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  ABOUT


  Clara Grey was a hunter forged by faith, an angel cast out of Heaven, and a goddess haunted by voices of the vanquished. She exists in a world fraught with peril, where every shadow hides something that goes bump in the night.


  Once a legend among the ranks of a secret order of hunters, Clara finds herself adrift. She thirsts for closure until a fleeting echo from the Roaring Twenties reveals a potential path back.


  Allied with creatures she once hunted, Clara must venture out alone to reach the order that defined her. But as divine foes and her pasts intersect, will she find an army to reclaim the night or end up in a graveyard?


  Before you turn the page, heed this: In the hunt for closure, even an angel may lose their way.


  While part of a series, The Van Helsing Conjecture stands on its own, inviting new readers into a dark fantasy saga of hunters, angels, and perilous nights, with no prior tales required.
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  A NOTE ON SLANG


  The Van Helsing Conjecture 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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  http://bit.ly/3XBXrFd




  A NOTE ON BACKGROUND CHARACTERS


  The Van Helsing Conjecture is part of a series and character names will come up even if they are not actively involved in this story. A Biography of Background Characters is available at the end of the book to help new readers or situate those returning to the series.


  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 CONJECTURE


  CHAPTER 1


  SACRED HUNTING GROUNDS


  A woman walked alone through the forest. Her steps left deep impressions in the hard-packed snow. The large backpack hanging from her shoulders weighed her down, pushing her ever closer to the brink of exhaustion. With every laboured breath, a heavy cloud of fog streamed from her mouth.


  There was nothing out of the ordinary about hiking in the woods, other than doing so during the witching hour. The full moon was high in the sky, illuminating the path before her. The trees had shed their leaves long ago, giving her a clear view of the silvery forest ahead.


  The hiker had grey eyes, with brown hair tied into a ponytail. Neither detail would turn heads. She blended into crowds, went unnoticed, with her passage immediately forgotten. The latter turned out to be a feature.


  Something made a whoosh as it flew by her left ear. The pause in her movements was nearly imperceptible, dismissible as a trick of the eye. It was more than enough to alert her attacker that their prey was onto them. That was close!


  There came another whoosh. She turned to evade but was too slow. The golden arrow buried itself into her backpack and made a dull thud as it struck a ballistic plate.


  “Shit!” the woman swore before transitioning into a run.


  The surge of adrenaline in her veins helped her to ignore the weight. Given the season and ample moonlight, she was dangerously exposed—


  On either side, there came a thunk, along with splintering wood. She chanced a glance and caught an arrowhead protruding through the other side of the trunk. There came another whoosh, and this time it flew high. Dammit! Does she ever run out?


  The hiker ducked behind a large tree and dropped her pack. Before the dull clank rang out from the woods, the prey was already headed deeper into the woods.


  All the while, the woman’s jacket deformed near her shoulder blades. The distortions grew until they tore clean through at two points. What came out was a congealed mass of bone and newly formed flesh. Shortly thereafter, the mass took on the shape of wings, with black feathers filling in the expanse.


  Her transformation was not restricted solely to growing a pair of wings. Like a butterfly emerging from a chrysalis, the woman grew more beautiful with every breath. Her sharp facial features, elfin ears, and steel-grey eyes that turned heads for the better part of a century were visible.


  She dodged another arrow, and another, but the third flew true. Her wings instinctively shifted to block the projectile, but it went through and through, causing a golden liquid to splatter on the virgin snow.


  While a hit, the wing was enough to deflect the arrow from striking her neck. Tired of running, she ducked behind a tree and withdrew two pistols from holsters under her jacket.


  The winged woman peeked around the tree trunk. Those steel-grey eyes scanned the horizon… Nothing.


  “Figures,” the woman mumbled.


  A branch snapped from behind. She turned around, quick as a viper striking its prey, but that was not enough. Two arrows hit their mark, one passed through her left calf. Another struck her left wing before embedding itself into the tree. This one is fast!


  “Well. Well,” the teenage beauty said. “If it isn’t Clara Grey, the angel who prefers to toil with the humans than defend Heaven.”


  Teen applied to her appearance only. Like most of the gods and goddesses of old, this one happened to be older than civilization itself. Back in her day, she would have been of marrying age, whereas any man who asked for her number today risked prison time.


  The goddess featured the perfect, female physique, along with dark, braided hair, and elfin features that Clara attributed to the old gods. That being said, that golden bow and arrows were the biggest clue as to who she was dealing with.


  “I could say the same thing about you, Artemis,” Clara said, before chuckling. “Why aren’t you up there servicing your one true God?”


  At the mention of God, the goddess betrayed her emotions with a facial tick. On the day of her death, Clara encountered another goddess who had a similar reaction to that name. Two points don’t make a pattern.


  “How dare you—” Artemis hissed.


  “How dare I what?” Clara asked. “Travel through the woods?”


  Clara loved to rile up her opponents. Sure, the goddess held the proverbial high ground, but why let her bask in it?


  “How dare you flaunt that name!” Artemis yelled.


  “The god who discovered how to draw power from immortal souls?” Clara guessed.


  “How did you—” Artemis asked.


  That smirk on Clara’s face gave away that this had been a shot in the dark. Unlike the goddess, Clara landed a blow on her first try.


  “Well, these won’t work,” Clara said, and holstered her pistols.


  She winced as the wing tore further which worsened the bleeding. Clara knew going in there would be no way to get out of this situation unscathed.


  “Insolent whore, you killed my sister!” Artemis yelled.


  “Sisters more like,” Clara quipped. “They got what they deserved. Besides, Blue Eyes always thought you were a pretentious twat.”


  Hecate was the goddess who ended Clara’s life. Those three personas reflected in statues and mosaics turned out to be distinct entities occupying the same vessel. Like most siblings, they were often in conflict with one another. Now, they keep me company.


  “If you think you can just steal my bow—” Artemis said.


  “I came along on a hunt…”


  Clara focused until time slowed around her. In reality, she was speeding up her reaction times while the world moved on as it always did. This enabled her to move faster than the eye could see.


  “Really?” Artemis asked. “You just happened to stumble onto my personal hunting grounds? Armed to the teeth?”


  As time slowed down, the words Artemis spoke stretched out and lowered in pitch. Clara hated holding conversations in this state, but the payoff was often worth the aggravation. She could dodge bullets, if need be, although this ability was ironically, time limited.


  “Young men have gone missing in the area for decades… That’s not exactly subtle. Besides, I said that I came along on a hunt,” Clara said.


  She spoke in a well-practised timbre that appeared normal to anyone listening. If I slow down time too far, I’ll run out of breath before uttering the first syllable.


  “Along?” Artemis asked, before catching sight of Clara’s grin. “…you were the—(bait)!”


  That was Clara’s cue. She shifted her focus to the mass of fur and muscle converging on their position.


  While it had the eyes of a wolf, and ran on all fours, this was not an animal. Why else would vampires stick to the cities?


  “Now!” Clara yelled, as Artemis lumbered toward the werewolf.


  Clara’s change in focus had a simultaneous effect. While she returned in sync with time, the werewolf was given a dramatic boost. Werewolves were naturally fast, but this one streaked across Clara’s vision as though a speeding bullet.


  A tree splintered and collapsed onto itself. While no one was near; its impact made the ground tremble. That’s my gal!


  Clara spotted the furry beast with its jaw locked onto the goddess’s midsection. The werewolf repeatedly shook her head violently to the left and right. Those fangs tore through flesh and covered the forest floor in a splatter of golden blood. When done, the werewolf let go of the motionless lump. The werewolf then transitioned onto its hind legs, poised to strike. Oh shit!


  Now was the time for Clara to intervene.


  “Julia!” When the werewolf paused, Clara added, “You don’t want the side effects of her death…trust me.”


  There was hesitation in those eyes, but the werewolf took a few steps back. Clara broke the shaft of the arrow that kept her pinned down. Despite the pain, she forced her wings to fold in.


  “Killing a god or goddess imbues the killer with some of their powers… along with a transfer of their personas. Effectively, Artemis would haunt you for eternity, and I wouldn’t wish that on my worst enemy,” Clara said. Which is exactly why I have four, unwelcome guests in my head.


  Unable to communicate effectively, Julia sat like a dog and whimpered. Clara took that as a sign the message was received loud and clear.


  “They think they are above us,” Clara said. “Pawns in their petty games.”


  Clara’s eyes glowed blue. From the tip of her index finger a bolt of blue energy made the air crackle. The scent of ozone permeated the air, along with that of burned flesh and hair.


  The sight of Clara flicking her evil switch must have triggered something in Julia’s mind. The werewolf whimpered, and after seconds of watching a goddess being turned into charcoal, she looked away entirely.


  “Consider this my electric—(cure),” Clara said.


  “Stop! Julia’s had enough,” Silver, the dominant persona of the Hecate triumvir, said.


  All that was left when Clara ceased her attack was a mound of smouldering ashes. She took a deep breath to find her centre and spotted the troubled werewolf. Realising the effect her cruelty had on the other, Clara approached with an outstretched hand.


  “I’m sorry…” Clara said. “It had to be done.”


  Julia shrank away as though the touch of an open hand would set her aflame. In that moment, the werewolf must have understood just what ‘all in’ entailed.


  “I…”


  Clara stopped cold when Julia turned away. The sight of it was nearly ridiculous, as these creatures were feared by both hunters and vampires alike. These were animals of myth and nightmare, standing at least three metres tall, with claws that felled trees. The literal stuff of nightmares.


  Alas, Julia recently escaped from a human trafficking facility. Werewolves were formidable under the full moon but still mostly human for the rest of the lunar cycle. Clara could not imagine what happened to her during those two weeks in captivity. It could have been days had I saved her myself at the expense of the mission.


  “Do you need some time alone?”


  The werewolf nodded, and Clara choked on her breath. I didn’t want to make things worse.


  “Can you find your way—”


  The werewolf turned her head at an odd angle, and Clara could have sworn it cocked an eye. Had this been a defiant teenager, the fallen angel would have understood precisely what this was… At least she still has her sass.


  “Nor is she holding a grudge…” Ethereal, another one of Hecate’s personalities, said in a tone that sapped the excitement from a successful deicide.


  Everything that Ethereal said was cold and emotionless. Each syllable leeched the joy from the room, as though death herself had spoken. Goddess of ghosts and necromancy, but thankfully not song and dance.


  Those words left a bitter taste in Clara’s mouth, but Julia did not know that extraction from the facility could have been sooner. Instead, they sent another asset, Grace, at great personal risk to empower the werewolf to free herself and the others held there. Now was certainly not the time to tell her. Will it ever be?


  “Okay,” Clara said. “Take all the time you need. You know how to reach me if you want to talk…”


  The werewolf cocked her head to the side as though questioning the finality of those words. While Julia said nothing about her time in that compound, Clara also did not delve into the events surrounding her visit to The Grand. Even though the events were livestreamed to help grow my audience.


  Clara had a lot of emotions she had yet to come to terms with that incident. It was more than a hotel nestled in the Rocky Mountains that served as a haven for things that went bump in the night. She died there at the hands of a goddess and did so to rid the world of her greatest foe. Later, she was lured back to meet her sister, who had been turned by a vampire. It was not an especially warm family reunion. Thus, the reason for me not wanting to talk about it.


  “I… I can’t imagine they will let this one stand,” Clara began. “Artemis still had connect(ions)—”


  There came a bright flash of light, powerful enough that the werewolf shielded her eyes with those massive paws. Clara did not react, the divine light of creation was something she was all too familiar with. Julia’s lucky that she’s not human.


  There came a snap of someone’s fingers and just like that the forest went dark. Other than feeling drained of energy, Clara waited for Julia to recover before saying anything.


  “Go!” Clara exclaimed, with wild eyes. “I won’t be able to hold them off for long.”


  The large eyes of the predator opened wide. Even through the fur, Clara could see those massive muscles twitching. Fight or flight, and in this case the werewolf chose the latter and bolted for their camp.


  Clara waited until the werewolf was out of sight before saying, “That took a lot out of me.”


  “Well worth the cost,” Silver said. “There are three of them.”


  Clara betrayed her emotions by moving her head back noticeably. She would have been mad as a hatter to assume there would be no response from above. How else could Artemis maintain her sacred hunting grounds without arousing suspicion?


  When the great détente was threatened, leading to a potential war, they sent a single, human-born angel to intervene. Speaks volumes on their priorities.


  In this case, they sent three, and as judged by the light of creation, at least one was an archangel. They aren’t fucking around anymore.


  Clara looked at Silver, the goddess of the moon and crossroads. She too was young and the embodiment of perfection, with her skin ever aglow with silver light. While she was used to dealing with the goddess, she rarely did so face-to-face.


  “How long?” Clara asked.


  “For letting me stretch out my legs?” Silver asked. “They’ll remain in that state until the sun rises.”


  The primary source of power for an angel was the light of God. Thus, the sunlight would be enough for them to break free. Until then, they were slowed down to a level Clara could not fathom. Every second in our time means a year for them…


  “Thank you,” Clara said. “You’re the bee’s knees tonight.”


  “We are all in this together.”


  That statement reflected that the goddesses Clara killed were now a part of her. For the moment, Hecate and Bastet were her guests, but Artemis was sure to make an appearance. Hecate is looking forward to their reunion.


  “Still up for setting Heaven aflame?”


  “I—We wouldn’t miss it for the world…”


  The more Clara gleamed about Heaven the more she was convinced that a scorched-earth approach was the best option. It was not the paradise it was made out to be, and angels were at best the unwitting jailers of souls to be drained of their power.


  Right behind Silver there were three angels. They had been created in the image of God himself, so it came as no surprise they looked like Greek gods. Front and centre in his white armour and white-hot sword was Gabriel. They sent down their general to deal with me?


  In this state, they may as well have been statues, and her sauntering past them would leave an imprint on their eyes that would last comparatively for decades. While Clara could manipulate time, she lacked the finesse that Silver displayed.


  “I’m jealous…” Clara confessed.


  “Eons of practice…”


  “I wouldn’t discount talent…”


  Clara left it at that and set her eyes upon the jailers of heaven. Sending them down here was tantamount to declaring war, unless the act was sanctioned by both sides of the wager. Whoever the other party is.


  Silver said nothing, seemingly happy to be free of her sisters while regaining a measure of autonomy. While they clamoured for more independence, Clara sensed that Hecate as a whole enjoyed running the roost.


  “Do I have to walk out? Or can I—(teleport out of here).”


  Silver placed a finger against her chin and cocked her head. This informal exchange was refreshing compared to their initial encounter. They tormented her for over a year, whispering in her mind, sowing doubt and fear, all to weaken her emotionally. I hope this becomes the norm.


  “I’ll have to stay behind while you do,” Silver said. “I’ll rejoin before you hold a convocation.”


  Silver could not exist for long independent of Clara. Tactically, she understood why, because teleportation would disrupt Clara’s focus and give the angels an opportunity to break free. Silver was like a spring under tension, it was only a matter of time before she snapped back into place.


  “That’s why you’re my favourite…” Clara said, with a wink.


  From the depths of her mind, there came the sound of dry heaving, and she also caught someone doing a Bronx cheer. Silver must have been aware of her sisters’ actions and laughed.


  “I needed this,” Clara whispered.


  Without another word, Clara grabbed her backpack, focused on their campsite, and vanished.


  * * * *


  Clara popped in by the dying fire. She was unsurprisingly alone. Even at a full run, Julia needed an hour to make it back to camp. A little bit longer and I might’ve considered taking a nap.


  For some reason Clara felt fatigued, which was abnormal for her. While she could push through it, the idea of resting her eyes for an extended period of time was tempting. That’ll have to wait.


  “Right… she asked for time alone,” Clara said, while pushing back an intense wave of sadness. What’s wrong with me?


  Julia could be a powerful ally, but it was the scars unseen by the naked eye that took the longest to heal. Both their wounds were deep, even if the nature of them diverged greatly.


  “I can’t push her away.”


  Nor could she rush the process. Clara needed to show some patience and head back home. A vampire named Evelyn would be more than happy to see her. The feeling is mutual.


  “The problem is, I never want to leave… Right.”


  Clara fed the fire some fresh logs, struck down her tent, and packed. She left behind a small, red bag, by its larger red cousin given to Julia in the early summer. This one contained more money, cards, and a secure phone. Along with a note.


  “She may look like Red Riding Hood, but she really is the wolf. I should’ve taken her shopping instead of going on a hunt.”


  With everything in hand, Clara visualised herself being home. It’s time.
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  CHAPTER 2


  VANILLA AND SEX


  The scent of vanilla invaded her dream, and a smile crept over Clara’s face. It brought her right back to her mother’s kitchen. She imagined herself running down the steps, skipping over the squeaky one, and found herself face-to-face with the treats her mother was making.


  “Why are you up?” Her mother, Theresa, asked.


  Clara always slowed down like a tomcat on the prowl, hoping that her sisters would sleep long enough to miss this opportunity.


  “Do I smell vanilla?” Clara asked.


  Her mother smiled, this was their ritual which always ended with Clara getting a cookie or treat.


  “Don’t tell your sisters,” Theresa would say.


  As was the custom, Clara grabbed the treat and took a bite. Her mother’s sweet confections never failed to put an impossibly large smile on her face. Every morsel brought her one step closer to heaven.


  “I won’t, Mama,” Clara would reply, while crumbs rolled off her lips.


  Before the memory of that taste fully formed in her mind, a cool, soft hand rolled up Clara’s tummy and stopped at the base of her breasts. Just a minute longer…


  * * * *


  Clara had no desire to awaken from that dream, but her training as a hunter kicked in. Her eyes fluttered open as a tear streaked down from the corner of her eye. The scent must have conjured up that beautiful childhood memory. She looked down to find a full head of black hair resting on her shoulder. She must have finished early with her latest piece.


  She loves the heat. Whereas Clara loved that Evelyn was always cool to the touch. The vampire’s heart beat strong and true, while her breathing was deep. Clara had yet to meet another vampire who could mimic human vital signs as well as Evelyn could.


  To put it mildly, they had a complicated relationship. In reality, they should be enemies instead of lovers, but they worked well together and their goals were aligned. For the moment.


  Evelyn was a vampire born under the reign of the Sun King. A woman with piercing, green eyes, prominent cheekbones, pale skin for a human, and black hair.


  Her most alluring feature was that smile. One that promised so much if one surrendered entirely to her. Clara would swear on the Bible that this vampire very much delivered on that promise… and so much more.


  Despite her origins as a courtesan in Paris, Evelyn was classically trained. She was quick-witted, and embraced her passion for the arts. Her studio, deeper within this building, held a trove of paintings and sculptures that were either welded or carved. Each and every one of them rivalled the works of masters.


  Clara realised they were in Evelyn’s room. There was always the odour of paint hanging in the air, as did vanilla, and since returning from the sacred hunting grounds, sex. It’s starting to feel more like making love.


  She may not have been around as long as Evelyn had been, but this former flapper had plenty of sexual partners, both men and women. The Roaring Twenties was more than music, architecture, makeup, and fashion. They had petting parties, along with slang to gauge the interest and consent of a potential tryst… It was the best time of my life.


  But that was just barneymugging. Hunters learned to weaponize sex, using such skills to gain intelligence, to lure targets, or manipulate people to meet their objectives. While Clara had sex for fun, it never approached the tenderness and emotional component Evelyn had shown with her. That’s the problem.


  Clara was not sure how she felt about being with a vampire. Let alone someone who mastered hiding their emotions behind an impenetrable mask. Admittedly, she could not imagine vampires living long without that specific skill.


  To be fair, Clara did the same, which made daily interactions interesting. Neither knew what the other really felt, but during these brief glimpses Clara sensed that Evelyn did love her.


  “She told you so!” Ethereal said, to dampen the mood.


  “Words are often used to mask lies,” Clara replied, in her mind.


  “Shut up,” Silver said, to her sister. “I’ve seen how she looks at you. She’s different around you.”


  “Do you think so?” Clara asked.


  Her heart skipped a beat at the thought of capturing the heart of another. The fact this berry was more fun than a night at a clip joint certainly helped. She’s the only one who seems to understand me.


  “It’s obvious,” Sparky said, the third persona of Hecate.


  This was the goddess of magic and the nickname came from her powers. This particular sister was thin-skinned and quick to act. When those eyes glowed blue, that meant Sparky was on the verge of striking. She always talks as though she’s had one espresso too many.


  “It’s easy to get lost in what might have been,” Sparky added, and Clara visualised the goddess nodding her head repeatedly like an over-caffeinated squirrel.


  “Instead of looking at what you have,” Silver said.


  “Or realising you’re in bed with a creative, intelligent, and ruthless monster…” Clara said.


  When the sisters did not reply, Clara smiled momentarily before slipping back into sleep.


  * * * *


  Clara’s phone chirped, the single pulse vibrated through the nightstand. While it was barely audible, it was enough to wake her up. Her sense of hearing was sharper than that of a human.


  Her eyes shot open and quickly used visual cues to sort out where she was. The scent of vanilla was further away and she noticed that Evelyn was cocooned in the bed sheets. That makes things easier.


  She moved her wings out from atop of her. It was tricky to get a good night’s sleep with black-feathered wings. While she could not wrap herself in blankets like Evelyn was doing, they did keep her warm at night.


  Because Clara had no desire to wake Evelyn, she sat up slowly, manoeuvred to the end of the bed, and tucked in her wings. She stretched out her arms, yawned silently and pressed her feet onto the cold, marble floor.


  Clara grabbed her phone and confirmed it was for the reminder. Part of her was disappointed there was nothing from Julia, but it had only been a week.


  To further avoid waking up the vampire, she walked on the tips of her toes towards the en suite bathroom. At the halfway mark, doing her best to be quiet as a mouse when the cat was lurking about, two words shattered her reality.


  “Good morn—” Evelyn said. “Aie!”


  Clara turned around quicker than photoflash powder took to ignite. There was Evelyn with her fangs extended and a drop of crimson on her lips.


  “Why are you bleeding?” Clara asked.


  “Aucune idée,” Evelyn replied in French without realising. (I have no idea.)


  “Didn’t you feed last night?” Clara asked in a perfect, Parisian accent.


  Evelyn smiled upon hearing the French. All the while, her fangs retracted, and she healed the cut without shedding another drop.


  “Oui,” Evelyn replied, before changing back to English. “She was positively scrumptious.”


  That was the key detail that did not fit in with the puzzle before her. Evelyn could stretch out her feedings longer than any other vampire known, which made cohabitation easier. The fact that she leaves them alive is the only reason this works.


  “Do you want some company?” Evelyn asked, while those emerald-green eyes twinkled.


  Clara smirked, but her phone reminded her once more that she was up for a singular reason. We ran out of hot water last time.


  “I can’t think of a better way to start the day.” Before Evelyn could leap out of bed, Clara added, “I have to be somewhere in an hour.”


  Evelyn pouted long enough to tug at Clara’s heartstrings and stuck out her tongue. Both knew of the appointment, but the vampire never passed on an opportunity to tease. She’s hard to say no to.


  The vampire stretched out her arms letting the sheets glide off her chest. This gave Clara a full view of that bare chest and those tight and perky breasts. Very hard to say no to.


  “I’ll be waiting,” Evelyn teased.


  Clara gulped, paused for a moment, but nevertheless found the strength to drag her feet towards the bathroom.


  * * * *


  Heat from the water radiated into her back, which made Clara moan. Her back and joints had been sore for the last few days for reasons that eluded her. She closed her eyes, revelling in the soothing heat. After taking several deep breaths, Clara reached for a sponge and her body wash.


  The act of bathing had changed a lot since she was a child. Being the youngest meant she was the last one to bathe, and by then the water was lukewarm at best.


  What was once a luxury reserved for the wealthy was available even in roach-infested hotels. However, Evelyn did not skimp on this water closet; the white marble, brass fixtures, and glass panels of the shower were a testament to that.


  There were three jets focused on her back and one raining down from above. This shower was like being pampered at a spa. When Evelyn was there to help, Clara considered this room to be Heaven-adjacent.


  She rubbed the sponge until she had a thick lather and rubbed her chest and arms before moving down to her legs. Since she shaved yesterday, she only needed to wash up.


  She quickly cleaned her feet and legs before working her way into her bare berry patch. She ran the sponge in between her legs…


  “Wait…”


  Clara looked down and found a golden, viscous fluid and rusty clots on the sponge, with more washing down into the drain. The sight of her blood caused her to freeze in place, while holding her breath.


  The blood of angels and gods was gold in colour, but turned red when drawn from the body. That’s how they hide among the flock.


  She started breathing once her mind made the link between several disparate events. The twinging and pulling sensation from two weeks ago, the aches and pain, and Evelyn’s fangs. They made me barren.


  All hunters were sterile. Doing so prevented them from yearning for a family or having to deal with the complications of a pregnancy during extended missions.


  “I haven’t had a cycle since my thirteenth birthday…”


  Being barren was empowering, and one of the reasons why the Roaring Twenties was so memorable for Clara. A single question remained in her mind. How?


  In the back of her mind, there came a sound. It was rhythmic and reminded her of a purring cat…


  “Horsefeathers!” Clara swore.


  Before that word echoed off the bathroom walls, Evelyn was standing outside the shower with the door open. Those eyes were wild as though looking for a threat but finding none.


  “What’s—(wrong)?” Evelyn asked.


  “…Fertility…”


  “What?”


  “…I killed… the goddess of fertility and absorbed her powers!”


  Months ago, Clara ended up face-to-face with Bastet the Egyptian goddess of fertility. Bastet was beyond reason due to an earlier attack by Sparky forcing Clara to put down the catlike humanoid. Until now, there had been no adverse effects. Those powers restored my fertility.


  Evelyn cocked a brow before looking at the sponge. Spots of red were forming among the golden liquid. At the sight of that golden blood, Evelyn’s fangs dropped back into place.


  “That explains the taste of copper last night…” Evelyn said.


  “You knew?” Clara asked, her eyes flashed bright blue for a fraction of a second.


  “Ma chère,” Evelyn began, taking a deep breath to find the right choice of words. (My dear.) “We’ve made (love)—been intimate for a while now. You’ve never shown any signs before… Besides, you told me that they made you barren.”


  Those words and that soft voice were enough to snap Clara’s emotional control back into place. The betrayal experienced was not brought on by Evelyn, but by the dramatic change in situation. It was Clara who killed a crazed goddess in self-defence and this was one of the repercussions.


  “Look on the bright side,” Evelyn said, to snap Clara back into reality.


  “What’s that?” Clara asked.


  “I can’t get you pregnant,” Evelyn said, before stepping into the shower, getting onto the tips of her toes, and kissing Clara on the cheek.


  “What—Oh—Right…”


  Clara kissed Evelyn back and hugged her. She sensed that the vampire was wound tight and realised that the blood of a goddess might have been too potent even for Evelyn to handle. Vampires were vulnerable against the faithful and creatures of faith. Odd that Evelyn appears to be immune to me.


  When a vampire bit her, the effect was like drinking concentrated acid straight from the bottle. If she can’t hold herself back and takes a bite…


  The angel pulled back, and Evelyn immediately relaxed. After a few minutes, those fangs retracted and she flashed her trademark smile.


  “Sorry,” Evelyn said.


  “Why?” Clara asked. “It’s not your fault.”


  She was not worried about Evelyn, because Clara could easily hold her at bay. Her sire, Marc, was another matter. The old soldier had great discipline but this development could appeal to his predator instincts. Best I steer clear of him.


  Water welled up in Evelyn’s eyes. Her heart stopped for what would have been three beats before regaining control and she backed away.


  “I-I-I’ll call the front desk and ask them to send up a supply of sanitary products.”


  There were advantages to Evelyn and Marc repurposing this hotel for their use. While these floors were exclusively theirs, the rest functioned as a high-end hotel. With tons of surveillance equipment for blackmail.


  It also helped that they lived effectively on the thirteenth floor. People were accustomed to seeing that number missing from elevators. It also meant few questioned why there were no doors between the adjacent floors. What’s bad luck to a vampire?


  “Thank you,” Clara said, but Evelyn was already gone.
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  CHAPTER 3


  DINGLE DANGLER


  Clara used the keycard to unlock the door. She walked inside and noticed the air had a bite to it, which sent a chill straight down her spine. A glance at the window at the far end of the room revealed that it was open.


  The room was decidedly nondescript, suitable for a generic, hotel-room setting found in movies and television. Admittedly, she did like the bare, brick exterior walls, and the shower in the bathroom was spacious. At least I can let my wings hang out.


  “It’s not exactly the Ritz,” Clara mumbled.


  She could afford a suite at the most expensive hotel in the city, but Clara preferred to be practical. Women who walked in from off the street and asked for their best room got noticed. Who needs that level of scrutiny? Being recognised as the Valkyrie is bad enough.


  The Valkyrie was the nickname the media had chosen for her. She had been caught on camera several times with her black wings in plain sight. The first time, she was stark naked, locked in a battle with a werewolf. It came as no surprise that the videos from that fight went viral… and thus a legend was born.


  She closed the window, took a deep breath and smiled. There was no hint of cigarette and she was thankful for the hotel being non-smoking.


  “At least the sheets were just changed,” Clara said, after picking out the distinct scent of detergent.


  Her stomach growled and she remembered there was no kitchenette. At least there’s a phone with a stack of flyers.


  “Everything a gal needs…”


  Clara sighed, dropped her backpack on the bed along with her keycard on the desk. Next, she slipped out of her leather jacket and focused. Her plain-Jane persona was shed in favour of her true form, wings and all.


  She stretched out her wings and sat backwards on one of the chairs by a small, round table. From this vantage point she had a great view of the street below. Even in the dead of winter, tourists braved the elements to find restaurants, bars, and entertainment.


  “It was supposed to be date night…”


  She let out all the air from her lungs and closed her eyes. None of this was Evelyn’s fault, but she was disappointed nonetheless.


  “I’ve never reacted like this to someone’s blood before,” Evelyn protested.


  “I’m not afraid of you,” Clara replied. “I’m afraid for you…”


  The last time a vampire bit Clara, a failsafe kicked in. Dozens of vampires ended up dead in the process, so this angel was not about to take any chances. I’d never be able to forgive myself.


  “So, in a hotel for tonight until—(I figure this out).”


  Her phone rang and her head snapped towards the source. She got up from the chair and slipped the phone out of the pocket of her leather jacket. Who actually calls?


  Clara looked at the screen and immediately recognized the number. This was one of the phones she gave to Julia, which sent the contents of her stomach to the tip of her toes.


  The last time she got a call from Julia, it was a plea for help. The young werewolf in human form had been seconds away from being captured, and Clara heard every chilling detail of that scuffle.


  Clara put her phone on speaker and kept quiet. If Julia was in danger, the angel had no wish to identify herself over an open line. It may work for movies, but I don’t want them to know that I’m coming for them.


  “I hear you’re a woman now,” Julia teased.


  Clara smirked, because that smart-assed banter was the Julia she knew. The werewolf had a way of getting under someone’s skin. Very much like I do.


  “How did—(you find out)?” Clara blurted out.


  The answer was obvious, Evelyn must have called Julia. The reason why was not immediately obvious, that is until the phone vibrated in her hand.


  She unlocked her phone and saw the notification.


  Evelyn: I thought you could use the distraction. It’s a good reason to chat with Julia. I know you’ve been worried about her.


  “Evelyn…” Clara said.


  “Fuck! Right out of the park,” Julia responded. “I was going to string you along…”


  “Sorry to disappoint.”


  “I can’t believe you shacked up with that corpse,” Julia began. “Still, she’s clearly into you.”


  Clara put the phone down on the table and closed her eyes. Whatever Evelyn said to Julia, it must have been more than a courtesy call.


  “She’s wonderful,” Clara said, while beating down her emotions to keep her breathing and heart rate under control.


  “She is,” Julia began. “When I met her in that restaurant with all that food, she treated me with respect. Like I was deserving of it and not to be beaten down… like a stray… dog…”


  Clara’s eyes welled with water. This was another instance of catching a glimpse of the woman behind the monster.


  “She has a beautiful soul…” Clara said, while her lower lip trembled.


  “Why do I get the feeling you’re being literal?” Julia asked.


  This was a reference to the angelic side of Clara Grey, who could look past the flesh and gaze upon the soul of any living creature. The sight was not enabled by default, and Clara preferred to rely on the skills she honed as a human over the years.


  “You two have something in common,” Julia added.


  “What’s that?”


  “You both opened my eyes.”


  Clara was the one who killed Julia’s father in self-defence. The death of the pack alpha led to a downward spiral. A year later, it was Clara who saved Julia’s life and entrusted the werewolf to rescue someone near and dear to her. I helped her see there was a life beyond the pack.


  It seemed that Evelyn taught the werewolf that corpses did not all deserve to be chew toys. Werewolves were the natural enemy of the vampire, which is why vampires rarely strayed from the cities. Evelyn helped her to see that allies could be found even among her enemies.


  “You’re going to make me cry,” Clara confessed.


  “Must be that time of the month,” Julia teased.


  Clara took in a sharp breath before her emotions and reason reached the same conclusion. She burst out laughing and slapped the table so hard that her phone flipped in midair before landing onto the mattress.


  “Horsefeathers,” Clara said. “I needed that.”


  “What was that?” Julia asked.


  “I slapped the table,” Clara said, while blood flushed through her cheeks. Why am I feeling so warm?


  “You must have some werewolf in you,” Julia said. “How do you feel about what happened?”


  It appeared that Julia was done beating around the bush. In a way, Clara preferred the diversion over dealing with her endless well of feelings.


  “Mortified,” Clara confessed.


  “That must be one for the record books,” Julia began. “You’re old enough to be my great-grandmother.”


  “…I’d add two or three greats to that.”


  “Damn! Are you older than Evelyn?”


  “You’d have to add about a dozen greats to mine.”


  “So, she’s robbing the cradle with a great-great-great-great-great-grandmother?”


  It was the first time that Clara really considered their age difference. Evelyn was very much a creature of the now. Sure, she sometimes mentioned living in France before La Révolution and her time in la Nouvelle France, but it was more like someone spewing out random trivia.


  If anything, Clara was the one anchored to an era long past. She had been uprooted from the nineteen-twenties and had yet to catch up entirely.


  “I was never a mother,” Clara said. “Although I can vouch for her considerable experience… I lost count of how many times I—(came).”


  “Ewww,” Julia said, “Too much information!”


  “Never ask me about petting parties then.”


  Clara was smiling, enjoying the verbal riposte with the werewolf. There was a pause, the silence filled in by the sound of tapping against the phone.


  “Oh my God!” Julia said.


  “What?”


  “I can’t unsee what came up in the search results…”


  “I did warn you,” Clara reminded.


  “That may as well have been a dare,” Julia said, before taking a deep breath. “I’m sorry for losing my cool back in that forest.”


  “All good… no apology needed.”


  In the distance, a couple walked down the sidewalk towards a row of restaurants. It was beginning to get dark and the fog from their breath came out in long streams. The way they held their hands hinted they had been together a while. I never had that in life, the mission always came first—


  “I’m… still not where I want to be,” Julia said.


  Clara only realised the werewolf was talking once the last few words were muttered. After a few breaths
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