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The town loomed ahead, its streets little more than dirt paths, beaten smooth by countless footsteps and wagon wheels. Puddles of stagnant water dotted the uneven ground, and the air was thick with dust that clung to every surface. Buildings leaned against one another like drunks after a long night, their peeling paint and grime-smeared windows betraying years of neglect. Only a few structures stood apart from the decay: the mayor’s mansion, proud and pristine, and the church, its spire piercing the twilight like a silent defiance against the squalor below. In the town square stood the gallows, its weathered wood splintering with age, casting long, ominous shadows over the dirt.

Desperation hung over the town like a shroud, a place forgotten by fortune and clinging to life out of sheer stubbornness.

I stop to roll the sleeves up on my coat, the cuffs always unfurling and hanging loosely off my hands. a familiar ritual I have come accustomed to in the last two years.

Following the beaten path, I arrived at the tavern. The sign above the door swung precariously in the wind, its painted letters faded to near illegibility. The wood of the exterior was warped and cracked, and the faint tang of mildew greeted me at the threshold.

Before entering, I give myself one more look over. Checking the cuffs I have just rolled are neat, rolling my shoulders and buttoning up the coat to seem it hugs my body closely.

The door creaked as I pushed it open, and every conversation ceased. Eyes turned to me—wide, wary, and silent. A few mouths hung open, others clenched tight, but all followed my every step as I crossed the room to the bar.

The innkeeper was a towering woman with a commanding presence. Her apron stretched over her broad frame, her muscled arms a testament to years of hauling barrels and quelling brawls. Her weathered face, lined with deep creases, bore the unmistakable marks of a life lived on the edge of survival. Her gaze flicked to my hands, my coat, scanning for signs of danger.

The air in the room thickened with unease as I pulled off my wide-brimmed hat, shaking loose a cascade of shaggy blonde hair. I unwrapped my scarf, revealing a charming smile, my white teeth gleaming. The innkeeper’s shoulders eased slightly when her search revealed no fangs, but her sharp gaze lingered on my bright blue eyes as if daring me to confirm her suspicions.

A voice broke the silence. “A vampire hunter.”

Another murmured, “An elite.”

“They never come to town.”

Idiots. I smiled.

“Madam,” I says smoothly, “may I have your finest liquor in this wonderful establishment?”

The tavern was anything but wonderful. Warped and splintered wood supported the structure, with gaps that let in sharp gusts of cold air. The floorboards jutted out, rusted nails lying in wait for unsuspecting drunks. Above, faint scratching and the squeak of rodents whispered of infestations. A cat dozed lazily in the corner, unbothered by the uninvited guests. The air reeked of piss and stale beer. If this was the finest place in town, the guard must have been mocking me.

The innkeeper placed a grimy mug of mead in front of me. The glass was clouded, its surface smeared with dirt. My stomach churned.

“On the house,” she muttered.

The barmaid arrived next, setting a plate before me. Roast potatoes, a hog leg charred to the bone, and gravy pooled so thickly the food seemed to swim in it. “Also on the house,” she adds with a sweet smile.

I forced myself to nod in thanks, swallowing my revulsion. Her eyes lingered on me, curious. “Is it true?” she asks softly. “You’re a vampire hunter?”

I flashed her another charming smile. “I am. One of the best.” I gestured to my coat, the golden-threaded symbol of a stake piercing a vampire’s heart glinting in the dim light. “This coat marks my rank. Wherever I go, people know they’re safe.”

A cheer rose from the room. Gratitude poured from the crowd, their relief palpable. They praised their gods, calling me their salvation.

“No vampire will lay a hand on the innocent,” I proclaimed, raising my mug. “I am what they fear in the night!”

The crowd echoed my gesture, raising their drinks with fervor. But as I glanced at their hopeful faces, my stomach turned—not with nerves, but disgust at their blind adoration.

“Gertrude!” a drunk bellowed. “Don’t forget to offer the man a place to stay!”

The innkeeper scowled at the interruption before turning to me. “We’ve a room for special guests. You’re welcome to it.”

My mind flashed to visions of dusty sheets and bug-infested mattresses. “Thank you,” I says carefully. “But I won’t be staying. I’m only passing through.”

Her eyes narrowed. “Passing through? We need you to stay.”

I raised a brow. “And why is that?”

“We have a vampire problem that needs to be taken care of!” the innkeeper barked, her voice cutting through the murmurs. I stilled my breath, hiding my shock behind the foam of my drink.

“Ah, why didn’t you say so earlier?” I reply smoothly, keeping my composure.

“Well, I thought that’s the reason yer here!” she snaps, glaring at me. I raised my hands in silent defeat.

“I apologise. You have my full attention.”

She glowers at me for a moment longer before her shoulders eased slightly. The crowd fell silent once more, their collective gaze heavy with hope and desperation.

“A vampire lives in a mansion on the outskirts of town, up on the hill,” she began. “Has been terrorizing us for years. The mayor, the council, the guards—they refuse to do anything. And the few brave souls who try never return.”

My veins ran cold, and my heart skipped a beat. The murmurs began again, quieter this time, as though speaking too loudly might summon the creature. Some patrons grabbed their hats, clutching them to their chests like shields.

“Yes, he’s been killing our families,” someone whispers hoarsely.
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