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Blood Knowledge


Dram watched as Masters left his office, keeping an eye on his security monitors until the player’s avatar had finally left the building. The troublemaker was always bringing new problems to his doorstep, demanding that he provide information at lower-than-normal rates. Realistically, he really, really should have said no, but Masters also brought quite a bit of business his way. And anyways, it was good to have an in with someone who was as blunt as the claws that he used.
Of course, he had to admit, the fact that someone was making a move against Masters meant that things were going to get bloody. The man seemed to think that he was a political player, a smooth operator of some sort. 
In reality, the only reason no one else had ever taken him out was because Masters was really just that good at getting things done, whether it was taking out troublesome players or managing new vampires as they arrived. Add on to that his first mover advantage and, really, trying to deal with Johnathan Masters was just too much trouble for what it was worth for most people.
He knew things were going to get heated, especially now that Masters was intent on taking action. More importantly, whatever he chose to do, it would have ramifications on the individuals not just in this city but other locations as well. 
Whatever was going on, it likely had something to do with the latest release. Everytime an update happened, well, things changed. Reputations and digital fortunes were lost and made each update, with the livelihood and career of professional players always in jeopardy at those times. It’d be worrisome, if the developers did a Gun Gala and gate certain weapons via monthly subscription fees. That one move had killed a third of their player base, made professional players who resold their weapons persona non-grata and left the shooter gaming community reeling for two years.
Eternal Night, for all its flaws, was relatively stable. It had a dedicated fanbase as mid-tier game. Of course, like any middling company, they had designs on growing bigger, which meant drastic changes could and would happen.
And Dram really, really was not looking forward to actually finding a real job. Especially since he had almost no useful real world skills or contacts.
All that meant he had a lot of work to get done now, as among other things, everyone would start coming to him for more information.
That probably also explained why he bothered to keep in contact with Masters. Like a canary in the coal mine, the vampire had a tendency to catch whiff of new problems faster than anyone else. And since Dram was his preferred supplier, it meant he caught wind of things before anyone else.
All of which left him and his various competitors with a lot more work.
He glanced down at his keyboard for a second, and then looked up to his computer monitors, pulling up his contacts and sending out this tidbit of information to everyone. More importantly, he started the process of dragging them online.
Emergency meetings were always hard to organize, especially since nearly half of the players were still out. One of the reasons most people chose to play an information broker was because it required so little actual time in the game itself.
Set up the right connections, buy the right secondary programs and contacts, make sure you reviewed your offline parameters for the avatar, and all that information would flow in with minimal problems. The longer you stayed out, of course, the more information the game would dump into you. Which was why most regular players would ensure they logged in at least once a day. Even if for nothing other than some basic maintenance.
Once you did that and reviewed the data, you could hang out with your friends and just play power broker. It also meant that they were one of the strongest organizations within the game. After all, if everyone was only part time, there weren’t a lot of egos to deal with. This was played for fun, not for money. And while there were egomaniacs, the nature of being a power broker meant that contacts were important—and anyone who pissed off enough players eventually found themselves frozen out.
Not that that impacted Dram very much. After all, he was a full-time player. Had to be, what with his issues in the real world. Better to be here, considered ugly and unwanted, than out there and be considered, well, ugly and unwanted.
For a second, Dram’s leg jittered, nervous rocking energy transferred to a stupid neural tick. He froze as he realized what he was doing and shook his head. No; here, he was Dram. Unwanted perhaps, ugly certainly—but ugly only in a game sense. More than one assignation had been completed and finished because, well, VR ugly was not the same as real-world ugly.
Or something.
He had no idea about how people thought. Men or women.
His leg stopped moving, he forced himself to breathe and relax.
In any case, he was Dram here, and he had power. Respect. Money. And most of all—contacts.
Fingers flew across the keyboard, sending out messages to all the other power brokers. Soon enough, he started receiving replies. Some confirming information received, others indicating they would look into it further.
He read through the messages, and once they started slowing, he leaned back. The question was what else to do? And really, at the end of the day, the answer was simple.
Get moving.
Of course, he was a Nosferatu, named after that old, old movie. They even modeled much of the makeup and character models off the main character, giving them a flat, smooth head and long ears as well as eyes that were a little too-wide.
Truth was, they didn’t look human at all, which was ostensibly the major drawback of choosing the Nosferatu bloodline in the game. What the creators hadn’t realized, while creating a system and game that was so true to life was that it also left a huge exploit.
Making his way over to an adjacent side room, Dram proceeded to open his wardrobe drawers, scanning through his makeup kit. Quite a few makeup artists had actually joined the game, picking the Nosferatu and using the character models as a way to practice their work while playing a game.
He wasn’t a professional, of course, but there were quite a number of forums, videos, and documents detailing the best methods. After all this time, multiple years doing this, he’d grown a rather deft hand at applying the makeup.
First came the bronzer, a little coloring, little change to the ears via some prosthetics and tape. Then, the wig, alterations on the eyebrows and slope of the forehead via applied latex skin, some cheek implants, and even a small, wispy goatee. That was all that was needed to transform him from a very clear and unnatural being to just a normal, though somewhat ugly, human.
Grinning into the mirror, Dram gave himself a quick nod and stood up.
Time to go.
***One of the things about dealing with the question of whether someone was going after Masters was the ultimate why. Of course, everyone knew that it had to do with the game update, but what the update actually included, no one exactly knew yet.
Oh, there were a billion and one different theories running around on the internet, everyone somehow feeling that they had their inside scoop on this. Dram knew though that the company was extremely vigilant about letting any information leak from the outside.
That didn’t mean he didn’t understand that there were information leaks on the inside. Little hints that the company purposely left in their minor updates, information that was passed on to their own NPCs to make sure that players who knew about how the game was played could set themselves up for future success.
Over the multiple versions that Dram had played, there were more than a few players who had managed to make their name by correctly guessing what the next evolution of the game would be. Positioning yourself way in advance to make the most of an update could easily make a vampire. Or just as easily break them.
As for himself, he wasn’t one of those lore masters. Dram’s focus had always been figuring out what the players were currently doing. That didn’t mean that he was entirely in the dark about the rumors of upcoming changes, but he did leave it for others to figure it out before he swooped in and paid for their hard-earned knowledge.
Even so, with new moves being made, it was clear he was behind the curveball this night. It was not a position he enjoyed being in, which meant he needed to get active. In this case, there were a few people he knew who were likely to know something.
All of that was a long way of saying: he was out and about this night, leaving his much-vaunted, highly protected residence. He hated doing that, really, but even now, going out as Dram instead of his meat body was different. He couldn’t exactly put a finger to it, and it still drained him mentally and emotionally to interact with others even in the game.
Still better than real life.
It probably said something about his world and himself. That if someone had really cared, they would probably have had a chat with him about therapy. Luckily, Dram didn’t have friends or family in that sense, none at least who would have noticed the fact that he had not actually left his apartment other than to toss the garbage away in over two months.
Maybe it was because he was a fellow introvert that Kasia actually let him in. He listened as the metal door slid open, the gates pivoting on smooth pistons, allowing him entrance into her high-rise condo. Set in the middle of the city, it had one of the best views he had ever seen, a full 360-degree observation of the world below.
It amused him, really, that it was an introvert vampire that owned the most expensive piece of real estate that he personally had entered. Even in game worlds, it was a staggering level of cost that beggared his own mansion on the edges of the city. And, unlike Kasia, he had land!
Even more amusing—it was not as if she would ever make use of it during the day, when sunlight streamed in and would cook her vampiric body. UV shielding and curtains could only do so much, even when the game made some allowances to ensure that players could “play” during the daytime.
What were vampires, if they could go out in daylight?
Well, he knew the answer to that one, and they were called Fangers. Looked down upon by the majority of “serious” players, though of course, they had their own subculture in Eternal Night. In fact, Dram had to admit, they probably were a larger percentage of the gaming population than the Bloods like him. Still, he paid little attention to them, since their intrigues, their method of playing bisected his own business little.
As he strode in, Dram found Kasia lounging, looking over the city below as she browsed the web and had a chat with someone in her living room. Dram flicked his gaze over the other gentleman, marking name and face and bearing. It didn’t take long to figure out that he was human, the beat of his heart, the human stink was quite, quite present and noticeable.
He assumed he was another one of her blood dolls, another one of her tendrils reaching out into the city. Dram worked with individuals and vampires—real ones. Kasia worked with the game system, using blood dolls and paid informants all over the city to give her the same level of information.
Of course, what she wanted and what she was interested in was really the lore of the world. It was why entire sections of this penthouse was dedicated to her library, the accumulated knowledge that she’d acquired over the last three major version updates of the game.
Those version updates had been interesting. The first had been the expansion of the cities, going from a few major cities per time zone to almost a dozen major locations all across the major time zones. That expansion had been one of necessity, with a series of other minor updates, including the first introduction of the daytime, logged-off series.
The second version update had added smaller villages and cities, a location for those who wanted to replicate certain popular book series in the game and those who had no desire to fight for control in the bigger cities.
The third major update had added even more cities, floating locations, and the influence system, along with a large number of new bloodlines that had been expanded. At that point, the daytime avatar mods had reached its current status, in all the major ways, at least.
“Dram! What is it that you want?” Kasia said, upon seeing him fully enter.
“Right to the point as usual,” Dram said.
“Would you have it any other way?”
“No. It’s very refreshing really
*********
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