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The fog rolled in thick from the Thames that evening, curling around the gas lamps like the fingers of some unseen creature. Van Helsing leaned against the railing of his small London apartment balcony, the chill pressing through the wool of his coat. He had returned from another expedition only days prior, the remnants of a vampire nest still vivid in his mind—the acrid scent of blood, the whispered screams of the villagers, the hollow echo of stone corridors beneath a forgotten abbey. Normally, he welcomed the brief respite. But tonight, something more insistent stirred.

On his desk sat a single envelope, unmarked, save for a wax seal he did not recognize. No return address, no hint of the sender. His instincts, honed through decades of confronting the unnatural, warned him immediately: this was no mere summons. He broke the seal with deliberate care, the paper crisp under his fingers.

Van Helsing, it began, a presence long concealed has arisen in the Carpathians. A witch of formidable power, centuries in age, threatens the balance of the region. The organization you serve—though anonymous—requires that you eliminate this threat. Discretion is paramount. Failure will be noted and punished. Her location is enclosed within the coordinates below. Proceed at once.

Beneath the terse message was a folded map of mountainous terrain, a jagged scar of roads and rivers leading to a castle marked with a simple black dot. No name. No history. Only the instruction to act.

Van Helsing’s brow furrowed. The Carpathians were vast, and the region he now faced was steeped in superstition and old magic. He had encountered witches before, some petty, some malevolent—but centuries-old witches of this magnitude were exceedingly rare. Their power could rival entire villages, twisting reality with whispers, bending the natural world to their will.

Still, the organization did not ask for reasoning. Their instructions were simple: eliminate the threat. And Van Helsing, bound by duty, habit, and the necessity of funding his work, knew better than to question it aloud. Anonymous patrons, he reminded himself, had financed years of his research, his expeditions, his painstaking efforts to combat creatures that most men would not even dare whisper about in the dark. They had never failed to reward him—nor had they intervened in the methods he chose.

Yet, a flicker of unease pricked at him. He had learned long ago that morality and orders often diverged, that the line between hunter and executioner could blur under the weight of obligation. Was this witch truly a threat? Or had some unseen hand manipulated events to serve another purpose? He shook the thought from his mind. Speculation was a luxury he could not afford—preparation and precision were what would carry him through the coming days.

He moved to his cabinet, pulling open drawers that held vials, stakes, silver-tipped weapons, and books long forbidden by common men. Dust motes swirled in the dim light, catching the yellow glow of the lamp, revealing symbols and runes etched into the edges of leather bindings. Here lay the tools of a man accustomed to fighting the impossible. He selected his favored weapons carefully—a crossbow of reinforced oak, a dagger with a hilt carved from obsidian, and several small, rune-engraved vials containing oils and powders designed to weaken the supernatural.

Packing was deliberate. Each item tested, balanced, and placed with the precision of someone who had learned that error, even in minutiae, could be fatal. He wrapped the map in oilskin, tied his coat tight against the chill, and checked the compartments of his satchel one last time.

Outside, the fog thickened, muffling the sounds of carriage wheels on cobblestone and the occasional bark of a dog. Van Helsing paused on the threshold of his apartment, feeling the familiar tug of destiny—the sense that this mission, unlike the others, would demand more than cunning or firepower. It would require the most dangerous of all tools: judgment.

He descended the narrow stairs into the streets below, boots silent against wet stone. The night seemed to breathe around him, and he walked with a careful vigilance, aware that creatures less corporeal than men could observe, follow, and intercept. Even here, in London’s heart, danger lingered in the shadows.

The journey itself would be arduous. By carriage to the port, by ship across the stormy North Sea, and finally through roads winding into the mountains where superstition clung to every village like a protective cloak. He anticipated hostile eyes, wary villagers, and signs of magic woven into the landscape itself. Such obstacles, he reminded himself, were nothing new—but the thrill of the unknown never dulled.

At a small inn near the docks, he paused for a moment to observe. Travelers moved hastily, avoiding the thickening mist, clutching cloaks and satchels close. A merchant muttered of strange lights on the ridge, a wolf—or perhaps worse—he claimed had been seen near the village edge. Van Helsing noted the story without comment, though his mind cataloged it. Every fragment of information, however small or exaggerated, could prove useful.

By midnight, the first ship would sail, and he would be aboard, tracing the path to the Carpathians. In his room, lit by a single lantern, he sat at the table once more, staring at the map. The black dot of the castle seemed to pulse in the dim light, as though acknowledging his intent. He felt a curious weight, both excitement and foreboding pressing on his chest. This mission, he knew, would not be like the others. Something told him that the witch awaiting him was no ordinary foe—and perhaps, in some way, he would find that even a hunter could be hunted, not by beasts alone, but by the inexorable demands of the heart.

He extinguished the lantern, packed the last of his instruments, and lay down briefly. Sleep came fitfully, the shadows of London’s night seeming alive with portents of what awaited. When he rose hours later, the streets were nearly empty, the fog still thick, and the world silent but for the muffled cries of distant animals. Van Helsing took a final glance at the map, feeling the pull of fate, and then stepped into the darkness that would lead him toward the Carpathians—and toward a destiny that would test the very essence of his convictions.

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Arrival in the Carpathians 

[image: ]


The journey from London was long and exhausting, spanning seas and mountain roads, each mile amplifying the sense of isolation that Van Helsing had learned to carry with him like a cloak. The North Sea voyage was rough; waves pounded the hull, winds shredded the sails, and the fog never seemed to lift. He spent much of the crossing in quiet observation, cataloging the behaviors of the crew, noting their wary glances toward the horizon and the strange flares of light that occasionally danced over the water like fleeting spirits. Superstition was as thick here as the fog itself, and Van Helsing had learned to read its subtle warnings as carefully as any map.

Once ashore, the Carpathians rose in jagged peaks, gray and forbidding under a sky heavy with clouds. The road wound upward through dark forests, ancient and dense, where sunlight rarely touched the moss-laden ground. Van Helsing rode in a hired carriage, the wheels rattling over stones slick with rain. Villagers scattered as he passed, retreating behind shutters and muttering prayers. Some crossed themselves openly; others whispered in languages he barely understood. Every shadow seemed alive, every rustle of leaves a potential threat. The land itself had a pulse of old magic, subtle but undeniable.

He asked questions sparingly, learning what he could of the region without revealing his purpose. Stories of the Countess were ubiquitous. She was said to have ruled for centuries, a figure both feared and revered. Children were told to hide indoors when her spires appeared on the horizon in mist, while adults whispered of strange illnesses, animals disappearing, and lights moving through the woods like fire spirits. No one spoke her name aloud without a shiver; to them, she was less a person than a force, an elemental presence woven into the very land.

Van Helsing found this unsurprising. Those who carried real power rarely relied solely on legend; they cultivated it, letting fear serve as a shield as formidable as any blade. Still, he noted every rumor with care, knowing that even exaggeration often concealed kernels of truth.

The closer the carriage came to the castle, the more unnatural the surroundings became. Trees bent in impossible angles, their limbs knotted like hands reaching from the earth. Birds circled overhead in silent flocks, their cries hollow and discordant. Fog clung stubbornly to the valleys, rolling in sudden waves, and Van Helsing felt the unmistakable tickle of magic brushing against his senses. He adjusted the silver talismans around his neck and the protective herbs tied to his satchel, just as precaution and habit dictated.

Finally, the castle emerged from the mist—a towering silhouette of black stone, its spires sharp as daggers, windows like dark, unblinking eyes. The drawbridge creaked as the carriage rumbled across the moat, and Van Helsing noted the intricate carvings etched into the stone: serpents, birds with human faces, and symbols whose meaning had been lost to time. There was a grandeur here, but also a menace; the place felt alive, as though it were aware of his arrival and testing his resolve.

He was greeted by no one. Servants, if any remained, moved silently in the shadows, avoiding direct contact, their eyes flicking toward him with something between fear and calculation. A great hall opened before him, filled with tapestries depicting battles, beasts, and arcane rituals, their threads glinting faintly in the dim candlelight. Van Helsing’s boots echoed against the stone floor as he surveyed the space, noting hidden passages, vantage points, and escape routes—always the mind of a hunter, assessing his territory, even when it was the home of the one he was meant to destroy.

That night, Van Helsing attempted rest, though the castle offered little comfort. Shadows seemed to stretch and twist in impossible directions. Doors closed softly behind him, though he had left them open; whispers brushed his ears, only to vanish when he turned. Somewhere in the distance, the sound of a harp—or was it the wind?—played a haunting melody that tugged at his thoughts and stirred something deep in his memory. Sleep came fitfully, a shallow, uneasy drift that left him readying his weapons at the slightest sound.

At dawn, he ventured outside to survey the grounds. The estate was vast, sprawling across a terrace carved into the mountainside. Gardens lay overgrown, but there was an undeniable elegance in their decay, as though each plant had been placed with careful intention before being left to its own devices
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