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  ABOUT


  Clara Grey is a fallen angel, one who tried her hand at having a normal life. That experiment came to an abrupt end when werewolves kidnapped her gal. While victorious, tales from that fateful night became the stuff of legend. Now known as ‘the Valkyrie,’ she is a wanted fugitive.


  She has been on the lam for months, using a nondescript persona to evade the authorities. All the while, Clara is tormented by voices from a goddess that she thought long dead.


  Clara has never faced an enemy that can strike from the shadows, forcing her to align herself with the things she hunted in life. Even with an army at her back, does she have what it takes to defeat her foe?


  Before reading on, be sure to consider: She may have failed at being normal, but she’s still a force to be reckoned with.
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  NOTE


  The Van Helsing Impetus uses slang from the Roaring Twenties to reflect the main character’s formative era. For your convenience, a Lexicon has been added at the end of the book.


  A copy is also available online. Either click on or scan the QR Code, or type in the link below:
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  THE VAN HELSING IMPETUS


  PROLOGUE


  GHOUL HUNTERS


  You guys suck!” a man yelled from the sidewalk as Tyler’s van turned the corner of a busy city street.


  “Hey,” Tyler said under his breath. “Fuck you.”


  This was not exactly news, at least not from the loyal and dedicated fans of their competitors. For them, the Ghoul Hunters were yet another copycat paranormal investigation group who gave the others a bad name.


  Even their name lacked originality, because every good name was already copyrighted. How much could the market take when Beowulf’s Bayou Babes had a regular slot on prime-time television?


  That relegated the Ghoul Hunters to webcasts, podcasts, and an o-dark-stupid time slot on community cable. Tyler tried not to think about a bunch of bikini-clad rednecks with a penchant for Ye Olde English poetry having a hit show.


  If not for their distinctive van, no one would have known who they were. Tyler worked in the background, dealing with the logistics, and played a part in the show’s production. While that meant no one could pick him out from a crowd, that arrangement suited him fine.


  Besides, it was Tyler’s fault for even agreeing to get a custom paint job done on the van. There were three gangly silhouettes caught in the glowing crosshairs of a rifle. In his mind they resembled the slender-man myth more than what he imagined when thinking of ghouls. However, the artist was certain that he got the form right. I’m not sure how he would know…


  Just short of thirty, Tyler was the middle child of the group. However, the other two sometimes referred to him as the old man on account of his old-fashioned nature by being clean shaven, with taper trimmed black hair, and walking with a slight limp. What caused the latter also gave him a thousand-mile stare. When it was time for people to back off, he would focus those nearly black eyes on them and wait for them to realise there was something dark behind his polite exterior.


  “Here we are,” Kyle said from the passenger seat.


  They pulled into Kyle’s parents’ driveway, located in an affluent neighbourhood associated with old money. Despite new families moving into the area over the years, Tyler always felt as though he was being judged for not matching up to the neighbourhood’s character.


  Given their budget, lack of patrons and popularity, this served as their base of operations. Kyle’s parents were corporate lawyers who gave their thirty-year-old son a wide berth. As long as he stayed out of the six-o’clock news, and did not max out the credit card, they could not care less about what he did. So long as he doesn’t tarnish their reputations…


  Tyler envied the host of the Ghoul Hunters. That chiselled physique, piercing blue eyes and sandy hair were like ambrosia to women, and his personality was just the cherry on top. Alas, there was no drive, everything he wanted was at his fingertips… And that includes women.


  Once Tyler arrived at the basement, he flicked the light switch to shed some light on all their equipment, electronics, and sensors. They referred to this place as their Command Centre, and they had no reason to complain. We could have ended up in worse places.


  They were here to lick their wounds. They had spent a week investigating rumours surrounding an old farmhouse. Local legends and historical records confirmed that several gruesome murders occurred in the home’s one-hundred-and-fifty-year history. Despite the thousands of hours of footage they captured over the weekend, the Ghoul Hunters came up with a big fat goose egg.


  While die-hard fans of this genre were patient, they had their limits. Bealzabook fans, by far the most fickle, would soon drop off unless their luck improved. Other shows were known for making mountains out of molehills, like turning a chair moving an eighth of an inch by itself into the incontrovertible proof of life after death. They had to be better than these shows to draw in an audience.


  Throughout the ages, people sought reassurances that their life choices would yield some sort of reward. Perhaps a paradise for the good, while damning those who strayed. It was different for him, as a combat veteran he had seen things that made him question such beliefs. Humans are not at the top of the food chain…


  Every time I close my eyes, I find myself back there…


  * * * *


  Their platoon had been ordered to take over a forward operating base. Orders came from high up the chain, and the LT appeared uneasy about it. Word was this site was being used by special ops, which explained why there was nothing on the map. Although, it astonished him they could find anything in this dry and arid desert.


  Upon reaching the base, a repurposed manor with mud walls surrounding the perimeter, Tyler found it odd there were no sentries. As a precaution the platoon did advance to contact manoeuvres and secured the location.


  The place was deserted. It was as though everyone just walked off into the wastes. If that was true, then why leave their gear, munitions, and heavy weapons behind? Why was everything free of sand and dust?


  For two weeks, they held the position under the punishing sunlight. Intelligence reports claimed there was no activity in the area. That meant they were alone, or the insurgents were keeping out of sight.


  * * * *


  On a moonless night, a patrol they sent out failed to return. The next morning, they found their bodies and equipment just outside the gate. Each soldier showed visible lacerations and were drained of blood.


  Their bodies had been staged like mannequins, in the same order they left in. The LT went pale as a ghost, because there was not a drop of blood to be found. If that detail was not chilling enough, these men were found within earshot of their base, but no one heard a thing.


  They requested immediate support but were denied by the brass. Meanwhile, they dispatched a detail to bring back the bodies before nightfall. Given the time needed to document and catalogue the scene, they barely got it done before the sun set. That was when they struck.


  What they were was not immediately obvious. Black boots, white pants, and tunics, followed by a chapan coat that went down to knee level. When factoring in the turban, these insurgents were indistinguishable from the locals. While they approached the compound unarmed, it made little difference to the outcome.


  These things could move from one side of the compound to the other in the blink of an eye. No human could throw a kitted-out infanteer across the compound, or tear one limb from limb. Sure, there were stories of people lifting oil drums over their heads when under the influence of drugs, but never applied to a coherent fighting force.


  These things also knew what they were doing. They took out the LT in the first strike and systematically dismantled the command-and-control structure of the platoon. Those who remained were panicked, disorganised, and unable to mount an effective defence.


  As the platoon’s most junior member, Tyler was issued the light machine gun. Without hesitation, he emptied a two-hundred-round box without hitting a thing. The barrel glowed red after he depressed the trigger, but he did not care about the wear and tear on the weapon. Instead, he loaded another drum before spotting something.


  The assailants showed no interest in him, since they did not view him as a threat. That meant he had leeway, but without a plan… Wait! Are those grenade crates by the fuel point?


  With a freshly minted plan in mind, Tyler grabbed one of his grenades, pulled the pin, and threw it at the cache. The grenade sailed through the air while he grabbed another. Fuck! Take cover!


  He counted to five and feared it was a dud. When he counted six, there came a blast that sent a shockwave over the compound.


  The detonation sent crates soaring through the air, scattering incendiary grenades all over the compound. Within moments, bright patches of fiery hell were burning throughout. Thermite was dangerous at the best of times, but tonight it was the most beautiful thing he ever set eyes on. No way that anyone’s crazy enough to venture out in that.


  Tyler figured he could wait until the fires burned out. However, that plan went to hell the moment a wave of pain washed over him.


  He clenched his jaw then glanced down at an insurgent gripping his leg. For all intents and purposes, it looked human. He expected to find something grotesque, like a mutilated face, black mirror-like eyes, or even a lizard tongue. There was nothing separating this man from what stared back at him in the mirror. Wait! Are those fangs protruding from his upper lip?


  No matter, the pain caused Tyler to loosen his grip on the second grenade. The spoon sprang into the air, banishing his heart to the pit of his stomach. There came an audible snap, followed by a blinding flash of pain. He fumbled around for his pistol to shake off his assailant, but it was gone.


  “Oh shit,” Tyler said.


  With time and distance against him, he needed to get out of there. I’m not going anywhere fast with this leg.


  “One,” Tyler counted, while mulling over reaching for the grenade. No time!


  “Two.”


  Tyler moved to stand on his good leg, while the injured one sent out waves of pain every time he moved. With no choice but to move forward, Tyler simply clenched his jaw, struggling to control his breathing as he fought through the pain. He went to take a step, but in his haste forgot about his broken leg and fell forward into an unplanned combat roll. Thank you, James T. Kirk!


  “Three,” Tyler said upon reaching cover.


  Unfortunately, he remained partially exposed. In the background, there came a loud whoosh which sounded a bit like a model-rocket launch.


  “Four.”


  He laid flat against the ground to minimise his profile. I hope this works!


  “Five,” Tyler added.


  This time his count was bang on. The leg nearest to the blast was torn up by shrapnel, and to be honest he barely felt a thing. While the pain would phase in once his mind registered the sheer scope of the trauma, at least he was conscious for now. That means I’m alive? Right?


  Tyler heard a distant pop. A moment later, an intense white light washed over the compound.


  In a corner, Tyler saw another private with a long green plastic tube. He recognised it as a parachute flare, the very thing that turned night into day just now. The insurgents had left the compound. Was it because of the intense light or because of the raging infernos within?


  “Who cares,” Tyler said before losing consciousness.


  * * * *


  “Wha—” Tyler whispered, unsure of where he was.


  His mind had been caught in a state between reality and what happened at the compound years ago. If not for Lauren, he might have remained like that for hours. He sometimes woke up from this state after collapsing from fatigue because it hit while he had been standing, like now, or after relieving himself. Kyle had to take me to the hospital once after a particularly bad episode.


  “Do you see it?” Lauren repeated.


  Lauren was the shapely buxom brunette who served as their technical adviser and operated their audio-visual equipment. At twenty-eight, she was the youngest and the wisest. It took her all of five minutes to friend-zone the both of them.


  “See what?” Tyler asked in a distant voice.


  Tyler needed a minute to come back to his senses. He hated it when the memories of that night became his reality. At least I’m at our command centre, so I didn’t make a scene at a restaurant.


  “It happened again?” Lauren asked. “Didn’t it?”


  “Yeah,” Tyler replied before sitting down.


  As expected, his leg began to throb, as though all those months spent recovering in Germany never happened. While it was said that time heals all wounds, his mind was not following direction.


  “Sorry,” Tyler said, while his voice was strained.


  “Well, this will help take your mind off things.” Lauren pointed at three photographs laid out on the table they used for planning and logistics.


  He found pictures of what appeared to be the remains of an enormous castle. The first was an aerial shot over the site, while the latter two were taken from the valley floor. As judged by the state of the buildings in the foreground, the latter two had been taken from within the ruins of a town.


  “Ruins are always good,” Tyler replied.


  He noticed there was another picture in Lauren’s hand. Experience told him she was holding the proverbial smoking gun. The shot that would distract him from that fateful mission and his phantom leg pain. Fat chance!


  True to form, she dropped another picture atop the others. It appeared to be the same place, but taken in its heyday, before age and neglect took hold.


  “Nice place…so what am I missing?” Tyler asked.


  She sighed, annoyed that Tyler’s mental acuity was often dull after one of his episodes.


  Lauren’s smile melted away before answering, “You see that building in the historical photograph? Notice how they built it right into the cliffside…”


  Lauren pointed out the several floors that extended below the ridgeline.


  “Yeah.” Tyler scanned the other pictures.


  A place like that must have cost a fortune to design and build. They had to carve out thousands of tons of rock just to make room.


  “Wait…” Tyler said.


  He realised that the rock face was intact in the modern shots.


  “Where’s the hole?” Tyler confirmed.


  “Exactly!” Lauren said.


  Lauren turned away from him for a moment, which gave Tyler a good view of her backside. It would have taken an act of god to conceal his shit-eating grin.


  Sure, Tyler had no chance with her, but she was stunningly beautiful. What was the harm in getting an eyeful? I think she enjoys the attention.


  Lauren noticed his grin. Her eyes narrowed, and that tense jaw and those thin lips sent a chill running down his spine. This time she had another ace up her sleeve. Lauren dropped another picture, taken from an infrared camera. In this wavelength, the structure was intact, with no wear and tear visible.


  “Except for that historical shot, these were taken last week by a fan on Bealzabook,” Lauren said.


  “We can’t afford to go to Europe,” Tyler said.


  This could be their one-way ticket to stardom. However, the price to hop across the pond was well beyond their means. Not even with all the loose change Kyle found between his parents’ couch cushions would do.


  “That’s not a problem,” Lauren said. “This place is a few hours from the city along the highway.”


  “A castle?” Tyler asked. “H-h-here?”


  “Actually, it’s a hotel,” Lauren replied.


  “Some hotel,” Tyler said in awe.


  There were several variations like that in the big cities, most of which had been built by railway companies. These once served as waystations of the rich; their way of waiting out connections in style.


  “Yep. It was opened during the Roaring Twenties and went bankrupt after business dried up when the stock market crashed,” Lauren added.


  Tyler smiled. “Do you think these are legit?”


  “Yep,” Lauren answered. “I checked the metadata and found no artefacts in the images.”


  Being faced by this once-in-lifetime opportunity left him lightheaded. They would need a couple of days to prepare, but they were up for the task.


  Off the top of his mind, their gear needed to be calibrated, tested, and packaged. Since these were ruins, that meant roughing it, and with that came camping gear, a generator, fuel…


  “Kyle!” Tyler yelled while facing the ceiling. “Road trip!”


  A muffled cheer came from above. Knowing Kyle, they would soon celebrate the news with ice-cold beer.


  * * * *


  “So what are we up against?” Tyler asked while driving along the back roads leading to the foothills.


  Kyle had been busy sifting through their research. The Ghoul Hunters needed him to absorb as many facts as possible on the situation. Kyle would later interject with the odd tidbit of trivia while filming to play the role of an informed host.


  “To be honest, there’s not much to go on…” Kyle replied. “The town corporation dissolved about sixty years ago. All the records should have been transferred to the county.”


  Kyle paused until he had a clear picture in his mind.


  “Records that survived appear to have been sanitised. They create the impression that this was a mundane town dealing with an occasional bout of vandalism,” Kyle said.


  He furrowed his brow until the pieces fell neatly into place.


  “Odd, considering they had a courthouse and a sizable police force,” Kyle said. “Which was unheard of for such a small centre.”


  “You caught that detail, eh?” Tyler interjected.


  There was something peculiar about so many records being lost or destroyed. He needed to confirm if Kyle had a grasp over the key talking points before moving on. Still, Tyler kept quiet, hoping their host would come through.


  “Lauren found a slew of missing person’s posters stemming from the twenties on—” Kyle said in a flash of insight.


  Kyle paused as their four-by-four drove into a tunnel. This was one of his quirks; going silent whenever they drove under an overhanging structure. Loads of fun at a drive through.


  “There are more missing persons’ reports here than anywhere else in the country. When you factor in the First Nations legends that the valley is cursed, it paints a grim picture,” Kyle added once clear.


  “I think it’s safe to say you got most of it,” Tyler said.


  The veteran returned his focus to this stretch of nondescript highway. It was still early in the morning and if everything went according to plan, they would arrive around mid-day. Despite excitement hanging in the air, they remained silent, as though expecting to wake up from a dream.


  * * * *


  As they entered the valley nestled in between the Rocky Mountains, Tyler noticed a woman standing on the side of the road. Since the truck was packed with equipment and tools, they could not stop for her. Besides, Tyler knew that Lauren, who was driving the rear vehicle, would lose it if they picked her up. Unless her heart were to grow three sizes.


  His eyes locked onto this peculiar hitchhiker and he noted that the bronze skin and black hair marked her as being indigenous. However, her outfit was entirely unexpected. She had on a flowing white dress, impractical for travelling the back-country on foot. I’m not even sure she has a bra on…


  “Odd,” Tyler whispered.


  “Did you say something?” Kyle asked, busy preparing his social media responses.


  He had taken his eyes off her for a second, but that was enough for her to vanish. That development was downright creepy, but Tyler dismissed it as a product of an overactive imagination.


  “Oh nothing,” Tyler said in reply. “I’m just thinking out loud.”


  He spent the rest of the trip in silence, enjoying the forest cover of the valley, with the mountains looming over them. It’s hard to believe there’s a major highway running parallel to us about a kilometre north.


  * * * *


  They arrived at the ruins of the town around mid-day. The settlement had surrendered to nature long ago. There were trees growing out through the roofs.


  Some buildings had collapsed onto themselves, leaving behind mounds of rot and decay. Brick structures appeared to fare better, but a quick glance through a window revealed the floors had either collapsed onto one another or rotted away.


  A good night’s sleep at this town’s hotel was unlikely, since all that remained was a rusted-out sign. Without their GPS, they might not have found this place.


  “I must have driven by dozens of times and never noticed,” Lauren said while the others nodded in agreement.


  Given the remote location, Kyle opted to buy additional insurance on the rentals in case something went wrong. That way they would not need to worry about scratching the skid plate or denting the fender. These rides also had the traction and horsepower needed to track up that mountain toward The Grand.


  From a bridge that crossed an azure river, they had a clear view of the ridgeline. Behind the cliff, there were majestic snowcapped mountains, present even at the height of summer. Other than wind and running water, Tyler noted there was an absence of animal noises. Not even the caw of a magpie or a crow…


  “Can you see anything?” Tyler asked Lauren.


  “It’s uncanny,” Lauren replied.


  The tech turned the camera’s viewfinder towards them so they could get a better view. Both Tyler and Kyle made out the walls, windows, and a structure. All of it untouched by time, but once she flicked the switch on the camera, the hotel returned to ruins.


  “Freaky,” Kyle said.


  Kyle took a shot of the ruins, after which he confirmed they had full bars, enough for media to be copied over to the Cloud in seconds.


  Everyone had a similar setup in case their gear was immersed in water, stolen, or dropped into molten lava while they were escaping a murderous death cult. Lauren even established a mobile hotspot so older equipment could sync up as well.


  “Here we are, standing at the edge of a ghost town. Our destination for today? The Grand,” Kyle narrated while typing out the words on his phone.


  He then took a selfie with the town’s ruins in the background and pressed ‘Send.’ That teaser would be sure to pique the interest of their fans.


  “Shall we head up?” Lauren asked.


  The men looked up at the ruined hotel, and then at the road leading to the cell tower. After that, they suspected it would be a rough ride. It was a good thing they opted to leave their van at home.


  “Sure,” they replied before getting back into their truck.


  “This should be fun!” Kyle exclaimed as the engine roared to life.


  “Oh yeah,” Tyler confirmed.


  If that were true, why were his instincts urging him to turn back?


  * * * *


  The last thing they expected to find after the cell tower was a freshly paved road. It made no sense for them to maintain the road beyond The Tower. They drove on regardless, curious about what would await them around the next corner. None turned back to gaze upon the valley floor that was bathed in the light of the westward sun.


  They reached an impasse before getting near the hotel. Dead ahead there was a heavily corroded wrought-iron fence. While it had seen better days, the chain and oversized padlock securing the gate gleamed in the light. Why would anyone put a fresh lock on a rusty gate?


  Tyler went to the back of the truck for a zip-saw. With a saw in hand, Lauren tapped him on the shoulder. She pointed at the gate and he realised the padlock was gone.


  “When did that happen?” Tyler asked.


  “Dunno,” Lauren said.


  To prove a hunch, Lauren pushed against the gates, and they swung open effortlessly.


  “Do you think we should turn back?” Lauren asked.


  The surrounding air cooled noticeably, but their instruments did not register the change. Someone is seriously fucking with us.


  They drove past the gates and through an overgrown garden. The trees here were misshapen from the years of storms, while a sea of weeds moved like waves in the wind. Even after decades of neglect, the hardier flowers still bloomed.


  After mentally rolling back the years of neglect, these once-manicured lands would have been a sight to behold. Since Lauren was following them, they could not tell if this was all an illusion. A shame that we can’t see the world through Lauren’s viewfinder.


  Upon reaching the halfway point, they came across a massive tree trunk lying on the road. Tyler hesitated for a moment and smiled.


  “You got the insurance on these trucks?” Tyler asked. “Right?”


  “Yeah… Why?” Kyle asked, confused.


  “No reason,” Tyler said before burying the accelerator.


  In response to an imminent crash, Kyle grabbed onto the oh-shit handle. However, it was all for naught. They drove straight through the felled tree and appeared on the other side intact.


  “Whoa!” Kyle asked, “What was that?”


  “Another illusion,” Tyler said with a wide grin on his face.


  “Like that lock?” Kyle asked, still wide eyed from the event. “How did you know?”


  “Well, there was no stump on either side,” Tyler said.


  It was a good thing they opted to have dash-mounted cameras in these trucks. It would be a challenge for the viewers to disprove how they passed through a solid object.


  “So, you figured that the best way to prove your hunch was to take a run at it?” Kyle asked. “What if it turned out to be real?”


  “Then the airbags would have deployed and Lauren would browbeat our corpses,” Tyler said.


  The pause that followed hinted that those words must have formed a vivid picture in Kyle’s mind. The ensuing shiver only confirmed Tyler’s hunch.


  They arrived at the foot of a stagnant pond contained by a stone embankment. The remnants of a statue in the middle confirmed this had once been an imposing fountain. However, water no longer poured from the rust-stained spouts, and a thick layer of algae covered its surface.


  The sight of all that stagnant water took him back to his early army training, specifically all that time spent ploughing through swamps. The smell and sound of buzzing mosquitoes awakened memories that he thought suppressed long ago. Those bloodsuckers were relentless.


  Beyond the fountain, lay the remnants of the hotel. The walls had collapsed, and the roof was gone. Little of it remained, which was odd considering the scale of the hotel.


  Lauren pulled out her gear from the truck and began filming the area in the visible light spectrum. Tyler and Kyle crowded behind her while she switched through various modes until the hotel appeared to be intact.


  “Can you hear that?” Lauren asked.


  On instinct, Tyler closed his eyes and let his jaw hang loose. There was nothing out of the ordinary. The wind was blowing, and water trickled playfully into the pool.


  “Nothing…wait…running water?” Tyler said.


  “Correct,” Lauren replied before turning to face the fountain.


  In infrared light, the fountain and the water pouring through the spurts were clear as day. That’s one hell of a trick! Was this some sort of illusion? Or were they peering through a window to the past?


  Kyle took a video which had both the viewfinder and the fountain in the frame. He then turned the camera on himself before adopting his well-practised host pose.


  “How spooky is that!” Kyle exclaimed. “Here we are in the ruins of an old railway hotel from the Roaring Twenties. From the naked eye, it appears to be nothing more than an old fountain. A home for skeeters and frogs.”


  He paused before adopting the used-car-salesman smile, then panned the camera. That way he could show to their audience that there was no obvious source of running water.


  “Riddle me this,” Kyle said. “Where’s that trickling sound coming from?”


  Once done, Kyle typed out something on his phone before posting the video on Bealzabook and Twitcher. With that kind of footage, fans would get excited.


  “Ever the eye for theatrics,” Tyler said.


  Kyle bowed in a melodramatic fashion, and Lauren chuckled. The host walked up the steps and bolted toward the space between the walls, where the doors once stood.


  Before anyone could object, Kyle slammed face-first into an invisible wall. The impact caused him to bounce off and land straight on his ass. I wonder how much money we’d make in blackmail by withholding that video?


  Both Lauren and Tyler covered up a smirk prior to converging on Kyle. The host held his nose as blood poured out from between his fingers. While Tyler thought it was funny, he hoped it was not broken, because that meant going back to the city. Tyler was sure another crew would swoop in to claim all the glory if that were to happen…


  Kyle looked up to the both of them and said, “I’m fine.”


  “You don’t look fine,” Lauren said with a smirk.


  Lauren froze in place, her eyes fixated on blood splatter suspended in mid-air. Tyler took several pictures with his camera phone and confirmed that the GPS coordinates were embedded. From where they stood, the blood drops projected a shadow over the ruined floor.


  As though channelling his inner-mime, Tyler pressed up against the invisible surface. The onlookers went wide eyed and slack jawed. This discovery shot down the theory of this being a window in time.


  “Wait here,” Tyler said.


  In response, Lauren kept the camera trained on him. Meanwhile, Tyler ran his hands over the invisible wall until he felt the wooden grain of the doors. He found the gap, leaving Tyler a reference point. He then located a handle and pulled. Just like that, Tyler vanished, leaving the others with more questions than answers.


  A minute later, Lauren and Kyle jumped after hearing a knock. Tyler then reappeared wearing a shit-eating grin.


  “I could see you through the walls,” Tyler said.


  “That was you?” Lauren asked. “You fuck!”


  “If the esteemed star of Ghoul Hunters is done bleeding, he can check this out for himself,” Tyler said.


  Kyle smirked before giving him the finger. This time it was Tyler’s turn to bow.


  * * * *


  It took about an hour to get Kyle cleaned up from the back of the lead truck. He would end up with some bruising, but makeup and a clean shirt sufficed for now.


  Since his antics were caught on video, Lauren hijacked his social media accounts and posted this latest blunder. There was sure to be some resentment once he found out, but she knew all would be forgiven once the hits rolled in.


  When ready, they assembled a couple of paces away from the invisible doorway. Kyle may have been the star, but it was Tyler who took the lead in dangerous situations.


  Since there were no blueprints on record, they knew little of the hotel’s layout, or what to expect once inside. Their hearts raced in anticipation and adrenaline heightened their senses. Was this their ticket to stardom? Proof of the paranormal? Certainly, this would show everyone there were still mysteries left in this world. I wonder if—


  One of the main doors opened, seemingly by itself, the sound echoing throughout the courtyard. Unlike Tyler’s foray into the hotel, this time they had a clear view of the interior. Inside, there were two rounded staircases beside an expansive hall. The gold trim, intricate carvings, and purity of the marble were a testament to the wealth needed to make this place a reality. What the actual fuck?


  “Why are we seeing this now?” Lauren asked.


  Her brows furrowed to the point where her eyes were nearly closed.


  Tyler peeked over his shoulder to find a dull grey world. Despite it being a little after four in the afternoon, the shadows from the mountains were stretched out over the property. Fuck me…


  “This way, if you please,” an unfamiliar voice said with a foreign accent.


  While the accent was not Transylvanian in nature, the effect was the same. Their heads turned toward the speaker, as though in slow motion. There they were, just off to the side. Three men dressed in tailored black-and-white uniforms.


  There were two immediately by the doors, whereas a third stood apart. That one had a similar uniform but was notable for his olive skin, dark hair, black eyes, and the name ‘Max’ engraved on a gold nametag. What this one lacked in height, he made up for with attitude. He’s clearly the one in charge…


  * * * *


  “Contact! Bravo—” the LT yelled before being eviscerated by an assailant.


  “LT!” one of the senior sergeants said before being silenced by another attacker.


  Tyler was back there, he could taste the sand in the air and smell the fresh blood. His eyes were wide and wild, unable to focus on a target. There were so many, and they moved so fast he could not follow them.


  “I need—” Tyler said. Not now!


  * * * *


  “We don’t have a reservation,” Lauren quipped, though only someone who knew her would pick up the additional trembling in her voice.


  Tyler tasted blood in his mouth and his cheek stung like a son-of-a-bitch. The shock from his self-inflicted wound and Lauren’s voice were enough to wrestle him away from entering that mind trap.


  He considered spitting out the blood, but figured these three would get off on that. Instead, he closed his eyes and swallowed it. The sound echoed throughout the entryway, and for a moment he thought he might have to puke it up, but he pushed through. They won’t make me the main course.


  God, she’s awesome. He was floored that Lauren had been the first one to recover from their collective stupor and drop a witty one-liner to boot!


  Tyler peeked through the viewfinder. In all modes, the interior remained visible. However, the infrared view showed there was no difference between the ambient temperature inside the hotel and the body temperature of those men before them.


  “You are in luck, madam, there are vacancies for tonight,” Max said in a painfully formal tone.


  “We don’t have any cash…” Kyle tried to say with confidence, but his voice trailed off to a whisper.


  For being such a smooth operator with the ladies, Kyle certainly did not deal well with being faced by the indisputable truth that science and religion needed a rethink.


  Max disappeared and reappeared behind Kyle. The shock of someone disappearing and reappearing within the blink of an eye caused Lauren to drop her camera. The viewfinder revealed nothing initially, although the sound of blood dripping was followed by a deluge of viscera spreading out ahead of the camera. Seconds later, Kyle fell forward onto his knees before face-planting into his own mess.


  Tyler knew what they were and realised that the shadow of those mountains effectively cut off any chance of escape. A shame that he had been too focused on exposing them to heed their warnings. There’s no way we’re getting out of this alive.


  “Now, if you two will follow me,” Max said, no longer concealing the underlying threat.


  Lauren’s eyes were glassy, and her breathing was shallow. Tyler pulled Lauren in the right direction, and her legs moved mechanically. The camera continued recording as their steps grew faint. Later, the doors were shut, and Kyle was dragged away by an unseen force.


  Tyler had no wish to antagonise his host just yet, so he played the part of a man broken by the trauma. That left him to focus on where to make his last stand. They were led up the left staircase, like lambs to the slaughter, past the cheerful cherub-filled fountain and up to the front counter.


  The man removed his soiled gloves and disposed of them in the wastebasket. From the drawer he produced a fresh pair. In the interim, Tyler noticed those hands were mutilated. It was as though the skin had been removed to expose the muscle, sinew, and bone. Was this the result of an accident? Or done as a punitive measure?


  Whereas Lauren stared out into the distance unaware of what was going on, Tyler was distracted by a couple dressed in formal evening attire passing by. The man and woman would look right at home in an old movie. They appeared to be oblivious to what was going on, but the two must have assumed Tyler and Lauren were not important enough to acknowledge. This place has been shuttered since the Great Depression? Right…


  Max picked up the phone and selected one of the presets. The black wireless headset fitted to his ear freed him from the desk while the connection was made.


  When the other side picked up, he said, “Cecil. I need a clean-up at the entrance.”


  The concierge then focused on his remaining guests.


  “How the fuck did you end up here?” Max asked.


  The man had dropped any pretence of civility. Given his overt show of power from earlier, Tyler knew this would escalate fast, if answers were not forthcoming.


  “We drove here. You invited us in,” Tyler said before a smile crept across his neutral features. Here’s as good of a place as any…


  Prior to deployment, Tyler had been taught how to handle himself in cases of capture. He had spent the better part of a week naked, with little sleep or food. They questioned him constantly and even had him water-boarded, but Tyler never broke. However, he was certain Max and his cronies had creative ways of getting people to talk. He won’t get that chance…


  Lauren began to shake. Tyler stepped closer to her and put his arm around her waist, fearing that she would faint. He needed her to stay mobile, so he could keep her alive for as long as possible.


  Tyler kept his mind focused on the situation at hand. This was not a time to think about what happened to Kyle and he needed to keep his wits about him. He was certain they would not go down quietly.


  “Wrong answer,” Max said.


  The concierge paused, and a sickly smile fell upon his lips. Tyler knew this man would enjoy putting in the work needed to get his answers.


  “Care to try again?” Max asked.


  “Just a minute,” Tyler replied. He hugged Lauren before adding, “Can’t you see that you’re upsetting the lady?”


  He leaned in close, which roused her from the depths of despair. Before she screamed, he whispered something into her ear. At first, she appeared to be confused, but eventually she returned his hug. Once he felt a tug, all the pieces were in place.


  “Get away from her,” Max ordered.


  “Fuck off,” Tyler replied.


  Tyler needed more time, but that was complicated when faced by an opponent that could tear him apart with his bare hands. He hoped his outburst would appear non-threatening and he could eke out a few meagre seconds before showing his hand.


  “Last chance,” Max said.


  The concierge’s body went taut like a viper. This man was poised for an attack and there was nothing Tyler could do to prevent it.


  “I said fuck off,” Tyler replied while tightening his grip over Lauren.


  Lauren stiffened considerably, and for a few heartbeats they appeared to be inseparable. Then in the blink of an eye, they were three feet apart, torn away from each other by the concierge’s brute strength. At that moment, the spoon sprang free from the grenade that was crammed into Tyler’s backpack.


  One…


  Tyler watched as Lauren recovered and made a mad dash toward him.


  Two…


  He glanced at his phone, which showed the progress of multiple file uploads. So far, thirty pictures and two videos had been uploaded with another just about complete.


  Three…


  Tyler glanced at Max, whose eyes were tracking the spoon’s arc through the air.


  Clearly, the concierge was not familiar with the tools of a modern war. A grenade going off was sure to be a novel experience for their host.


  Four…


  Tyler broke a smile. Meanwhile, Lauren collided with enough force that she toppled him over.


  “Fuck you!” Tyler swore.


  Tyler expected to feel something when he finally came face to face with death. Part of him hoped for a blinding white light to welcome him to the afterlife. Barring that, witnessing the entirety of his life passing before his eyes would have sufficed. Disappointingly, there was nothing at all.


  The concierge was pushed back by the force of the explosion. He received a face full of shrapnel, including bone matter from the initial victims.


  Max was going to have a hell of a time explaining this to the Boss.


  * * * *


  GHOUL HUNTERS VIDEOS DECLARED A HOAX


  By Victoria Frost of Consolidated Press


  Videos purportedly filmed during the last investigation of the Ghoul Hunters, a lesser-known group of paranormal investigators, were deemed to be an elaborate hoax.


  For the past several months, videos containing the graphic footage of their rumoured demise have circulated the internet. While these videos were pulled from mainstream sites because of their graphic content, hacker sites were getting millions of unique hits daily.


  While the footage was thoroughly discredited by renowned experts in the field, the whereabouts of the group remains a mystery. Local police have stated the investigation is ongoing, and they are aggressively pursuing leads.


  Certain fringe groups claim the footage is undeniable proof of the paranormal. Concurrently, conspiracy theorists insist the Ghoul Hunters’ footage proves the government is involved in an elaborate cover-up, claims which have been repeatedly denied by senior government officials.


  In response to these naysayers, one expert had this to say, —You’d be surprised what you can do with a crabApple these days.—




  CHAPTER 1


  WALK OVER A GRAVE


  Clara was covered in blood, sweat, and caked-on dirt after a night of fighting werewolves. She stumbled into her apartment and, though weary, went straight for the bathroom. She stopped mid-stride, upon seeing the bare curves of the mixed-race woman standing at the threshold of the door.


  “You took your sweet time…” Elizabeth said.


  “Well, werewolves take a bit more effort to house train than pugs,” Clara answered. “I didn’t want them pawing at the door to be let out…”


  “We wouldn’t want that,” Elizabeth said in a husky voice. “Would we?”


  Clara picked up that Elizabeth’s heart increased in unison with her own. She smirked, but werewolf blood was decidedly not an aphrodisiac. To mar Elizabeth’s smooth skin with all that gore and grime made her skin crawl.


  “I really should shower,” Clara said. “You want to help me get at those hard to reach—”


  * * * *


  Something vibrated from the depths of her pocket and roused Clara from her slumber. While the dream had been pleasant, it had been nothing more than a work of fiction. In fact, it was little more than a tease, which soured her mood. In truth, she had betrayed Elizabeth and not set eyes upon her for several months.


  After letting out a long sigh, she slumped into her seat. Clara opened her eyes and rubbed the sleep from them before taking out her phone. With a double-tap, the screen came to life and brought up the notification.


  She did an all-around scan of the bus, to confirm no one was watching. Her eyes then focused on a passing road sign. After doing the maths, she concluded they were nearing their destination. Her heart transitioned to a gallop while pressure built up along her forehead. Clara closed her eyes and fought back the wave of anxiety. Not today, bitches.


  Bitches was a reference to the goddess Hecate and her three distinct personas. Clara saw them more as bickering sisters who never saw eye to eye on anything. Unfortunately, those three had taken up permanent residence within her mind, a side-effect of killing the goddess in self-defence.


  Clara nicknamed the most annoying of Hecate’s personas Ethereal, on account of her translucent appearance, dead eyes, and disembodied voice. This one was both pessimistic and paranoid, which was as bad as it sounded. This was the one who constantly nagged the others to take action based on her delusions. As a result, the other sisters seldom listened to her, even when Ethereal was right… The eternal killjoy.


  Sparky was so named because of those glowing blue eyes and the ability to focus her rage into a bolt of coherent energy. She was the polar opposite of Ethereal. Sparky was quick to anger, and she was known to act first while forgetting about asking questions.


  Silver was the unofficial leader of the group, so named for the silvery glow emanating from her skin and hair. To this day Clara could only guess the powers she inherited from this persona. However, Silver was the rational one who reined in her sisters after significant coaxing. I’ve seen them trying to break free from Silver on numerous occasions…


  It was a miracle they managed to co-exist as the entity called Hecate. While they could exist as separate entities, this was the exception rather than the rule. That’s why I call them the sisters…


  Genuine panic had been a rare occurrence in life, doubly so after ascending to Heaven. Clara figured she was wired differently from the norm, which enabled her to keep her emotions at bay. Such a talent was ideal for hunting things that went bump in the night. Who knew that someone needed a clear head when fighting for survival?


  Ever since learning how to channel Hecate’s powers, such challenges had become the norm. This curse came with perks, and Clara loved channelling her anger into a coherent burst of energy. Who doesn’t want to embrace their inner wrathful goddess?


  Clara spotted a clean-shaven man with a thin moustache walking down the aisle. Those dark-brown eyes, sharp features, and short hair were a refreshing change from the current trends. He reminded her of a wounded artillery officer she met during the Great War. While their brief interaction had been hurried and hushed, Clara got her first taste of sexual intimacy that night.


  The memories of barneymugging that thin-moustached officer did not help her state of arousal. Clara flashed the man a smile, but he did not appear to notice her at all. Who the hell does he think he is?


  Her eyes glowed blue for a fraction of a second. Cool your heels! She closed her eyes and forced herself to keep her anger in check. It’s not his fault that he can’t see past the illusion.


  The man had not noticed her on account of her hiding as her plain Jane self. This was a relatively recent addition to her arsenal. A power that muted Clara’s beauty and distinctive physical attributes. While invaluable for traversing crowds unnoticed, it also meant being invisible, even when she wanted to get noticed. I’m sure my light jacket, flannel shirt, and jeans aren’t helping matters…


  Still, being so casually dismissed had torn a strip right off her ego. His heart rate never even changed…


  As a human, Clara had been a bit of a billboard. With those steel-grey eyes, elfin features, and straight brown hair, people took notice of her. God had been generous, she had the body of a dancer, but featured a larger bust. I had the dexterity of a dancer, but my girls could bring about severe neck strain.


  During the Roaring Twenties, men were drawn to her, and she loved how they viewed courtship as they would battle. In the end, Clara always won out. Sometimes the encounter would leave them scarred, but all that mattered to her was the thrill of victory. A shame they come broken out of the box these days…


  After he passed by, she double-tapped on the screen to return to the notification, but stopped. Clara’s instincts were telling her someone was watching her.


  From out of the corner of her eye, she caught a pair of bright-blue eyes staring back at her. Clara smiled warmly at a toddler with curly blond hair seated next to his mother. The boy giggled with glee at getting Clara’s attention, which caused his mother to stir from a deep sleep. Clara pressed her forefinger against her narrow lips and shushed him.


  There was disappointment in those eyes, but it was fleeting. The child looked between his legs to find a tablet and was quickly distracted by a colourful cartoon. Kids appeared to be easily taken in by shiny baubles and simplistic tunes… Speaking of which…


  Clara sank back in her seat, unlocked her phone, and tapped on the only notification. Since the phone number was new, the list of potential senders was sparse. Nice and simple.


  Vivian: Subject has been released.


  That statement said little without context, and that was by design. This was an acquaintance who ended up getting wounded after a nasty skirmish with a pack of werewolves. Alas, they arrested the young vixen for being an accomplice to Clara’s crimes. It had taken the law firm months to secure her release, but in the end their hard work paid off. It’s a full moon tonight…


  Clara: Package delivered?


  Vivian: As per instructions.


  Clara grinned upon hearing that her gift had been delivered. She hoped the backpack and its contents would give Julia everything she required to branch out on her own. Clara expected the werewolf would surrender to the moon’s power tonight but would hopefully reach back when she was ready. You never know, Julia might prove to be a valuable ally.


  She clenched her jaw in annoyance. Hecate would not be silenced, forcing Clara to hear the various personas whispering from the depths of her mind. To further fuck with the angel, Ethereal interjected.


  “In my day, werewolves were considered a disease,” Ethereal said in that distinctive voice that sucked all the joy from a room. “Remind you of anyone else we know?”


  Julia had been shunned by her pack. As an orphan, Clara understood what it meant to lose her anchor. She was also the catalyst for Julia being shunned and saw it as her duty to look after her.


  Sources confirmed that Julia never uttered a word about what happened that night. In return for her silence, the authorities focused their collective fury on the hapless Julia. Clara could do little more than watch as justice was administered, but she was not shocked by the public’s need for blood. At least she’s free to do as she wishes tonight.


  The situation differed for Clara, given how little sea room there was. She wondered how easily she
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