies and enemies from their race and class. No matter, these options will have to wait for now.

Ambrosia slaps me and brings me back to reality. "What's going on? Did you find a way to get us out of here? What about the teleportation core?" 

"Oh, yeah, I haven't activated it yet. Give me some time," I jerk my thumb up smiling.

Browsing through the Castle menu I focus on that teleportation option which is inactive. a window pops up asking me if I want to use the teleportation core. I select yes of course. The option becomes available again and I activate the option.

Castle Teleportation Activated! Would you like to teleport the Vampire Castle to a new location? I select yes and a map of Anatolia appears with dozens of predefined locations where I can teleport MY Vampire Castle. Right besides each location, there's an hourglass indicating how much time the teleportation core will need to charge. Too bad, I thought, I could literally teleport anywhere I want. Going back to the main Teleportation Menu, I see a bunch of disabled options in the advanced options menu. It seems I'll need extra modules that will allow the Vampire Castle to teleport anywhere I want.

"The closest location we could teleport is the Dead Bog, a place within the Kingdom of Lycia," I say in a spirit of indulgent irony. Our goal since the time we stole the teleportation core was to get out of Lycia, and now it's the closest location we can escape. "The teleportation core will need an hour to charge. We have to stand our ground until that time comes.

Serenity beams from Ambrosia's look for a moment, then her eyes become narrow. "Isn't there any other location we could transfer? You do understand that the wizards will be here in less than half an hour," she replies in unprecedented seriousness.

"The next location will need 2 hours of charging," I tell her in a hurry. 

Elektra comes between me and ambrosia with sharp movements, "Athanassios get us out of here as soon as possible. Every second counts and we can't afford an argument right now ," Her eyes darting left and right, observing both me and Ambrosia, hoping we'll agree soon.

"Do whatever you want," Ambrosia dismisses me with a hand gesture. "Anywhere would be better than this place."

I nod and immediately access the teleportation menu. I select the Dead Bog location and Select yes on the pop-up notification. 

Teleportation core charging. You'll be transferred to the dead bog in an hour," my NCI informs me.

"It's done!" my eyes sparkle, full of enthusiasm.

"Are there any minions or defense mechanisms we could use?" Elektra stares at me with hope.

"Let me see what I can do."

Browsing through the Castle menu once more I activate the Castle Defense Core. The defense menu presents me with several options, all of them deactivated due to the lack of modules, with the exception of Backup Defense Mechanism. I focus on that option and the tooltip notifies me that this will activate castle traps and some skeleton minions. Better than nothing, I think to myself and activate it. 

I get back to the main castle menu where I see on my radar all the traps and some skeletons that have started animating. To be honest, I'm not sure if they are skeletons or other minions because my radar presents them just with green dots. 

"I've animated 4 scores of undead and some traps," I tell them.

"It won't be enough to tackle the wizards. Skeletons are weak," Elektra comments, her pupils flaring as her faintly quizzical look comes into an incisive stare. "What about the Reaper Selene and Zoe? They could help us," she adds in a fever of enthusiasm. 

Her glittering, infectious smile floods me with vigor. "The Vampire Castle needs a kitchen," I thought of jovial significance passes my mind. "Don't forget we didn't break Zoe's Curse, and she's probably under Cadmus' influence. She's still the Artificer's minion," I warn her, trying to avoid any disillusions she might have that the Rag Doll can help us right now.

"Reaper Selene is as strong as Ambrosia and if she can provide us with buffs just like last time, we could put up a formidable resistance," she spouts, then bite her lips.

A hot uprush of hatred and loathing farms on Ambrosia's perfect, waxy face. "No one is stronger than me in this party," the Vampire Lord points out firmly. "Remember that..." 

Elektra nods in silence. 

"Let's get that kitchen up and running. We need all the help we can get right now." I intervene, breaking Ambrosia's assailing anger.

I get up from my throne and immediately I lose all access to the vampire Castle. The radar disappears and I no longer know where my minions are. my face pales momentarily.

"What is it?" Elektra asks me, seeing the sentiment of uneasiness.

"If I want to manage the Vampire Castle, I need to be seated," I reveal them. "I won't be able to help you directly in the forthcoming battle." 

Ambrosia surveys me for a moment. "At least this time you'll actually be useful for something," Ambrosia's mouth curves into a smile, "let's see what that Reaper of yours that you mentioned has to offer." 

It doesn't take us more than 5 minutes to head to the floor level where the kitchen should be. As expected, everything is a complete mess and the passage of time claimed this place like the rest of the castle. Literally filled with empty rooms. 

Elektra takes her interdimensional pouch from her belt and opens it, casting a spell that will release Selene. In an instant, the place is filled with the illustrious appliances of all kinds and delicacies decorate the wooden and still counters.

The Reaper Girl appears in a sexy chef uniform, filleting fish on a counter with her short scythe. We look at each other for a couple of moments and then she shouts, "Athanasios! I've missed you and Elektra so much!" She instantly hugs us both. "So, is this it? We're in your Vampire Castle?"

I nod, observing her indulgently handsome figure. I think she looks sexier in that chef uniform. "We have some problems," I explain as fast as possible, omitting unnecessary details. "In a couple of minutes the wizards will be here and without your help it will be impossible to hold this place on our own," I conclude with a sigh.

"Fu fu fu," Selene smirks, her eyes looking at me immorally and horny, like I'm a supper to be devoured. "I have exactly what you need. I kept the best delicacy for our reunion..." she confesses and takes a wooden pastry box out of a kitchen cupboard.


Chapter 36

Cake Pops of Power







Opening the brown pastry box, I see several cake pops on a stick. Half of them have that dark chocolate glaze, while the rest are white. Each cake pop looks delicious in its own way, yet I have no idea if there's any difference. I scan them with my Insight, trying to get a better understanding of what I'm about to eat. The only notification I'm getting is Handmade Cake Pops: This type of cake is styled as a lollipop. The cake crumb is mixed with chocolate, before being coated with an external layer of chocolate. Shape: Rounded. Calories per serving: 10,000. Warning: Eating too many apple pies will increase your body mass and make you fat. Eat with caution.

"Wow! each cake pop has 10,000 calories? That's five times higher than the Apple pie," I comment as I observe the sweet delicacies. 

"I haven't found a workaround to make my foods dietetic. It's something I'm struggling to improve," Selene admits, troubled, "still, they will buff you enough, making you more powerful than before."

"I can make an exception then."

"I think I'll pass," Elektra crosses her arms and shakes her head left and right. 

"Why?" I ask.

"I watch my diet," the blonde wizard responds. 

My jaw drops."Really now?" I cock an eyebrow, surprised and annoyed. 

"These cake pops will make you three times stronger compared to last time," Selene interrupts our silly argument and turns to Elektra. "I promise I'll make a diet version of my cakes, but for now I hope you forgive me and eat it."

Elektra makes a long exhale. "OK, but only this time." 

I can't believe we're still having that kind of discussion. 

"Is there any difference between the dark and the white chocolate?" I wonder, as my brows snapped together.

"The dark chocolate cake pops will Increase your attack while the white chocolate will increase your defense," Selene explains quickly.

"Then we eat one each?" I asked, hoping I could eat both tastes.

Selene Shakes her head. "Unfortunately, you can't. For some reason they neutralize each other's capabilities. I'm still working on the recipe and haven't found it yet. I'm probably missing something," she confesses, running her hands through her hair distressed. 

Now this makes me wonder which of the two I should choose. Probably I should eat the white cake pop and let Ambrosia tank. Now that I mentioned her, where is she? I look around and Ι see her putting a ball of yellowish ice cream on a cone. "Ambrosia you shouldn't!" I tell her with a serious frown. 

"No one tells me what to do pet," she forces a fake smile and licks the tip of the yellow ice cream provocatively. The moment the ice cream touches her lips, she chokes and immediately collapses.

I scan her with my insight. The tooltip notification above her says paralyzed. 

"What happened!" I panic, looking at Selene.

The Reaper girl stands frozen. "I ... I have no idea," she stammers freaking out, "I've eaten that ice cream several times, and it's my favorite. It's not poisoned either."

With my insight I perform a deep check on the ice cream's ingredients. Garlic Ice Cream. A flavour of ice cream comprising vanilla cream to which garlic is added. Warning! Do not consume if you're on a date or if you're a Vampire. searching through my bestiary, I find that garlic can cause serious damage to a normal Vampire, even kill it if consumed. Thankfully Ambrosia is a Vampire Lord and therefore she isn't in danger of dying, yet she'll be paralyzed in bed for 24 hours. 

"She's a vampire and ate a Garlic Ice Cream," I shout, shifting the corners of my eyes to Selene.

"It's not my fault she ate it," she keeps staring fixedly on Ambrosia.

"What now? The wizards will be here in a couple moments and our strongest member is out for good," I squeeze my eyes shut and grit my teeth full of anger. Is there anything we can do? 

"My foods are good for buffs mainly, while a few others provide cognitive enhancement. I remember one of my dishes helped an amnesiac wizard remember his past," She lets out the harsh breath. 

"What did you just say?" Elektra stops massaging the back of her neck.

"My foods are good for buffs," Selene Repeats quizzically.

"Athanassios this means we might be able to break Zoe's curse and make her remember who we are," Elektra drags her hawkish gaze to Selene. "Will it work?"

The Reaper rubs her temples. "Who is Zoe exactly?" 

I give her a quick explanation of how we first met with Zoe, how she died and the recent events in the Haunted Mansion. "What do you think? Could this work?" I raise my hand and place it on her shoulder. 

Her cheeks become red, and she comes closer, our lips only a few inches away. "For you I'll make sure it works," she says as she plays with a lock of my hair. "While I make the 'Mushroom Omelet', get her out of her interdimensional prison and immobilize her in that chair, so that we can force her to eat."

"Are you sure it won't kill her?" Elektra scratches her head. Once more doubting Selene's cooking abilities. The Reaper glares daggers.

"That's enough!" I facepalm, then shift my angry glare to Elektra. "We have to be together in this and as the master of this place I forbid arguments about this matter. It's my decision for your information, Treasurer."

"OK, as you wish, my master," Elektra submits to my authority with a feint, sly smile. It seems she likes a man as myself being in complete control. "Want me to release her now?"

"Won't you eat my cake pops first? It will make you strong enough to immobilize her easily," Selene proposes pointing at the pastry box.

What she says makes sense, however if we won't be able to have Zoe act as a tank, then I'll need to eat a white cake pop to increase my defense and act as a tank, instead of managing the Vampire Castle. 

"Proceed," I order and activate Primal Savagery. "We'll decide what cake Bob we'll eat after we make sure Zoe can join us."

"I understand..." Selene replies and prepares herself, drawing hair short scythe. 

Elektra releases Zoe, and in an instant the rag doll makes her appearance. She seems startled and in that lone second, Selene makes her move, hitting her with the back of her sword, paralyzing her.

"That was easier than expected," I rub my chin, surprised.

"Heh..." is all Selene says. "Tie her so that I have some time to prepare the omelet ."

We do as she says. The aroma from the fried mushrooms, and the eggs is pleasant, spicy, and wholesome. I'd like to give it a try after all this is over. I'll taste every dish Selene has to offer in time, her included as the supper...

Selene brings the dish on a white plate with a spoon. I perform a deep scan on the omelet. 

Mushroom Omelet with Chives. 

Ingredients: 2 Table Spoons of Olive oil, 1 minced Shallot, 1 pound of white magic mushrooms with psychedelic effects, salt, ground pepper, 1 minced garlic glove, 2 teaspoons parsley, 4 eggs, 1 tablespoon chives, 1 teaspoon low-fat milk, 3 tablespoons grated cheese. Mushroom Omelet with Chives is rich in dietary sources of B vitamin. Warning: Eating more than a serving can cause hallucinations for a short period of time. Eat with caution. Calories: 150! Ideal for low-carb diet.

The Reaper brings the spoon near Zoe's mouth. I'm about to ask if she's going to be OK, then I bite my tongue. It wouldn't be wise to doubt Selene's cooking abilities now. Nonetheless, I should be careful of what I eat from this point on. Ambrosia is lying paralyzed, and Zoe will most likely have hallucinations for the rest of the day. It seems that only a handful of dishes are safe and have minimal negative effects, such as being high in calories.

Selene forces a few big chumps of omelet down Zoe's throat. The Rag Doll wakes up, singing some kind of lullaby, probably from the hallucinating mushrooms. With each bite though, she's getting better and better. At least she isn't complaining about the food and why should she. It looks delicious.

Optional Quest: Make Zoe remember successful! My NCI informs me as the rag doll eats the last bite.

"Zoe? Athanasios? Where I'm I and why I'm bound hand and foot," she protests calmly, then tears flood down her cheeks. "I thought I was dead, that's the last thing I remember. What happened to the rest of our team?"

At least she's taking it easier than expected. I can only imagine the mental trauma our former leader, Cadmus, has caused her. I guess the hallucinating mushrooms had a positive effect on her. Elektra's eyes water as well and she hugs Zoe, as I release her from her strains.

"Give her a brief explanation of what happened since the time we left the city of Tlos," I tell Elektra, leaving the two alone for a few moments, and sit with Selene on a nearby table. "You're still restricted by the curse to leave the kitchen?" I ask her, eyeing the duo sneakily.

"Yes. I won't be able to leave the premises of my new kitchen. I wouldn't mind if you could lead a dozen Here," she licks her lips wildly from anticipation. "I want to give these fools are lesson for what they did to me." 

"I'll do my best to guide them to your kitchen," I tell her as I relax back in my chair. I know the situation is dire, yet I feel calmer now that Zoe and Selene are with us.

Speaking of the devil, Zoe and Elektra approach our table. Both of them bow in submission and Say in Unison, "we thank you for all you did."

"There's much to be done. Leave thanks after we survive this. Zoe, will you be able to defend Elektra as I manage things from my throne?"

"Leave it to me, although I'm not sure I can be of much help against so many of my former comrades." 

I cast my gaze on Selene. "It's about time we taste those cake pops." 

She gets up and brings the pastry box from the nearby counter. "Zoe, and I will act as defense, therefore we'll eat the white cake pops. Elektra and you will take on the offensive, although you'll act only as backup Athanasios. It's more important you manage the Castle defenses for as long as we hold."

I take the dark chocolate cake pop and consume it with one large bite. The buttery taste overwhelms my taste buds in a triumph of sugar and flour, practically singing under the tangy flavour. I'm surprised at how easily the spongy layer gives way to my teeth, leaving the oozing chocolate to assault my mouth.

Damage output increased by 100%.

Speed increased by 100%.

Perception Increased by 100%.

That's amazing! I feel more powerful and my Threat Level increased to 26. I can even access spells of Tier 3 and get a bunch of new vampire abilities. From what Elektra had told me, only a few of the Elder Wizards can cast Tier 3 spells. This buff will give me a taste of what to expect once I reach level 26. I take some time to equip myself with the new spells and then I inspect what abilities my Vampiric Ancestry have unlocked.

Browsing through my list of abilities, I see a new option called Thrall Ability. I focus on it and get an explanatory notification: You're able to enslave beings into becoming your thralls by biting them, bending them completely to your will and your will alone.

Wow! That's handy and I'll make sure I bite as many as possible given the chance.

Browsing some more, I see I have new skills such as polymorph, Dominate and Charm. Great, my body is overflowing with power and I'm stronger than Ambrosia. My sexy companions look as tough as me. Elektra reached level 26, Zoe is 33 and Selene 34.

"I'm overflowing with power!" Elektra crosses eyes with Zoe in wonderment.

"Me too!" Zoe agrees as her powerful aura, commanding aura gives chills down my spine.

"Let's make them pay for stepping their churlish feet on our domain," narrowing my eyes to crinkled slits.

"Yes, master!" All three shout in unison.


Chapter 37

Ferocious Warrior Wizards







The board is set, the pieces are in play, and all that remains is to see what occurs and who will be the victor. I sit on my throne with the surveillance system activated and my army ready to defend the Vampire Castle. Initially I thought of placing my skeleton army in the front of the main gate and the secondary, depending on where the wizards attack. Then I rearranged them, placing them inside the castle tower to make the last stand there. Leaving them outside and unprotected against the wizard's projectiles would result in a massacre. Inside the chambers and the narrow corridors, however, the correlations will change to our favor. I don't hold any false hopes that one hundred level-1 skeletons will be able to put up much of a fight, yet we cannot underestimate their usefulness as cannon fodder.

Eventually, the Castle Surveillance notifies me they are here. They come in 4 scores, each numbering 20 Warrior-Wizards and Battle Mages. The elite wizard company is supposedly fierce and fearless, yet Ambrosia has managed to claim the lives of a dozen of them on our way here. Too bad she's going to be useless now. I'm sure the main battalion will follow, and the air unit is on the way too. It doesn't matter though, because in less than thirty minutes we'll be transferred to a new location, away from this mess. We just have to last got dammit!

The whole atmosphere of this "stage" reminds me of strategy games where you have to last till reinforcements come. This is the first time I've experienced so many mechanics so well implemented in a single game. Now that I think of it, it wouldn't be out of question to develop an army and conquer all of Anatolia. I ponder what will happen then. Will it change into a sim game where I have to manage a city or even an entire continent. 

I cast these thoughts aside as the elite wizard company enters the courtyard. Their leader is a Threat Level 17 Warrior Wizard. He's bald, with no hair anywhere on his head, probably the result of some kind of magic. Compared to the blue and white colors of the Phratry of Helios, his cloak along with the other elites is multichromatic, with glistering colors. This supposedly acts like a warning to strangers. In a way, their appearance resembles that of venomous creatures.

He shouts some commands and the Warrior Wizards immediately cast several defense spells such as Shield and Mage Armor. Something tells me these aren't the usual, easy to fool wizards we've encountered so far.

"Search for any clues," the Wizard Leader orders one of his subordinates, a black-haired man with tinted skin. "Take 20 men and search the County yard. Send a message if you find anything. The rest 3 scores come with me. I have a feeling we'll find our quarries inside the main tower." 

The company splits, and the main force enters the tower. Even before animating the skeletons, my concealment uncovers, as a wizard casts Detect Magic, a Tier 1 divination spell that helps the caster sense the presence of magic. Creatures or objects in the area that bear magic can be detected, thus my plan for ambush fails before it even starts.

"Ambush!" the wizard shouts even before the skeletons can animate." Destroy any pile of bones you see." 

The skeletons act as cannon fodder and this gives Zoe and Elektra the time they need to attack some of our opponents. Supposedly, Tier 3 spells are game changers and hopefully I'll witness their usefulness in this battle. The first spell Elektra casts is a hypnotic pattern, a Tier 3 illusion spell that creates twisting patterns of colors. The magic pattern appears momentarily, then vanishes and all the Wizards in the area that saw the pattern become incapacitated by it for a minute. In that moment, two-thirds of the wizards become incapacitated and are unable to perform any kind of action.

This is a handy spell to make an entrance. I command all my animated skeletons in the room to attack, hoping for a bloody resolution. To my surprise, the Warrior Wizards are more prepared than I thought.

"Hypnotic Pattern!" The bald Wizard Leader shouts and immediately five of those still having their senses take the vanguard and engage with the skeletons, blocking their path. The remaining shake the other men of their company, waking them of their stupor. 

I'm left enraged and admiring of their synchronized moves and reflexes. In a matter of moments, they're all back in their senses. Thankfully, the ruckus caused by Elektra has allowed Zoe to penetrate their ranks and two Warrior Wizards now lay dead. Zoe receives several attack spells such as magic missiles and Fire Bolts, forcing her to retreat. Elektra casts another Tier 2 spell called Lightning Bolt. This powerful spell hits eight Wizards with a stroke of lightning, killing instantly everyone in its path. Even those with Mage Armor and Shield. These are indeed powerful spells, yet the duo is unable to defend the ground floor anymore and retreats to the first floor. The few standing skeletons buy them the time they need to escape.

From this point on, however, things will be even harder, as Elektra has used all her Tier 2 spells and Zoe has already lost 25% of her HP. If all goes according to plan, we'll thin their forces till they reach the upper floor where I am and the three of us will make the last stand. Only twenty minutes before we escape, but even then, we must get rid of the menace, as the wizards and everything on the Vampire Castle will be teleported. Killing everyone in the end is of utmost importance for the plan to succeed.

The wizards proceed with caution to the next floor, fearing for another devastating strike like the last. This time, only two wizards take the vanguard and the skeletons on the stairs try to buy the duo some time. This gives me the time to see how Selene is doing inside her kitchen.




****




Never before in my short life in the Real World I've seen anything as quick as Selene. As the black-haired wizard and his team enter the kitchen, the Reaper girl appears before him and with her scythe ripping downward, she cuts him in two with a critical hit. The rest of the team doesn't fall in disarray as I thought they would, instead they follow the commands of the next in line. Another female wizard bursts fire from her hand casting Burning hands, but Selene is too quick. She dodges the attack, shielding herself with her scythe. Two other wizards try to stop her. The first one casts sleep trying to put her into magical slumber, but he fails as Selene is immune to that spell, being a servant of death. The other one casts Hideous Laughter, a Tier 1 enchantment spell that forces the target to laugh to the point that renders the target incapacitated and unable to stand. The Wizard's concentration breaks and the spell fails, as the reaper prioritizes him as her next target. At the last possible moment, Selene throws her scythe in a circular movement, ripping him in two like butter.

"Is that all you got?" She falls into a jeering ecstasy. "You'll be meat for my next dish. I had some ideas for Black Soup and needed human blood. My, my, you look tasty."

Things here look excellent and I shouldn't worry about her or the outcome of this battle. I should focus all my attention to the forces coming my way. Changing the surveillance system back to the first floor where Zoe and Elektra are, I put a note not to taste that Black Soup Selene is referring.




****




While the skeletons are buying us time, Elektra finds the time she needs to calm her anxiety for a short time. Although she wasn't injured on the previous floor like Zoe. Despite that, I can feel her heartbeat quickening and I worry as well. She's about to break down and if it wasn't for Zoe, she would have broken down by now. These men and women fighting us are legends and the most dangerous of the Wizard Guild. I can understand what she's going through.

The corner of Zoe's mouth twitches in a broad smile as the first Warrior Wizard enters the second floor. a roar of fury escapes from her as she charges against her first target with her daggers raised. The wizard is fast enough to deflect the first strike, but the second kills him with a critical hit from the lateral slice at his neck. 

More wizards deploy on the first floor and I send my skeletons to intercept them. The weapons move like serpents that spread death with each slicing movement. The combat around the duo falls away quickly as our opponents crash my forces like they're nothing. Zoe's attacks are brutal and effective, yet the long distance attacks she receives force her to retreat once more, claiming the lives of two more wizards.

Using Message, I contact Elektra and Zoe. "Retreat back to the second floor," I order them as I send my remaining skeletons to buy them sometime. A Fire Bolt hits Elektra in the back, receiving a 10 point hit from the critical attack and falls to the ground. Zoe helps her to quickly get up and together they head to the second floor. 

So far, only the initial attack back at the first floor was a success. In total, our enemies have lost 13 members while I've lost almost half of my skeletons. so far we've done exceptionally well but I'm not sure my girls can fare any better. The first attack caught them by surprise and Elektra was able to use more powerful spells, making a difference. Now they know all of our tricks, and the few traps I've laid won't make any difference.

The first three wizards to step their churlish feet on the 2nd floor go up in flames from a fire trap I've activated. Forty-four to go... 

Zoe charges once more, but this time she finds fierce resistance from a wizard holding a fire blade. It's the enemy leader and seems he's taking things into his own matters. Zoe swings her daggers to strike the enemy Wizard. The bald man raises his own fire blade and blocks the attack. The Rag Doll swings her 2nd dagger and strikes her opponent at his belly. Zoe smiles as the blade sinks into the wizard flesh. To her surprise, the blade breaks and she receives a blow, sending her flying several feet away. Fortunately, she received only 5 points of damage from the Shocking Grasp.

Zoe, enraged by the wizard breaking her dagger, a dagger that I remembered her carrying even back when we were fighting Ghouls back in the underground sewers, she jumps over and kicks the Warrior Wizard in the face. I smile taking note just how flexible and athletic Zoe is. 

"That was a family heirloom," she calls out, stomping the wizard's head into the ground with a critical strike against the back of their neck. I make another note to never piss off the Rag Doll. She may look fragile but she is almost just as strong as any tank. 

Elektra continues her assault on several Warrior Wizards from afar. Casting a barrage of Fire Bolts through the air weakening their defenses and forcing them to raise their shields while my constructs and skeletons run in breaking their lines. All seems to be going well until the next wave. 

As usual, the skeletons act as cannon fodder delaying the raiding party. This time things don't go as I want, and our opponents easily manage to overwhelm us. Elektra and Zoe barely escape as two wizards break the skeleton lines and start hunting them.

"Leave them be," the bald Wizard Leader shouts to his two subordinates. 

Either they don't hear him or they ignore him, the result is that they are burnt alive from the second fire trap that I've placed on the stairs that lead to the next floor. Forty-two remaining for the next four floors of horror. If we manage to get rid of a dozen till they reach the final floor we might have a chance to survive. 

Elektra sends me a message, "How many skeletons do we have?"

I reply instantly. "There are 10 on each floor. Just attack and try to thin their forces." 

"That's what we're trying to do here," her Mental Message says with a bit of irony.

This floor has more traps than any other room. I've placed my skeleton pawns In several key positions. If things go half as expected as they lose at least a dozen Men on this floor. The booby trap I had on the floor entrance activates, but no one dies. How is that possible, I wonder. More booby traps activate, but I don't see any wizard through my surveillance system. Looking at my sensor, I detect several green dots entering the floor and activating the traps. 

"Elektra what's happening?" I message her.

"They're using Unseen Servants," she replies with another message.

I've seen that spell on my spell inventory. It's a Tier 1 conjuration spell that creates invisible and shapeless forces that perform simple actions and tasks, such as cleaning, serving food and wine, and mending. They are connected with the caster through a mental link, and they can perish if they move more than 90 feet away. 

"Head to the next floor," I command them and give the same order to the Skeleton Warriors. If we can draw them far enough away they'll be useless. 

The girls quickly leave the place and the ten skeletons follow them right behind. The plan starts to work until the elite Wizard Warriors appear after a moment and secure the floor. Scanning each segment of the floor for traps and disarming them before they can be used. Damn! This floor was full with traps of cunningness.The same thing happens on the fourth and fifth floor. More Unseen Servants are cast and I'm forced to pull my forces to the 6th and last floor where I am. I won't lie to myself. Things are grim, and it seems I'm closer than ever to a game over. Let's see how things unfold and once I respawn I'll see How I can work things out. 

As they approach the Unseen Servants dissipate. Elektra fires a Fire Bolt behind her trying to cave in one of the walls but it's useless. I'm actually not that upset it didn't work. We may be at a disadvantage but I like my castle being in one piece. Strategically though, it would have bought us a little time and time is something we are desperate for. 

The final floor has only one trap in the entrance. There's no way for them to fall for that. My army currently numbers 30 skeletons, a wizard and a rag doll. The difference in levels is huge and only a miracle could save us now. I think of all the possibilities and the skills I have, trying to find the solution. Thrall could be useful, but it will be impossible to enslave even a single one of them with so many attacking . 

A constant stream of rhythmic thoughts interchange till a plan perfectly devilish comes to my mind. If we retreat back to the kitchen, we will have a much higher possibility of success. 

"Is there a way for you to fly?" I ask Elektra with burning eyes. 

"I don't, fly is a higher tier spell. I can use jump though." 

"Can you jump down the tower ?"

"I think I can," she says, her eyebrows forming a knot of curiosity.

"When I give you the signal, take Zoe and get out of here. Head to the kitchen," my eyes wander on both of them.

Zoe gives me an appraising glance. "I hope you aren't planning to stay here and die like a hero. This castle and we need a master." the Rag Doll gives me a promising wink.

"I don't plan on losing now," I tell her with a charming smile. When my face becomes grim. "prepare yourselves they are here."

The spiked trap on the entrance activates hitting nothing but thin air. Another Unseen Servant sacrificed. Damnit. I was wrong. They weren't done using them. 

"Proceed!" the bald wizard's voice echoes from the stairs. In no time 20 Warrior Wizards enter the room, all protected by Mage Armor and Shield. The rest of the force is still waiting patiently on the stairs. 

Momentarily, no one moves and then in the blink of an eye, our forces clash. Zoe runs towards a wizard and flips him over, forcing him to fall. She lands on his back and with her single dagger left she slices his throat wide open and leaves him on the ground bleeding out. 

She moves jumping onto another wizard who had just pulverized two skeletons with a Fire Bolt. The Rag Doll girl jumps at him, kicking his mouth with both legs, throwing him hard to the ground and leaves him paralyzed. That's our first legit prisoner. If I wasn't connected to the castle right now I could enslave them. If only Ambrosia were here. Her Dominate skill would come in handy right now. Hopefully, Selene is doing her best protecting her in the kitchen.

Elektra does what she knows best. She casts Fire Bolts and Chill Touch whenever a wizard attacks a skeleton and doesn't have his attention on her. Attacking your prey while it attacks another is the best possible tactic to cause a critical hit. The sexy wizard is proficient enough to do that again and again with success. She kills another wizard and turns to me. Suddenly, her face becomes pale and her face morphs from pain. The wizard is still alive and slices her on the back, leaving a deep wound and lowering her HP to 38%. I gaze at her in horror. 

The wizard slices her again and she loses another 20% of her HP. I stand up powerful and in the blink of an eye I appear right beside the wizard and behead him with Lush, my vampire sword, leaving a spray of blood in the air. Three other wizards attack me with Fire Bolts. I deflect them with my sword as they push me back. Elektra, dejected and defeated, collapses on the floor. I grab her and pull her up.

"Everything's lost," she mourns in tears.

"Take Zoe and jump down the tower. Follow the plan and everything will be fine," I try to cheer her up. I brush my hand down the side of her cheek. I can feel the dust, the ashes of wizards she's killed. Between the ash and the blood it's all my senses can take right now. I try to block it out as it envelops me like a cacoon. Things are feeling more hopeless now than they did at the Haunted Mansion. These Warrior Wizards are on a whole different level than the ones that came after us before. 

I tear off a piece of my tunic and wrap it around Elektra's body and use Chill Touch to bind it. The bleeding stops and she nods finally able to stand. 

I notice that my skeletons have almost been overwhelmed. Leaving the throne put them in a state of disarray and they are easy targets for the trained Wizard Warriors. 

Blood covers my hand, my wrist, and the better part of my arm where I held Elektra. I don't care what they are after. Why they decided to attack us. Whether it's for the treasure or some mystical artifact doesn't matter to me. They hurt one of my girls and now they are going to pay. 

I rush one of the wizards, throwing myself at them and casting Fire Bolt across the ground where they stand. Their boots are made of leather and start to catch fire. From the ground up I watch several of them burn. Frenzied they fall victim to my claws still covered in Elektra's blood. For a little over a minute I am an animal. As feral and wild as Ambrosia would be. When I look down at the blood on my arm I'm unsure which is mine, Elektra's or any of the wizards I've killed. Looking back I see Zoe standing back just as angry and wild as I am. With what little self-control I have left Lush and continue my bloodbath.  

More and more are coming up the stairs. I try to hold them off as much as I can but wave after wave is starting to wear down my stamina. While I receive several cuts and blows from the ferocious Wizards. Looking at Elektra, I see that she just jumped out of the window with Zoe. It's time I leave. Turning back to escape, I see a Wizard blocking my path. I use Hold Person to immobilize him and with a horizontal slash of Lush; I behead him and fly outside the window, as I transform into a bat.

A pyrrhic victory. We managed to escape. Now it's time for the last stand!


Chapter 38

The Last Stand




Ever since I've started leveling up more I've found myself growing more and more powerful. A part of me wonders if this is because of actions I've taken myself or my companions. Ever since I started I've done my best to play the hero, saving lives and rescuing people when I saw they were in need. I never had the intention of taking so many lives... but now, defending my girls, my castle, it feels right... and by extension, it feels damn good. 

Turning myself into a bat was strange. It felt less like a transformation and more of an out of body experience, like I was watching myself play a game. I could feel the wind around me, navigate it and instruct my body to fly but I was not in complete control. The creature inside of me had taken over and was reactive to my command. The transformation didn't last too long, no, from the moment I turned I could feel a countdown begin. Luckily, I was only a bat for a few seconds as I scanned the battlefield and landed on the ground turning back into myself. 

"I wonder what happens to my clothes when I transform?" I said thinking out loud. I was surrounded by a strange mist. I could still sense the battlefield as I had scanned it before. For the moment I knew the location of every one of these damn wizards. 




I pull myself up from the ground and pull out my sword Lush. I can count three wizards in front of the fog in front of me. One is a Threat Level 13 fighting several of my remaining skeletons, another Threat Level 14, and the third that is moving towards Elektra is Threat level 16. Priorities. I move as fast as I can through the fog slamming my sword into the back of the Threat Level 16 Warrior Wizard. I do 20 damage. Not bad for a first strike, he even has bleeding damage. That hasn't happened before. A damage multiplier has been added to my sword, now covered in blood from the battle raging around me. I swing it down again after ripping it out of the wizard's back. Bracing myself with my foot against his back. I start to laugh as he turns around and I bring Lush down into the side of his neck. Stepping back I let his body drop to the ground. 

These new powers are amazing. I feel so lucky to have gained the Vampire Ancestry. I think back to how weak I was in that cave, when I first appeared here. Nestor torturing me, Ambrosia dominating me. I was lucky I wasn't slaughtered back then. I still have a long way to go but once we escape these Wizards I'll have plenty of time to start training and leveling up again. After I celebrate with everyone of course. 

Focusing back on the battle at hand I move towards the Threat Level 13 Wizard and bash the back of his head with Lush. He falls forward into the claws of one of my Skeleton Warriors who immediately starts biting chunks of his flesh away. I can see it falling to the ground below their empty, arcane infused bodies. I trust them to take care of the rest and move onto my third target who has his eyes set on Elektra. 

Elektra has cast Shield and is defending herself from the Warrior Wizards Fire Bolts. I decide to cast one of my own. Attacking him from behind I do 10 damage. Not as much as I hoped. He turns towards me and fires several Fire Bolts in my direction. I block one of them with Lush while one skims my shoulder and the other my side. I'm still protected by my regular armor and the Cake Pops have increased my natural healing ability. 

"You're going to suffer for that," I shout out. The wizard starts to turn away. He looks like he's running in slow motion but it turns out beautiful Elektra had managed to crawl towards him and cast a spell. She's almost completely drained. 

Not quite close enough to strike I throw Lush through the air at the Warrior Wizard and watch him fall. My NCI informs me I've performed a critical strike and assassinated the Wizard. 

All the other Wizards are engaged in battle with my castle defenses. Scattered as they are. I kneel down beside Elektra as Zoe defeats her opponent, tearing the arms and head off another Threat Level 16 Warrior Wizard before rushing to our side. Rag Dolls might look fragile but they are far from it. Zoe is feral on the battlefield, wild, and sexy. She dances around the Warrior Wizards like fire, her red hair swaying in the wind. 

"Just hang in there. Seven minutes to go," I say to both. Elektra is limp from the battle and I hold her in my arms. Zoe is watching our backs.

Reaching Selene's kitchen, an otherworldly smell harasses my sensitive nostrils. The unit that was sent here to intercept us perished in a bloody battle. The only six remaining survivors are bound and gagged to the wooden chairs. Human corpses are piled on her appliances and their limbs litter the steel counters. In a rhythmic, creepy chant, the attractive reaper cooks something in a big pot. The foul odor is present everywhere.

"What's this smell?" Elektra wakes from her slumber. "I think I'm about to puke."

Selene looks at us. "I'll admit it. I haven't cooked Black Soup with human blood before." She giggles and continues stirring.

I inspect the black, muddy material that boils inside the pot. My NCI analyses and presents me its findings. Human Black Soup. This kind of soup was the main food of the Spartan warriors and was made of pork. It's disgusting food and many prefer a thousand deaths instead of eating it. This variation includes human blood.

There's no way I can eat this thing, and now that I think about it, why is she cooking in the middle of a battle?

"What's going on here?" I ask, confused. "You don't expect us to eat that..." I point with my sword at the boiling pot.

She gives me a hurtful gaze. I regret saying that, but something makes this body avatar of mine disgusted. I can barely stay here.

"I'm preparing the Black Soup for Ambrosia," Selene confesses with a sinister smile. "Usually Black Soup is made of pork but I had no such ingredient and therefore replaced it with human blood. The smell is strong and hopefully will reverse the impact of garlic."

"That's actually smart," I tell her. And cruel, I think to myself smugly. It will be a fitting punishment for Ambrosia. 

"Any reason you kept these vermin alive?" Zoe points in the direction of the six bound wizards.

"Not really. I thought of keeping them for ingredients or guinea pigs for my future cooking experiments," sexy Selene smiles.

"I have an idea," I rub my chin. "I'll make them my thralls." 

"Can you do that?" Zoe raises a single eyebrow.

"That's a new skill I obtained from the Cake Pops of Power that we ate," I admit, extending a hand towards Selene.

The Reaper makes a slight bow, raising her skirt a bit, provocatively displaying a part of her white underwear. "I'm glad I could be of service master."

I scoff at the obscurity of the situation. 

"The Warrior Wizards will be here in a moment. Prepare yourselves."

Selene takes an apple out all a fruit basket, "eat this," she urges Elektra. "It will heal you but you will lose all buffs from the cake pops." 

Elektra consumes the crunchy apple, and with each bite her HP increases while her levels decrease. 

"What about me?" Rag Doll Zoe protests, "look at my wounds!"

"You're still doing fine," Selene says, "We'll need your battle prowess in the battle to come. If however during the battle you're severely wounded, eat this apple to replenish your life force," she throws one at her. 

Zoe catches the apple midair like an expert baseball catcher.

"Release us now and Lord Damocles might give you a painless death," the first Wizard Warrior tells me.

"A lot of people lack the gift to know when to shut their traps," I retort and bite his neck. When I was Level 8, I didn't have any urge to drink blood, but reaching level 26, my hunger is different. I'm acting more as a vampire rather than a human sorcerer now. This also solves my initial question of what will happen to me with the Vampiric Ancestry. That's the price one has to pay for being a hybrid race.

Drinking hot blood feels like the best luxury in the Real World. I feel the heat running down my throat and I shake involuntarily from ecstasy. My prey screams and the sound tears through the kitchen like shards of broken glass. His eyes widen and the pulse quickens. I can feel his heart thudding like a trapped animal rattling in a box. I want to stop, I must, yet I can't. The euphoria has made me numb. Then, a scream comes again, so desperate and terrified... that wakes me from my reverie.

The Wizard Warrior is looking at me with admiration and lust. "How may I serve you, my master?" 

A tooltip notification above his head informs me that he's become a Thrall of mine.

"What have you done to him?" the second wizard in line asks in terror.

"You'll find soon enough," I give him a hawkish look and bite him, then I repeat the process with the other five. Now my army is ready and if Selene manages to wake Ambrosia, we'll be a force to be reckoned with. The scale is shifting in our favor. Momentarily, I thought it was a lose-lose situation, like the cut scenes in certain games where you must lose for the plot to progress. Its time for the final showdown.




****




Several more wizards attempt to break into the kitchen. My beautiful Reaper Selene dispatches them almost the very instant they cross the threshold. A part of me can't believe how lucky we are to have her on our side. I also can't believe the Wizard Guild never tried any of her amazing cooking. Every time she kills them she takes their bodies and throws them into a pile, bends over, and starts hacking away at their limbs. Buckets are laid underneath the bodies so that she can collect their blood. Selene seems excited to have a Vampire Lord to make meals for. I'm sure she's embarrassed by what happened earlier, and I have no doubt she is going to do everything it takes to make up for it. 

The fog outside is beginning to clear. More of my Skeleton Warriors are falling. It's too bad this castle doesn't have a mecha in the basement. I'll have to think about forging one in the future. A forge too. My minions will need powerful weapons. Blood-fueled weaponry like Lush that grows stronger in battle. 

"Elektra, when this is over can we freeze some of the bodies and store them in your po' pouch?" sexy Selene smiles turning towards us wide-eyed, a pile of bodies behind her. 

"What? Athanasios," Elektra turns towards me. 

"We'll build a freezer, we'll make it an extension of the kitchen," I quickly reply. The last thing I want right now is any kind of arguing or drama. Plus a freezer could be useful for many things, and Ambrosia will love having fresh blood bags on demand. Does blood taste better chilled? 

"Yessup!" Selene exclaims turning back towards the entrance. Another group of Wizards is approaching us. I actually start to feel a little sorry for them until I remind myself it's us or them. 




Lord Damocles, the leader of the Warrior Wizards, arrives and surrounds the kitchen from the front and back. Any escape will be futile now. The castle will be teleported in less than three minutes, I can taste victory so close at hand.

"The Griffin Unit is on the horizon," Elektra tells me with a blank gaze that chills me. 

"Fear not! They are of concern. The moment they get here it will be too late for them," I tell her with my interest flagged as I see them approaching. 

The enemy leader leaves the safety of cover and comes closer. 

"Surrender now and I promise you all a painless death, if you surrender that abomination, the Vampire Sorcerer," he shouts, curling cruelly his scarlet lips.

How does he know that I have the Vampire Ancestry? What gave me away? He must have the Insight just like me. His demand though could work in our favor. 

I order one of my thralls, the first I had bitten to escort me outside as a prisoner. 

"Lord Damocles, we have him restrained," my thrall shouts convincingly. 

"Why didn't you use Message to report?" Damocles asks, barely convinced. This guy is truly cunning and hard to fool, no matter what you try. I'm sure I'm the only person that ever gave him such a headache.

The thrall looks at me confused. "We were in a bloody fight. Master Andronikos is dead. Only six of us are still alive," my servant replies as I transfer my thoughts into him with the Mental Link.

Long pause. His lips frozen like marble.

"Come outside, bring him to me," he commands suddenly.

"It's impossible! It needs our combined power to keep him restrained," my Thrall forces a gasp. 

We can't go outside for two reasons. First of all, I'm sure Damocles will find out my thralls are under my influence and second he won't lose a chance to kill me on the spot. 

I check the teleportation hourglass. time runs slow to a trickle and these last few minutes feel endless. Still two minutes to go and the Griffin Unit isn't upon us yet.

"Hold him till the Griffin Unit arrives," Damocles concludes with his mood unaccountably chilled.

"Lord Damocles, I beg you. We can't hold for much longer," my thrall begs.

Damocles' lips part in a keen expectancy. "Hold you positions or come outside. Once the Griffin Unit arrives we'll bomb this place and be over with it. One way or another, the mission will be a success."

"We were found out," I whisper to the others. 

"We just have to wait for a little more. Once we teleport, we won't have to worry for the Griffin unit," Elektra's breaths with profound relief.

A roar outside disrupts the silence that rests in the air. The agitation increases and I hear the clatter from the front door. The Wizard Warriors headlong rush inside, disorganized. What frightened the mighty wizard warriors like scared sheep, forcing them to lunge forward?

"It's the Wild Boar," Zoe informs me.

"What? Didn't Elektra have it with her?"

"I left it here and told Selene to take care of it!" Elektra says.

The Reaper Girl cackles wickedly. "I gave the poor creature a Cake Pop of Power," she explains as she gives Ambrosia a spoonful of Black Soup. Ambrosia makes a grimace of disgust but keeps eating the muddy material.

Taking a quick look outside the window, I see the Wild Boar has already spiked two wizards on its long horns. The craziest thing is that it reached Threat Level 48! That explains why the Wizard Warriors abandoned their positions and tried to escape here. The last wizard that tries to hold it dies from a critical hit as it penetrates his abdomen with his horns.

Concentrating at the battle at hand, my Thralls and the trio of warrior women have already engaged in a fierce clash against the Warrior Wizards. It's impossible for me to guess who's going to be the winner of the battle. In this mass of steel and flesh, swords slash, shields break, and bones break. I search for Ambrosia, but she is nowhere to be found. Did she wake up from her slumber and melt inside the formless mass of the battlefield, or did Selene move her somewhere else?

I receive three Fire Bolts directly. Damocles and his two brutes catch me off guard and I fail to dodge.

You received a 3-Point Hit!

You received a 6-Point Hit!

You received a 7-Point Hit!

I still have 87% of my HP intact, though. The Cake Pop increased my total HP to 104 points.

I cast Lightning Bolt, a 3rd Tier, and kill one of Damocles' brutes instantly. His second rushes against me and trusts his dagger, but I parry it easily with Lush and kick him between his legs. My opponent gasps and leaves his dagger down. I put my sword to the ground and engage with him in a fist fight, exchanging a couple of fist blows with him. As I give him the final blow, I take Lush and thrust it into his heart, achieving a critical hit and leaving him dead. Elektra and Zoe cheer me on, trying to encourage me. 

I feel like everything is moving in slow motion as my adrenaline rushes through every part of my body. All the wizards are standing guard acoss one end of the room with their long staves, shields, and the few with magical swords with us on the other. I still don't see Selene or Ambrosia but I don't have time to figure out where or why they have disappeared. 

Damocles is my only opponent now. I concentrate my attention on him, ignoring the other Warrior Wizards. One of them attempts to jump on me from the front but Zoe takes him on and stops his blow with incredible force, pins him down to the ground and stabs his stomach over and over again with her remaining dagger, killing the bastard on the spot.

Damocles nods and another attacks. A Threat Level 17 wizard. I slide Lush into his side and activate my fire sword in my left hand. With two blades I split him in half like I'm cutting a ribbon with a pair of scissors. On one side his legs are still kicking, the other his mouth is gasping, crawling with his arms back towards his master. Damocles looks down at the fallen warrior and dispatches him with a blast of fire from the palm of his hand. 

"Your own soldier?" I say cursing. Even knowing they are our enemy I can't stand watching leaders betray their own. Damocles reminds me of how Cadmus had betrayed the Adventurers Guild in the underground dungeons. I turn back and I see I'm not the only one. Zoe is enraged. 

"Stand back," I say turning towards her. I just got her back in my life. The last thing I want to do is lose her. Plus, this is my fight. "Damocles is mine!"

Damocles smiles and puffs out his chest. I really hate him. I can see nothing but arrogance across his face as he smirks and two more Wizards dash towards me from both the left and right. I prepare myself in a defensive stance with Lush, deactivating my Fire Blade for the time being. They are less than three feet from me when Ambrosia comes and fights against both of them at the same time. She fights back ferociously and leads them back towards the center of the room. More go after her. She's surrounded by seven Warrior Wizards, yet she's managing fine against them. I'm glad she's back on her feet and fighting right beside me. 

The situation is still severe and the Griffin Unit has arrived early and started their assault, bombing the Vampire Castle blindly. I see the castle's HP bar gradually decreasing down to 15%. I can hear explosions from everywhere.

Damocles casts Misty Step and appears just besides me. That was unexpected. He hits me with a shocking grasp and I gasp, breathing out air as I lose 10 hit points from the critical hit. He then takes out a gem and calls forward its power, then points his finger against me. A thin green ray springs towards me and I understand he cast a legendary Tier 6 transmutation spell called Disintegrate. I raise my vampire sword Lush and the ray hits the blade directly, cracking it. I receive a critical hit of 52 points but survive, somehow, with only a fraction of my life force. 

"What have you done!" Ambrosia shouts in delirious wonder. Her face remains pale and white, while her eyes remain steady to my blade. This is pure fear that travels in Ambrosia's eyes but doesn't make it to her facial muscles. I get up again and look at my blade. Turning it over in my hand. The crack is big, but my sword will last for the time being. Ambrosia gives an understated sigh and attacks my opponent in a frenzy.

Damocles casts Hold Person on her, immobilizing her momentarily. "We'll meet again, Vampire Sorcerer," he tells me and escapes through the back door of the kitchen.

I follow right behind him, limping and gasping, when a deafening explosion happens and I find myself midair. Walls shatter as smoke and fire rush inside. Hundreds of pieces of steel and glass shower down in a deadly rainfall and just before I lose my senses, I hear Ambrosia and Elektra screaming above me. My vision becomes a blur and the last thing I see is my HP with 1 Point remaining.

You have been paralyzed! My NCI informs me.




****




Familiar giggling voices echo in my sleeping consciousness. Upon waking, I'm abominably sore all over, yet I manage to burrow my face into the caressing embrace of warm, soft bosom. 

Wait a moment, am I still dreaming or is this some kind of game over? 

Watching the jingling breasts coming near me, all my terrific pains become a thing of the past and all I do is bury my muzzle between her cleavage. Rising both of my heavy eyebrows from my slumber, I become aware of the coolness of the air. I'm inside a large bedroom and all four of my girls are sleeping with me, wearing only their underwear, with the exception of Ambrosia. She wears her red negligee. Elektra is sleeping right behind me. She opens her beautiful blue eyes for a moment and yawns like a purring cat. Her adorable button nose and pink lips curl in a pleasing frown, then she closes her eyelids again. Zoe is wearing a loose-fitting blouse and beneath I can see the outline of her teardrop-shaped breasts clearly visible. Obviously, she isn't wearing a bra. Her wild red hair curls on the white sheets like flame. Even Selene is here, away from her kitchen and out of her chef uniform. Her nipples are pink and erect and it's the first time I've seen her topless.

My NCI comes back online with the familiar stats and windows appearing all over my vision. 

A window pops up: Main Quest: Escape the Rough of the Phratry of Helios completed successfully!

I dismiss the notification and another appears. You leveled up!

It seems I reached Threat Level 9 now that the buffs from the Cake Pops of Power have faded out.

Checking out the rest of my menus, I see only two of my thralls have survived, and I have seven prisoners located in the Cursed Prison. I'll transform them into my thralls later as well.

Accessing the Global Map, I notice we've been transferred to the Dead Bog successfully, away from any danger. I ponder for a moment what happened to Damocles and if my girls managed to kill him.

Silent like a cat, I get up and go outside my room, leaving my gorgeous harem of warrior women alone and sleeping. I find myself on the fifth floor of my tower. Numb and dizzy, I head to the last floor upstairs. The Vampire Castle has transferred to the steep edge of the highest area of the Dead Bog. From so high up everything is visible, like a decaying autumn leaf lying gently on the ground. The rocky peaks rise from the ground, as if trying to reach for the sky, and at the base the Dead Bog lies ahead with its corroded soils.

Like a world without frontiers, I wonder where this journey will lead me...







The End 
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