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			Chapter One: The Blight of Tepes Keep

			Father Terrance O’Hara kneeled at his favorite pew and tried to pray away the dark memories that haunted him lately. He wore his full sermon robe, complete with a prince purple sash and the proper white collar to match. From the moment he was old enough to say “Amen,” his parents had distilled in him a profound love and respect for the church and their men of the cloth. His father was a preacher at the local Newton church, always putting on a hell of a show every Sunday at 10am. His mother homeschooled him through his early years, and when he was old enough, he went to North High School. It was a difficult transition the first semester, his peers were not as wise to the ways of a preacher man, and he was not wise to the ways of the average 80s high school student. Outside of his extreme faith, he was not a bad-looking man. In his youth, he was a man of average build with a sharp haircut and a nice toothy smile. His preachy attitude was what usually caused a ruckus in the cafeteria. Once a grace period had passed, his fellow classmates and Terrance came to an understanding. After a while, they found his quotation of the bible charming in a quirky sort of way. He became known around the North as “The Bibleman,” and Terrance grew to like his nickname. 

			In his sophomore year, he started a bible club, which at first was met with criticism and concern about church and state, but when Terrance revealed that “Bible Club” was just a cheeky nickname for a community outreach program at North, the outrage died down. Terrance became quite popular as a “good egg” to the town, and while he didn’t get invited to parties, he was welcome at the odd one he showed up to. He was a poor student, averaging low Cs at best. However, his parents stopped homeschooling him for the social aspects, not the academics. If one looked past his grades, Terrance was quite intelligent. North was filled with hippie teachers left over from the 70s, and the issue was that Terrance didn’t respect them. All in all, he was a model student and a model citizen of the town of Newton. 

			On his 18th birthday, Howard O’Hara took him aside as soon as he woke up. He led Terrance to his study, a fresh Pabst in hand, and calmly asked him to sit down. He offered young Terry the drink, and a confused Terry started to decline, but Howard insisted, saying he’d need it by the time this talk was over. He reluctantly took it from his father’s hands and noticed there was a slight trembling to them. The beer felt cool to the touch, and he opened the pin with a clink, followed by the fizzing of the beer. He took a quick sip and almost gagged. It tasted sour and bitter, almost like donkey piss. His father seemed satisfied, however, and nodded in solemn approval. Howard O’Hara was a solemn man, his hair was snow white, and a bushy mustache filled his upper lip. There was a tired sense of fear in his eyes, with a hint of shame. He swallowed what little fear for this talk he could and began his unfortunate tirade. 

			“Terry, it’s ‘bout high time I told ye the true nature of our family business.” Howard began. Terrance looked at his father with a strange look and began to speak, but Howard put up a hand. “Hang on, this will not be a pleasant talk, lad, but it needs to be said, and I’d rather get through it quickly as silver.” Always one to obey the patriarch of the O’Hara household, Terrance kept silent and sat quietly through his father’s sordid tale. 

			“For generations, the O’Hara line, from the colonies to the old country, has preached the good lord’s words, his teachings, be good to your fellow man, all that jargon. My father was a priest, his father was, and so on and so forth. Sons and daughters alike found the call of the cloth one way or another. My father came over to America right around the Great Depression, when cheap labor became even cheaper. You might not know this lad, but we aren’t wholly Irish. The family became the O’Haras when your great-great-grandmother migrated from Italy, where our family name was Harper. Before Harper, we were the Hagels, a proud and strong family in Germany. Really, we can trace our blood all throughout Europe. From dreary Irish hills to the Mediterranean. Wherever there was work to be done, we did it…” Howard began to trail off, seemingly lost in thought. Terrance politely said-

			“Dad?” he urged. Howard looked up, pale as a ghost. He quickly regained his composure and forced a smile onto his face. 

			“Right, right, uh, where was I?” He questioned out loud. 

			“Something about work all over Europe?” 

			“Right, right. Well, our most famous ancestor, famous for the wrong reasons, I might add, was a man named Abreham Van Hagel. In “popular culture,” you might know him, lad.” Howard was prodding his son like he knew the answer. Terrance thought for a second, then, against his better nature, laughed and cracked a corny smile. 

			“Dad, are you talking about Abreham Van Helsign from that cheesy movie from the 30s?” He laughed once more, but his smile and laugh quickly faded as he noticed his father scoff and shake his head.

			“Van Helsign, never say that ridiculous, meaningless name in my presence, boy. Bram Stoker was a crook and a fraud. He heard the story of the great Abreham Van Hagel and took it as his own, turning it into a work of bollocking fiction. But to answer your next question, yes, lad, I do mean that man. Abreham and the Hagels that came before him, and every member of our bloodline after, has sought out and fought the very forces of Hell itself.” 

			The two sat in silence for a moment as Terrance mulled over the dark truth in front of him. For a moment, he had the urge to laugh once more, but seeing his father’s stony eyes staring at him subdued that urge in him. Fighting the forces of Hell? Van Hagel? Has the old man finally lost it? He thought to himself. Reasonable thoughts to have, as he had met his dad. He was a serious, mundane man. He rarely drank, and he rarely swore, and those were his only two vices. The fact that his father killed demons seemed more ridiculous than demons actually existing. 

			Howard, realizing his son was having problems accepting this, got up from his seat and walked over to his desk. He reached behind it and opened the main drawer, and fuddled around, searching for something. After a minute, he pulled from the void a rather large and musty leatherbound notebook. The leather was blackened and frayed, and it had the sort of smell one could only find in century-old literature. He walked over to Terrance and put a reassuring hand on his shoulder, holding the notebook in his right hand. Terry couldn’t help but notice his hand was shaking even more like he had gained advanced Parkinson’s overnight. 

			“Terrance…” He began. “This is the notebook of Abreham Van Hagel. It has been passed down from generation to generation. I have marked what you need to read. Take it, boy.” Howard commanded. Terrance took the book from Howard’s still shaking hand and opened it to a crudely, yet oddly well-marked page, like it had been a tradition to mark this passage from one hand to the next. “Read this, and hopefully, you’ll understand and believe our families’ burden. After that, we must discuss your role in it.” 

			Without another word, Howard sat down, grabbed the drink that Terry had modestly put down, took a swift and long drink from it, and watched his son learn about the family business. 

			Seeing no other course of action, Terrance looked down at the harshly scribbled words in front of him and began reading. It had been over thirty years since Terrance had read that passage, but he still remembered the words of his ancestor, the great Abreham Van Hagel, every shape of the letters, every misspelled, misshapen word. Every dark deed and evil thing he saw in that passage. In his bleakest moments, his mind always went back to that passage, and in those moments, he hated his father more than anything else in the world for bringing this damned life to him. Even now, in the safety of his pew, he felt a chilling fear as he remembered the marked tome:

			“May 14th, Year of Our Lord 1797.

			I write this now as a confession, an explanation, an oath, and an apology to my children and my children’s children. A fortnight ago, I finished the first and what might be the last great hunt of my career. Under normal means, this would be cause for celebration, yet in doing this, I have doomed my family for the rest of our line. I have cursed my blood, tainted it with the very evil I sought to destroy. 

			In the Romanian hills, in the deepest parts of Targu Mures, there stood the ancient keep of the infamous warlord Vlad Tepis. He was a barbaric man in life, impaling the innocent on massive spikes while they still drew breath. In death, if the rumors were true, he had become even more of a monster. In my travels across the countryside, in what at first was a noble quest to rid it of a festering corruption that had invaded neighboring regions, I found the source of this corruption. Whatever it was, it had resided in the castle. It stood against the late morning sky like a monolith of sin. 

			I heard of this Tepis as I journeyed across the land. He was a great conqueror, and the people rejoiced when he finally perished. The castle had been abandoned to the ravishing winds of time and the cruelty of nature, yet for almost 300 years, it remained. 

			A village had formed near the castle, a small settlement by the name of Rhinewood. The people of Rhinewood were poor and decrepit, plagued by all manner of diseases. There was a stench of evil in the air, a rotting smell of the decay of the soul itself. It was clear to me the shadow of the Tepis keep was a boil on this city, spreading a disease that normal peasants could not handle of their own accord. 

			I am a man of God, a warrior of God. I had to take it upon myself to save them from the blight of Tepis Keep. Yesterday, I had arrived at the town and found a small crowd of peasants gathered to see me in. 

			They looked in awe at my arrival. I wore the clothes of a nobleman, the armor of a templar, and the sword of a holy man. A quick glance at the village showed no sign of a chapel. Perhaps once the evil was vanquished, I could help these poor folk see the light of the lord. I asked them what they knew of the castle above, and they shriveled away from me like rats. All except one. This man stood upright, and his clothes were clearly of a cleaner cloth than the rest of the peasants. 

			I asked him why they ran, and he said they feared the dragon of Targu Mures. What did he know of the dragon, I asked this well-kept stranger? He simply smiled and said, “Only that he has tormented this place for almost 400 years. He is the great Impaler rebirthed from the pits of hell.” 

			I asked the stranger how a man as evil as Tepish could escape the unholy retribution of the black pit. He claimed the Impaler had struck a deal with an arch lord of hell. In exchange for a soul every year he was on Earth, he could stay in the mortal realm. “But Tepish is as clever as he is twisted. The talk of the land is he got out of paying his debt and still lives among the living. But 300 years as a Hellspawn has changed him. Deformed him into a creature beyond the comprehension of mortal men. A Vampyr, an unholy creature of the night that feeds on the blood of the living.” 

			I was familiar with the vampyr, wretched things that scuttle and hide like cowards from the light of day. I had encountered a few of them scattered across the region. If the primeval of this land was truly a king of such horror, then surely killing him would cleanse this land of weakness. I asked the stranger how he knew such things, and he claimed he had lived in the village all his life. He had heard the tales, and even on occasion, on a drunken walk home from the tavern he minded, he had seen the ghastly specter of Tepes in the moonlit night. 

			I looked at the town once more as the stranger finished his story. The town was amiss. Simple wooden homes were scattered across a tightly knit circle. A well lay in the center. Broken dirt paths entrenched it and went across many directions. It was a simple town, clearly full of simple, perhaps godless people. Yet it was my duty to help them. I asked the stranger if he could lead me to the castle and perhaps in it. He hesitated, but when I offered him a small bag of coins. His eyes lit up, and he agreed to be my guide. If there was one sin all men are guilty of, I truly do believe it to be greed. 

			The raven-haired stranger led me up a small mountain path on foot. I had left my faithful steed tied outside the local tavern. It was only a short walk on foot, and as the night began to descend upon us, I wanted to be prepared for any manner of surprise attack. 

			The stranger in front of me, I did not fully trust. He was raven-haired. Not something one would see in this part of the world usually. His eyes were a silver gray, and the peasants were rough-haired and pale as snow. The stranger’s skin was not black but more of that of an olive. It was a strange sight for a stranger in these woods. But he provided a much-needed service. 

			It was a short stroll yet felt long as it took the sun to move a quarter. The light had almost faded, and as we approached the fates of the keep, we saw the courtyard. It was littered with the skeletal remains of The Impaler’s’ many victims. Some still stuck to their pikes like the dead web of a long-gone spyder. Their faces stuck in a perpetual fright and pain that showed in their skulls. 

			My body churned, and I fought against the bile that was building in the pit of my throat. I had seen carnage, but this was something truly evil. The stranger seemed unphased, and my distrust towards him only grew. I instinctively touched the handle of the sword on my belt. 

			He turned and faced me, saying that this was as far as he could take me. The stranger started back towards the town, and I asked him who he truly was. He didn’t stop in his tracks. Merely called back and said he was an observer to the evil that held this town. 

			I looked back at the stranger, an uneasy feeling creeping over me like an unwelcome rash. I looked back at the castle. Its entrance was mossy and decayed. The gate was blown inward like a mob had forced its way in to do battle with the evil within. I walked towards the rubble-like steps, stones creaking and moaning against the light breeze of the day’s end. I drew my sword, it shined like the lord’s own flaming vengeance, and I walked into the halls of Tepes the dragon. 

			The Halls of the Tepis Keep smelled of mildew and death. There was a dripping sound that persisted and echoed all across the great hall. The darkness enveloped the great castle like the black desolate of hell’s deepest pits. I could barely see in front of me, and as I approached a great wooden door and opened it, a whisk of unnatural wind screamed past me, illuminating torches and lights behind me. 

			I found my breath short, and my heart fluttered at the sight of this. An evil that was welcoming was never good. As I made my way deeper into that fortress of evil, I could not help but admire the design of it all. It was not well kept; cobwebs and ancient dust settled into the deepest crevices of the castle, but there was a flair to it. 

			Portraits of long-dead nobles lined the walls, dressed in a clothing and manner unknown to me. The floor below me was lined with a fine yet stained rug. The amount of gold and vaine artifacts in these distorted walls screamed of Persian or even Hungarian influence. I shuddered at the unfamiliarity of it all. It was…pleasant to look at, and as I approached a great staircase, I noticed how well-kept the inner sanctum was. Freshly lit torches lined the walls like well-mannered servants, highlighting the almost sparkling limestone the castle was built with. 

			While the portraits were varied, I noticed one man featured in most of them. He was a tall, strong-looking man. He wore crimson armor and a battle dress in all his portrayals. He had a long black beard, black as coal. His eyes, while a pure blue, looked lifeless yet full of malice in everyone. There was no doubt in my mind that this man was the infamous Impaler. 

			As I explored more of the castle, climbing stone stairs and stalking the lonely halls within, the more I learned about Vlad Tepes. I found torture devices, books filled with arcane knowledge, medicines, and technology known only to the ancients. 

			His castle was a maze in design, yet I could feel a presence in the air, drawing me to the center of it all. There were no creatures hunting me, no Lycans in the shadows, no ghouls in the walls homing in on me. I could hear whispers, however, voices of the past warning me to go no further. Victims of the Impaler? Or more recent victims of what he had become. It mattered not; all I knew in my heart was that the Impaler must be put down.

			I was drawn to a metal door, seemingly rusted shut. Yet fresh scrapes on the floor suggest otherwise. I grabbed the handle, feeling flakes of the decayed metal fleeing to my hand, and pulled with all my strength. 

			I once dueled The Cycloptic Strongman Berenike in a contest of strength. We locked arms and struggled to remain the dominant one. It was a grueling two days, but I finally bested him. This damned door was stronger than Berenike and a thousand of his kin. Mountains of sweat rained down my body, draining every ounce of my spirit as I opened the door. After what seemed like eons, The door opened, and admittedly, I had to stop in my tracks to regain my strength. Once I regained my bearings, I headed into what I assumed must have been Tepis’s throne room.

			On the walls hung banners of houses and crests lost to history. I could make out designs of wolves, eagles, and other such colorful creatures. Overthrown tables and mugs lay scattered around the massive room. Torches were mounted on great pillars, rounded like tree trunks going across the room. I counted five on each side. A surprisingly modest throne room for a decadent conqueror like Tepis. In the center was the blackened and rubble throne of Vlad Tepes. Surrounding the throne were the still vaguely armored remains of warriors of unknown origins. The smell of rotted death hung in the air like a fog of war.

			Humbly sitting on the throne with a bored look upon his face was the creature formerly known as Vlad Tepes. His skin was gray like a week-long dead corpse, yet still as fresh and vibrant as my own. His eyes were no longer pure blue. They matched the silky black of his own facial features. His hair was long like a woman, and it embarrassed me to think so, but as fair as one as well. His fingertips were pointed and clawed, like the cruel hunting feet of a dire wolf. 

			His body was…strange. It almost looked like the crimson-red body armor in his vain portraits, yet scarred and bumpy, like charred flesh. In whatever deal he made with the Demon Lord, had the armor somehow…fused within him? An unholy union of man and metal, creating a hardened, burned shell. It was almost like a lizard creature’s hide. 

			I had faced vampyres before and had with me my holy cross of gold, a parchment of water blessed by the Holy Father himself, and, of course, my trusted sword. This creature, this half-man, was something more than vampyre. I could sense it. I gathered my courage and walked into the room. I was met with the loud, echoing horror of the massive metal door shutting behind me. I slowly crept towards the throne; I could feel the blackness of Tepes’s soul creeping into my own. I drew my sword and pointed at him, and declared my intention and authority:

			“Foul Impaler, I am Aberham Van Hagel. I am charged by Pope Pius the VI himself to rid this land of Hell’s evil. You, vampyric half-man, certainly fit that description.” A cold silence filled the air. The Tepes creature mulled over my decree in its head. A low sound, like a chortle chuckle, was his response. To my amazement, the half-man spoke to me in an eloquent and clear tone as my own. 

			“I have had many names throughout the years, Van Hagel. The Impaler, Dracula, The Dragon of Targu Mures. But do you know my original name? You must after walking through my home.” He asked me. My eyes narrowed as I guessed his game. 

			“You are Vlad Tepes. You ruled this land once and treated its people like dogs.” He smiled at this, and I could feel the blood in mine veins chill at the sight of it. 

			“That is revisionist history, my friend. History is written by the victors, and as you can see…” He motioned to the rubble and carnage around him. “I lost my wars, my kingdom, my people. What you see before you is the last resort of a desperate man.” 

			“You are NO man!” I spat at him, enraged at the very idea of this Hellish figure thinking he could masquerade as one of us. 

			“I am a man who made a choice. I live with it, but trust me, Van Hagel; I am the devil this place needs. I protect it from a threat and fate far worse than either of us could imagine.” I found myself wanting to believe him, to put down my sword and simply walk away, leave him to his dark isolation. But I was a warrior of God.

			“You lie, Vampyre. You feed on the blood of these people you claim to “protect” and leave them as living husks that hunt the night to repeat the cycle.” A fire lit up in Tepes’s eyes like I had struck a vulnerable chord. 

			“It is my curse, this horrid thirst. You think I want to leech the life of others? There is no honor in it, no sport, just meals.” He snarled at me. I circled the throne, readying my sword for an attack, but Tepes just stared at me like he was studying me. “The demon Barbatos gave me my life back, but at a sickening cost. Yet I outsmarted the damned fool,” he said with a fond smile of the memory. I should not have conversed as much as I did with the vampyre, but he intrigued me. 

			“Outsmarted him? Yet you spill blood in his name, do you not?” I asked him. Tepes chuckled once more and replied:

			“I’ve always been fond of Rhinewood, and the Duke knew this. He appeared before me in a dream one night after my resurrection and told me that on the day I was finally struck down once more, Rhinewood would follow.” I felt ill at the idea of what he called “protection.” 

			“No one can kill you. Otherwise, Barbatos would reap the town below. You’re insane. Your damning innocent souls to Hell!” I pointed my sword at him once more, my own fire for battle starting to boil over. 

			“They are only damned if I fall, Van Hagel. You have a choice to make. If you slay me, you damn 300 innocents. If you let me live, my thirst will only grow over time, and Barbatos’s tab climbs ever more. You think you are the only slayer to come for me? None of them could do it. What will you do now, boy?” My heart sank, and I started to lower my blade. But then, in a moment of weakness, my pride got to me. I scowled at the demon and, with my free left hand, reached towards the cross within my belt satchel. 

			“I call you out, Vlad Tepes. You lie about your deal, you lie about your strength, you are a coward hiding behind stories, and I shall flay you like one for His glory.” A grim look overcame Tepes, and he rose out of his throne. Great leathery wings sprouted out his back, like the wings of bats, and he got ready to pounce at me. 

			“So be it,” he simply said. With a ferocious roar that sounded like an avalanche of Hell’s might, he leaped at me, his jaw stretching out of his mouth, barring large canine-like fangs. As quickly as he lept, I drew my cross and shone it like the beacon of hope it was in the damned creature’s face. Its screeches sounded like broken glass being dragged across the stone floor, making my ears burst and ring to their filthy tune. He scuttled back and got on all floors, like a feral dog, and hissed at me. I stepped closer, and Tepes swooped upwards, creating a gust of wind that almost landed me on the hard ground. The ceiling was low, the windows too small. Vlad was trapped in this room, the holy symbol repulsing him to cower in the shadows. 

			“Fight, damn you, fight like the man you claim to be!” I screamed up at the vampyre. I received only a screech and a hiss as a response. Taunting the creature, I threw my cross at him as he flew directly above me. He dodged the cross with a hiss and flew towards me, the flapping of his wings echoing in the hall like thunder. Right before he hit me, I dashed to the left, swiping at his wing, and tore through the leather hide like paper. 

			He screamed in pain and crashed onto the floor, his injured wing twitching at his side. His blood was sapphire, and as I wiped it off my sword, I noticed it smelled of copper. Perhaps he was more of a man than I thought. I got into a fighting stance and stepped closer as Vlad grunted and heaved, his anger growing evermore. His left wing twitched and stretched out, and I could hear a creeping, suckling sound. He flexed his dark appendage, and I saw the clear, viny web of the wings I cut regenerate itself. He was healing almost instantly. He roared like thunder and charged once more, this time too quick for me to move. He slashed into my right arm, and I bit mine tongue from the pain I endured. 

			I looked down and saw three long marks deeper than any blade had ever maimed my body. The blasted bastard’s fingers did this? I cringed at the thought of the immense power this Tepes creature must channel from hell. I whipped myself around and saw Vlad smiling at me, clinging to the throne so hard he cracked the stone it was built with. He was perched up on it, hunched over like a gargoyle, and smiling at me. He was a cheeky bastard. This much was certain. 

			An idea formed in my head, and I realized what I must do. Though it brought me great pain, I reached into my belt satchel and brought out the holy water. I brought the bottle to my mouth and bit the cork. It came out with a loud pop. As I poured the blessed water on thine blade, Vlad taunted me from his perch. 

			“Damned fool, damned Van Haegl. Your blade is useless, and your faith outdated and weak. You have nothing. I’ve snuffed the light from many a wyrm such as you.” He lunged once more, and I dived, spilling some of the precious liquid. 

			“You speak of murder, demon. Breaking a commandment is a heavy sin, my child.” I retorted back. Vlad grinned once more, that evil grin that showed his fangs, making him look like a jackal in heat. 

			“I’ve broken many commandments, knight of God. I’m afraid there is not the time for me to list them all.” With that, he sprang up into the air, preparing for what he thought was the final blow. He laughed a hearty, victorious laugh. 

			I could not help mineself. Starting to laugh myself, I said to the Lord of Vampyres, “If we confess our sins, he is faithful and just and will forgive us our sins and purify us from all unrighteousness.” I raised my trapped sword and awaited the final move from my enemy. The quote seemed to anger Vlad, his face scrunched in anger. 

			“rrrrrrrrrRRRRRAAAAAAGGGGGHHHHH,” he screamed as he hurled himself at me. I lunged forward and struck my sword upward, stabbing him in the fleshed metal of his chest. With all my strength, I cut him from chest to groin, his blood masking my face, as his insides started to catch fire from the blessed water. The screams of Vlad as his smoking body slammed to the floor were like a heavenly choir to me. For a moment, I stood there, just simply breathing, holding my sword, feeling like the blasted champion of the world. Then my head cleared, and I looked around, trying to find Vlad. Directly behind me was a pool of bloody blue entrails. He had seemed to quickly crawl away, leaving a smeared trail leading up to the throne. Heavy breathing filled the room, a wheezing sound that started to fill me with disgust and shame. Vlad was hunched over, blood pouring out of his wounds, his skin melting away from my fatal strike. 

			With caution, I moved over to him and saw Vlad look up. He was still desperately trying to hold his insides together, and as the steam started to form on this wretched creature, I could see him literally start to melt away into nothing. As I moved closer, my hand moved to the cross, now firmly latched on mine belt, but stayed my hand. I looked into Vlad’s eyes, his black marble-like eyes, and for the first time in my short period meeting him, I saw past them. I saw his true eyes and saw them filled with anger, regret, shame, and fear. For the first time since stepping into the castle, I felt pity for…this man. I kneeled down, offering a compassionate glance towards my dying foe. It only fueled whatever hate he had left in his soul. 

			“You fool… You’ve killed them, Van Hagel. You’ve killed them all for what? Your, your mission to God? No…you killed them for your ego!” He spat at me. He tried getting up, perhaps to lash out at me once more, but he fell in a grunt. I caught him, dropping my own sword and catching him in my arms. “Hurgh…d-damn you, Van Hagel. Listen? Do you hear their screams? Their damnation lies in your sin. With my final breath, I curse you, I curse your very blood. Let it be known the Van Hagel blood is tainted with the sin of pride until Hell runs over with your kin…” 

			With his final words, he stopped moving in my arms. There truly was nothing behind his eyes now. There was only the still dissolving corpse in mine arms. His skin bubbled and cracked like twigs burning in a fire. The corpse burned to the touch, yet I could not let go. I could only watch in abject horror as he melted into a rubbery paste into the ground in front of me. His bones cracked and snapped into the soupy mix of what was once a man, the marrow creating a ghostly white form into the pusy substance. Finally, thankfully, it was over. 

			Nothing remained of this creature, not this man. I melted him with the very power of god. There was nothing to bury, to mourn over. No man deserved a death like that. I tried to tell myself that he was an evil creature, a vampyre, yet I could not convince myself that what I had done was just. 

			I struggled to get up, my knees buckled, and I almost fell face first into the goo of Vlad Tepes, and I dry heaved onto my already filthy battle shirt. This was Dracula, yet I felt ashamed of what I had done, and I could not shake what he had said of his deal. I had called him on a bluff, yet he clung to it even in death. As I stumbled to the metal door of the throne room, I could not shake the rot in the pit of my stomach.

			The door opened easier from the other side, and I made my way out of the castle. It was eerily quiet in the halls. It was even quieter outside the walls. It was now nightfall, and while it was not wise to do so, I quickly made my way into the forest. I was like a madman possessed, flaying around the woods, huffing and puffing, barely keeping it together. I had to make my way to Rhinewood to see if the people were alright. 

			I went off the path more than a few times, trying to find the most direct path to the town. I heard nothing in the woods, no bats flapping in the moonlight, no crickets chirping their poetic melodies. Nothing. This only worsened the pit in my heart. Finally, I saw a small light in the distance, a torch from a Rhinewood cottage. I sprinted towards it, a branch nearly taking my head off, finishing what Tepes had started. 

			I made my way to the cottage and sped past it, going to the town square. It was deserted, yet it was also late at night. The only sound I heard was my own haggard breathing as I looked around. Some lights were lit in the windows of cottages. My horse was still tied up patiently at the tavern. All seemed well. Yet, in my heart, I knew. 

			“HELLO, HELLO RHINEWOOD. WAKE UP AND REJOICE. THE DRAGON IS SLAIN!” I screamed into the night sky. I screamed like a lunatic, in a shrill yet booming voice that would have woken up the entire graveyards filled by the crusades. Nothing. I was met with complete silence. The Tavern, I thought, surely there was life in the tavern, even if it was just a lowly drunk. I ran over, ignoring the huffed greeting of my stead, and burst through the doors, and as soon as I saw the inside, I fell to my knees and wept.

			The inside of the tavern was covered in dust. Great piles, like the deserts of Egypt, had been swept into the small building. Lights still buzzed their ember glow. I could smell spilled pints mixed in with the smell of the dust. There was dust on the stools, dust on the bar counter. It almost hung in the air. Piles of cloth lay in clumps around the dust. There were no signs of violence, no blood, not even a broken mug. 

			I didn’t have to check the other buildings in the town to know. Vlad was not bluffing. Barbatos had claimed his dues, thanks to me. The warrior of god. The tears stung more than my eyes. I had failed these people, damned to hell. Vlad shared his own fault, but I slew him, not out of a sense of justice, but because he had offended me. 

			The smell of the dust was overwhelming. It didn’t smell of ash or even death. It just…smelled like dust. Like there was nothing special to it, like it had never been anything but dust collecting in a forgotten corner. 

			Then, there was another smile, one of brimstone. I looked up, my eyes red with shame, and saw that raven-haired stranger that led me to the castle. He was sitting at the bar, humming a tune of his own devices. He appeared to be drinking a pint of something in his mug. 

			He looked over and smiled, offering up the seat next to him. I couldn’t speak. I could only move slowly to the empty stool beside the stranger. I pulled it up and sat beside him. He wore different clothes than he had this morning. He wore a strange black shirt of some kind, like something a nobleman would wear, yet I had never seen such clothes on anyone before. The raven-haired stranger saw me noticing his clothes, and his eyes, those oddly charming silver eyes, lit up in my presence. 

			“I see you admiring the suit, Abe. Let’s just say it’s new and move on, shall we? Anywho…” He said this all, this devilish speech, with a strange accent, and the tone and words he spoke were not otherworldly, yet not familiar as well. He drank from his mug as he spoke, the foam glistening off his lips. “…I think we made a decent team, Abe. You killed Drac, and I finally, finally collected my debt. I was mighty hungry for souls, ya know?” 

			I wanted to strike him down, to
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