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  Chapter One 
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Friday


Aislen fell through the aether and jerked awake, her legs kicking and her hands gripping onto the nearest man, causing them all to start, Cameron’s snoring broken off into an exclamation of alarm. 
“What the actual fuck?” Rhett had been the recipient of both the grip and the spasming kicks and blinked at her through the fall of his hair. Her fingernails clawed into his tattoos, drawing blood, the scent of it in the air, and wet beneath her fingertips.
“Little demon,” Talen’s hand rested on her shoulder, the palm warm. He smoothed from shoulder to elbow and back again. “You are safe. We are all safe.”
She knew that he was right. They were in the surprisingly cosy makeshift bed in a room heated by five sleeping bodies, and until her attack on Rhett, they had all been deeply entrenched in much-needed sleep. 
“Sorry, Rhett.” She was embarrassed and released her hold on him. “I scratched you.”
“It’s just a scratch,” he dismissed it. “My shins and balls are more upset. Were you playing soccer in your sleep? Fuck,” he rolled onto his back and cupped his balls. “Yep, still two there.”
“The Salem super sperm can take a hit,” Heath commented dryly as he sat up. “It’s time to get up anyway. It’s mid-morning. We’ve slept in.”
“That’s a matter of opinion,” Cameron put his pillow over his head.
“You’re a farmer,” Heath scolded him. “What happened to rise with the sun?”
“It’s normally early to bed and early to rise,” Cameron mumbled. “Even farmers need more than an hour of sleep.”
“Lawyers don’t apparently,” Rhett commented dryly. “The world can wait another half an hour,” He reached down to the end of the bed where the blankets had been kicked off during the night and pulled them back up and over him. “I was having this great dream. The war was over, we were all back at the river house, and I was up in my studio drawing…”
Talen gathered Aislen to his chest and lay back down, ignoring Heath. Her fingers explored the rasp of Talen’s chest hair, letting it curl around her fingers as she settled against him. He was an excellent cuddler, she thought. There was just so much of him, and when he put his arms around her and snuggled her into him, tangling their legs, she felt so safe and secure. She thought of the child growing in her and imagined her daughter seeking comfort in Talen’s arms after a scraped knee or another childhood incident, and felt her heart glow within her with love. 
“What was the dream about?” Talen asked, his voice rumbling in his chest and his chin against the top of her head. 
“Chess,” she told him.
“Chess?” Rhett echoed. “My balls took a hit because you were playing chess in your sleep? Must have been some chess game.” 
“I think I was playing with the Mother Goddess,” Aislen explained. “Though she insists on telling me she’s just a handmaiden. I should probably be politer to her,” she added to herself. “And argue less.”
“Of course,” Heath rolled his eyes. “Even in your sleep, you argue with a Goddess.”
“Someone spank him for me,” Aislen nuzzled into Talen’s chest. “I’m too comfortable to do it myself. In my defense, she’s a bit snarky whenever I see her.”
“Doesn’t sound like the Mother Goddess,” Cameron had emerged from under his pillow. “I always imagined her as, you know, motherly.”
“Motherly?” Rhett echoed. “What does that mean, precisely?”
“Well, you know, warm, cuddly, always welcoming, and glad to see you…”
Aislen snorted. “That’s not motherly. Have you met Tiff? Sharp-tongued, with opinions about your weight and appearance, usually annoyed with you over something.”
“What did the Mother say?” Talen turned the conversation back to the topic.
“It’s more what she didn’t say,” Aislen told him. “In the game, all the chess pieces were people. But their faces kept changing. And they were people I knew… Aaron told me once that the war between the gods was like a great big game, and we were the pieces on it,” she added thoughtfully. “I think it was all a metaphor for the war. She told me that all the players were on the board, but that I needed to play the game. And then she check-mated me, and my chair fell through the aether, and I landed in the bed.”
“And kicked Rhett in the balls.” Cameron clearly enjoyed that part, his arm draped over Rhett’s waist as he nuzzled up to his back.
“If you don’t stop nudging me with your cock, I’ll kick you in the balls,” Rhett told him. 
“Well, it’s not like any of us are sleeping,” Cameron pouted. 
There was a knock on the door. “Aislen!” Tiffany called out. 
“Oh shit,” Aislen sat up with a start, gripping the blanket to her chest, and Heath jumped to his feet in surprise, so when the door opened, framing Tiffany against the hallway, he grabbed at his cock in alarm, cupping it in both hands. “For fuck’s sake, mum!”
“Oh my god,” Tiffany’s jaw dropped, her eyes going from the naked Heath to the very full bed. “What are you still doing in bed?” She demanded, recovering. “Put some clothes on, young man,” she scolded Heath, but did not look away, obviously enjoying the view despite her words. “The town is in uproar this morning, and I thought you should know.”
“Yeah, we know mum,” Aislen sighed and ran her hands through her hair. “But give us ten minutes to get dressed, and we’ll join you downstairs so you can tell us all about it.”
“He’s very fit,” Tiffany commented, her eyes still on Heath. 
“Mum!” Aislen pointed her finger at her mother. “Eyes off, and out! Now! We’ll be down in ten minutes.”
“It’s the middle of the morning, and the bunch of you still in bed,” Tiffany closed the door behind her. 
“Oh my god,” Aislen groaned. 
“Fuck me,” Heath reached for his trousers. “That was… unexpected.”
“We are NOT giving her the keys to the river house,” Aislen told them. “She’ll have no compunction about letting herself in whenever the fancy strikes her and then telling us off for what’s in our fridge. There’s a reason I went to Kabramatta — I wanted to be as far away from her as physically possible whilst being on the same continent. Though,” she added to herself. “She couldn’t be arsed coming to see me in Rideten. But that was just me.” Her eyes went to Heath and she smirked. “I got a lot more interesting to her recently. Eye candy.”
“Fuck,” Heath’s cheeks were pink. “My human mother-in-law has seen me naked.”
“And sporting morning wood,” Rhett was enjoying Heath’s discomfort.
“Don’t remind me.”
“Well, it was more than what you could cover with your hands,” Rhett didn’t let up. “She couldn’t have missed it. And she made sure to look twice.”
“She did,” Aislen grinned, joining the teasing as she wriggled out of the bed and went in pursuit of her clothing. “She really, really did.”
“Is this going to be a regular thing?” Cameron wondered as he pulled on his jeans. “We tear the town apart in the night, and get woken by your mother wanting to tell us about it in the morning?”
“We should make sure to lock the door,” Rhett grumbled. “Who was last in?”
“Cameron,” Heath supplied. 
“We came in together,” Cameron replied. “I just assumed that you’d twisted the knob behind us. That’s a Heath thing to do, and I was fucking exhausted.”
“We will lock the door and jam a chair under the knob in the future,” Talen ended the argument. “So as to ensure that our mother-in-law does not get another opportunity to see Heath naked.”
“I think she’d be happy to see any of you naked,” Aislen corrected. “She was sizing you up yesterday, Daddy, and wondering if she could upgrade Vince into a vampire.”
“At least we’re up now,” Heath concluded, turning the subject away from nudity firmly. “We have a busy day ahead of us.”
“Yep,” Aislen agreed as she attempted to tame her hair. “We have to take a reporter to the hospital, and get Toby whilst we’re there, scope out where to strike tonight, and meet with the local werewolf pack.”
“We have to rescue the kids,” Rhett added as he pulled on his shoes. 
“Rescue the kids.” Aislen looked at him. 
“Yeah, the she-wolf from last night said they were missing like twenty-seven kids, that the Van Helsings were taking them. We need to find them and make sure they get home to their parents,” he explained patiently. 
“I know, I was there,” she told him, bemused. “I’m just…” She shrugged slightly. “Surprised that the kids are on your priority list.”
“We’re all surprised,” Heath commented. 
“I’m not a monster,” Rhett straightened, his expression defensive. “I don’t understand why people are so kid-crazy, but I also don’t think it’s okay to keep a bunch of them prisoner somewhere. They’d be scared, and missing their parents, and it’s just wrong…” He broke off, his cheeks heating. “Stop staring at me like that.”
“We’re not staring,” Aislen told him warmly. “We’re just admiring. You’re a sweetheart, Rhett. A good person. And we love you. Okay. So,” she reached for the door handle. “Today’s job is to find out where the kids are, and tonight’s is to get them back.”
“After meeting your mother for breakfast,” Talen reminded her. 
“Shit.”






  
  Chapter Two 
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Friday


The bar was filled with the scent of bacon and eggs, and was busy with all the reporters and their crews having brunch. Aislen’s stomach growled as she slid into the booth across from her mother. The Triquetra took the booth behind her, and Talen sat beside her. 
“You should eat,” Tiffany pushed a piece of paper across the table towards her with a simple menu written on it. “I can hear your stomach grumbling away.”
“I don’t eat,” Aislen moved the menu out of the way. “I drink. And I will drink when I get the chance to sink my fangs into someone who looks tasty.”
“Aislen Carter,” Tiffany scolded as her eyes flicked around them at the other diners. “Must you?”
“Tell me what’s happening with the town?” Aislen prompted, wanting to get it over and done with as soon as possible so that she and her mates could get out of the bar and on with their day. “What brought you here this morning?”
“Oh my,” Tiffany leaned forward over the table eagerly. “So, the tea is that last night there was a terrible car accident not far from here. A real blood bath. But it wasn’t the only blood bath. Two households were slaughtered in their beds last night.”
“Yeah, we know.”
“The houses that I showed you, Aislen,” Tiffany said in a whisper, widening her eyes. “Those houses.”
“I know mum,” Aislen said quietly. “Have you heard about any missing children?” She asked to distract Tiffany from the houses before her mother could ask the question that she so clearly wanted to.
“No,” Tiffany was shocked. “Missing children? From Trayrock?”
“Mm-hmm, from Trayrock. Apparently, there are like twenty-seven missing kids. Have you noticed anywhere that the NES soldiers go, which they won’t let the public into?”
“Other than the hospital?” Tiffany frowned. “Not really, but they don’t let the public anywhere, really, Aislen. I’m lucky that I wasn’t stopped today and made to go home. Any non-essential movement around town is discouraged.”
“Well, the hospital is on our list,” Aislen said to Talen. 
“What do you mean, missing?” Tiffany’s frown was darkening. “Did they get lost during the storm? Twenty-seven. That’s a lot. An entire school class. I haven’t heard of a school bus being missing…”
“Not a school bus,” Aislen told her. “Apparently, they have been taken by the Van Helsings during the night from werewolf families and held somewhere in order to keep the families complicit, and to stop them from fleeing.”
“No,” Tiffany shook her head. “No. We would know. It would be known. People would be talking about it.”
“But they’re not,” Aislen pointed out. “Because the parents are afraid to speak about it in case the Van Helsings harm the children in retaliation, and no one notices because the Van Helsings are keeping everyone at home. This is how they work, mum. They isolate and divide the town in order to take control with as small a number of soldiers as possible.”
“I can’t believe it,” Tiffany protested. “I just can’t believe it.”
“Vampires, werewolves, a religious order taking over your town, strange invaders blowing up Kabramatta, and it’s the Van Helsings kidnapping children is where your beliefs are strained?” Aislen arched an eyebrow. “Sure thing, mum.”
“Someone’s here,” Cameron said over his shoulder. His seat faced the door and offered a clear view of the street. “That werewolf woman from last night. Guess she didn’t trust us to come in on our own.”
“Shit. Mum, we’re going to have to go,” Aislen got to her feet. “Enjoy your breakfast. Go straight home after.” The Triquetra were already moving to intercept the werewolves before they entered the bar. Aislen paused by the table where Jacinta, Addison, Penn, and the PA whose name she could never remember were finishing their meal. “You have five minutes,” she said to them. “Only one or two max. We’ll be outside. We’re going to the hospital, and you’ll want to get that footage.”
“Shit,” Addison looked at Jacinta. “Penn obviously. You go. I’m too old to sneak around, and my face is too well known.”
“On it,” Jacinta rose to her feet. “Penn, be quick.”
“I’ll join you,” Phillip Salem said from behind Aislen, and she suppressed the urge to groan and roll her eyes at Talen as she turned to face him. “I know, Ms Carter,” Phillip’s lip curled. “You don’t think it’s wise. The group will be too big, and I am needed back here to accompany the reporters around town and keep them low-key. But you’re wrong. I will be useful to you. And you need someone to keep an eye on you, more than the reporters do.”
“Fuck,” Aislen groaned. “Fine, but if you get shot, I’m leaving you to die.”
“Is there a risk of being shot?” Penn hesitated. “I don’t get paid enough for that.”
“You’ll be fine,” Talen said soothingly. “Aislen’s just…”
“Being a bitch,” Phillip finished with a tight smile. “One of her more likable traits.”
“Aww, stop,” Aislen snorted. “You’ll make me think you actually like me if you talk like that. Five minutes,” she repeated to Penn and Jacinta, before turning back to Phillip. “Are you ready to go? Or do you need to fix your makeup before we leave?”
“Just because I said your bitchiness was one of your more likable traits doesn’t mean that I find you particularly likable, Ms Carter,” he arched an eyebrow. “I will be ready to leave in five minutes.”
Aislen made her way out onto the street. The Triquetra stood out in the sunshine, arguing with the werewolves from the local pack, who were dressed in casual clothes so as not to stand out if they encountered the Van Helsings. As she prepared to join them, she heard a creaking on the balcony overhead and looked up to see Ember and Samuel leaning against the railing, looking down at her. 
“Good morning,” she called up to them. “We’re going to the hospital. Stealth mission. If you care to drop in?”
“We will be above.”
“No,” the she-wolf scolded as the werewolves and the Triquetra joined Aislen. “You swore you’d report to the pack this morning.”
“It’s on my list of things to do,” Aislen told her. “But on the way, we’re going to pop by the hospital. We’ll have to split up,” she added as Phillip, Jacinta and Penn came out. “Ten people on foot and two in the air is going to attract attention.”
“What are you doing at the hospital?” The she-wolf demanded. 
“Not getting a blood test done, that’s for sure,” Aislen replied. “We’re going to the section of the main hospital that the Van Helsings have blocked off to the public, and we’re going to sneak Penn and Jacinta in, so that they can record what’s going on. We’re hoping that we find your missing kids there,” she added. 
“Missing kids?” Jacinta asked immediately. She held her mobile phone and used it to record footage.
“How’s my hair?” Aislen ran her fingers through it. Twenty-seven werewolf children in Trayrock have been removed from their homes and families, according to the local werewolf pack. Taking the children ensures that these families remain complicit and do not leave their homes, effectively holding them prisoner. The hospital is also being controlled, with access restricted. We need to ensure that the people inside are okay. In Havermouth, the Van Helsings held our hospital hostage in order to conduct experiments on people with the water-illness. The patients already there for treatment were secured in one ward, and, towards the end of their occupation, locked inside and left to starve. We do not want a repeat of that.”
“Really?” The she-wolf stared at Aislen. “They just let people starve?”
“Children, babies, nursing staff who refused to leave, adults, it didn’t matter to them,” Heath said grimly. “We are still trying to get the final numbers of the dead. They burned a lot of bodies and were removing those who were sick by road and helicopter to other locations, so it’s difficult to tell. We were able to take back Havermouth and save a handful. It was…” He shook his head. “Terrible.”
“We need to go to the hospital,” Aislen held the she-wolf’s eyes and pushed just a little with her power, feeding a thread of it as fine as a hair around the she-wolf’s thoughts. “And make sure that it isn’t happening again.”
“Our children could be there,” the she-wolf murmured. 
“That is definitely a possibility,” Aislen agreed. “We’ll take two cars and meet in the car park where we went yesterday,” she glanced at Cameron. “You know the one. You, Talen, and Phillip go with Nadia and her buddy here. Heath, Rhett, and I will take Jacinta and Penn with us.”
As the groups broke up, Rhett took the keys to the 4WD from Talen, and Heath looked at Aislen and arched an eyebrow. “Nadia, eh?” He said, referring to the she-wolf. 
“Yeah, Nadia. She knows you. Had a bit of a crush on you as a teen. You played against the Trayrock team in football occasionally?”
“We did,” he was amused. “I don’t remember her at all.” 
“I’m not surprised,” Aislen replied as she reached for the rear door. “From her head, it was a distant admiration. She never had the balls to get close. Your arse always just looked so good in those football shorts, apparently.”
“Fuck,” He ran his hands through his hair, caught between pleasure and embarrassment. “Let’s go. Hey,” he stole the keys from Rhett’s hand. “I’m driving.”






  
  Chapter Three 
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Friday


In the hospital car park, the two vehicles were parked side by side, and the drivers wound down the windows between them. 
Talen leaned his elbow on the open window. “So, how do you wish to play this, little demon?” He asked, looking at Aislen. 
There were two aspects to consider, Aislen thought. They wanted to show the reporters only good things from their side and bad from the Van Helsings, so she didn’t want to expose them to any unprovoked violence by supernaturals. However, some violence would be needed in order to get into the hospital in the first place.
“Nadia and Roger, with Cameron, Heath, Rhett, and Philip Salem, are going to approach from the inside entrance to the hospital and see if they can get past the guards there through subterfuge,” Aislen decided. (Or violence) She thought to Heath very clearly, sliding him a look from the corner of her eye, and saw him nod slightly in acknowledgment.
“Ember and Samuel will be above,” she squinted up at the sky. She couldn’t see the dragons, but she was confident that they’d be there somewhere. “Talen, Jacinta, Penn, and I are going to go in through the main doors.”
“What?” Phillip sent her an incredulous look. “Just stroll right in?”
“Well, no, obviously,” Aislen rolled her eyes at him. “We’re going to use the reporters and bluff our way in.” (And by bluff, I mean I’m going to fuck with some heads) She added to Heath, who nodded again. “Hopefully offering you a bit of a distraction to get you inside, and then you might return the favor, hm? So, we can get lost once we’re in there?”
“Sounds like a plan,” Heath decided. 
“A bad one,” Phillip protested. 
“Stay in the car then, like a good boy,” Aislen told him. “No one invited you along.”
Rhett burst into laughter. “Ah gawd,” he opened the car door and got out. “I love you so much, Aislen,” he told her. “If I hadn’t already sunk my teeth into you, I’d do it again.”
“Sink teeth into you?” Penn murmured.
“It’s a werewolf thing,” Aislen explained. “Despite Phillip’s protestations, is everyone else good to go?”
“It seems risky,” Nadia frowned slightly. “What if they realize what we are trying to do, and…”
“Don’t worry,” Heath assured her. “We have some practice at this.”
“Sure,” she said. “It looked like you were a real schmick team last night when I found you crouching behind a car and put a gun to your head.” But Aislen could tell from her thoughts that, because Heath endorsed the plan, she would go along with it. Nadia was lucky that Aislen wasn’t the jealous type, she added to herself, or with the thoughts the she-wolf was having about Heath, there would be trouble. 
“Long story,” Aislen said as Jacinta’s mouth opened. “Feel free to ask me later.” She hoped Jacinta would forget, but she was prepared to help that along if necessary. She did not want to talk about the activities from the previous night. “Shall we?”
(Watch the she-wolf with Heath) She sent to Rhett as she rounded the car and saw his stare and the jerk of his head her way. (She’s got the hots for our man.)
Rhett didn’t even try to smother his laughter.
“What’s so funny?” Cameron wondered as he joined them. 
“I’ll tell you later, puppy.” Rhett slung his arm around Cameron’s shoulders and turned towards the hospital. “When the party is over. Come on. We’ll lead the foray inside. Two by two will be less noticeable, right?”
“Good point,” Heath agreed. “We’ll follow behind in ten.” He caught Aislen in his arms. “Don’t do anything risky,” he said in a low voice near her ear. 
“Don’t worry about me. I’ll have Daddy with me. You watch your own sexy arse,” she gave it a squeeze. “And keep those two out of trouble.”
“We’ll see you inside,” Heath released her and put his hand on Talen’s shoulder before turning to the other four. 
“This way,” Talen gestured for the reporters to join them and strolled after Cameron and Rhett. 
“So,” Jacinta smirked a little. “Some background as to how you met, and how this all came together would be great for the documentary.”
“What documentary?” Aislen flicked her a look. “This is supposed to be reports showing what’s really happening.”
“Oh, if you think there’s not going to be an in-depth documentary on this whole situation, you’re kidding yourself,” Jacinta replied. “Religious order takes over, revealing the existence of werewolves and vampires, and the werewolves and vampires step up and say ‘We’re not the bad guys here, they are’, and now a mysterious army has appeared, and no one knows who they are. If we survive this, there’s totally going to be a documentary.”
“Dozens,” Penn agreed. “Behind the scenes.”
“Movies,” Jacinta brought her phone up and put Aislen in the frame, an impressive achievement whilst walking parallel.
“Books,” Penn’s expression was thoughtful. 
“So,” Jacinta repeated. “For the camera, Aislen, you’re part of a polycule of supernaturals. Is that common to your people?”
“It is not precisely common,” Talen answered quietly. “But also, not unheard of. When it does occur, it is normally in threes, in my experience… which is a lengthy one.”
“Twelve hundred years, right?” Jacinta switched to Talen. “Were you single all that time, Talen?”
“Yeah, Talen,” Aislen teased. “Were you single all that time?”
“Whilst I have had many, many lovers,” Talen replied smoothly. “Very few have been what you would consider serious relationships. My longest lover was with me for one and a half centuries.”
“That’s… a long time,” Penn pointed out. “What happened?”
“He died,” Talen’s voice was soft and sorrowful. “He chose not to become a vampire, and eventually, he passed away.”
“After one hundred and fifty years?” Jacinta was incredulous. “He obviously was not human. What other species are there Talen? What other supernaturals have you seen? Werewolves, vampires, and dragons…”
“There are many,” Talen was evasive. “It is not my place to reveal the ones that I know of. If they wanted to be known, they would reveal themselves.”
“And we can all see what happens when a supernatural species is revealed,” Aislen pointed out. “They become targets for hate.”
They entered the hospital, falling into silence. The lobby was busy. Aislen caught a glimpse of Rhett and Cameron heading casually towards the gift store, before leading the way through the crowd following the path that Heath had taken the day before. She kept her pace steady and her arm through Talen’s. 
Talen and I met at a pub, a little like the one we’re staying in now. I had just returned to Havermouth after living in Kabramatta for five years,” she said conversationally to Jacinta, deciding that the topic was safe, and that it added to the appearance of them belonging with the other patients and civilians. “Some guy at the bar was getting rude, and Talen put his phone down and stood up, and so my first thought was, ‘Yes, I’m going climb that mountain.’”
Talen laughed, a low, pleased chuckle. “Is that so?”
“You know it,” she nudged him with her hip. 
“And the other three?”
“I met them in high school,” Aislen refrained from referring to them as the Triquetra or werewolves — there were too many ears to overhear. “They bullied the hell out of me. At the time, I didn’t understand, but they were… scared. Just desperate and scared little boys trying to work things out. Havermouth and their families… Well, back then, bisexual polycules weren’t exactly a thing in country towns.”
“I can imagine,” Penn nodded emphatically. “They’re still not something you see often.”
“This is my first,” Jacinta volunteered. “Threesomes, maybe, but someone’s feelings always get hurt, unless everyone involved is very emotionally mature and good at communicating.”
“Not precisely our strong point,” Aislen said wryly. “Though we’re getting better at it. Anyway, long story short, I moved away, and when my dad died, I came back to settle things up, ran into Talen and the guys again, and…”
“We knew we belonged together,” Talen concluded as they stepped out into the courtyard. 
“And that was just as the storm broke and shit hit the fan,” Aislen said as they strolled across the grass towards the tree line in the distance. “And now here we are, just putting out one forest fire after another and trying to get through the day without dying. Speaking of which,” she added brightly to the cameras, which both Jacinta and Penn had focused on her. “We are approaching the tree line and looking into the main entrance to the hospital. We were here yesterday, and there was a heavy Van Helsing presence – they call themselves the NES, but really they’re a group of religious fanatics called the Order of Nexsis who believe in human superiority over supernatural, and that supernatural people should be destroyed or enslaved.”
“We are about to try to bluff our way through their guards and get into the hospital so that we can see what they’re up to in there and why they’re keeping everyone else out.” She paused and looked from Talen to the two humans. “Follow my lead. Are you ready? Let’s go then.”
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They moved forward with caution until the car park and the entrance to the main hospital building came into view. The Van Helsing presence was heavy, with four guards at the door and pairs patrolling along the edges of the car park. Aislen could see another six at key points overlooking the road in. 
It made sense, she thought to herself. If the werewolf army or a civilian militia attacked in force, they would come from the road. They had obviously heard enough about what happened in Havermouth to be wary of that sort of full-frontal attack. 
The vehicles that entered from the road were stopped by a boom gate at the car park entrance, which the Van Helsings used as a checkpoint. A second checkpoint was established at the mouth of the emergency services entrance, where ambulances would have been taken to deliver their patients to the ED. 
Penn and Jacinta’s cameras took it all in. 
“I guess,” Aislen kept her voice low. “The first question that comes to mind is why? Why are the NES, if they were who they claimed to be, preventing patients from accessing a public hospital? Especially in light of an epidemic from polluted water. There are people in Trayrock who need access to the services of the hospital. Where are they going, if they’re not allowed into the hospital? Are they sending them to Rideten or another inland hospital? Or are they just denying people care? What’s happening to the people who were already in the hospital when it was taken over? And why has it been taken over?”
“This is a serious number of guards for a hospital facility,” Jacinta agreed sternly. “Do you know the answer to any of these questions, Aislen?”
“I suspect,” Aislen replied. “Because I have seen this before in Havermouth. You will notice that this hospital is attached to a university. The focus of this university is biology. In Havermouth, when the water illness happened, the Van Helsings, who also call themselves the Order of Nexsis and NES, closed the hospital to the public. It was an epidemic, and no one really understood what was happening, so that was understandable. But they weren’t doing it to protect the public, nor to help the people in the hospital who were sick. They were experimenting on people. Watching what happened if they were left untreated. And…” She shook her head. “It was just really bad. We’re going to try to bluff our way into this hospital to make sure they’re not doing it again.”
“We’re ready when you are,” Jacinta told her. 
“Okay, let’s go.” Aislen strode out of the bushes so confidently that she made it halfway to the door before the Van Helsings reacted and intercepted them. 
“Hey! What are you doing there! Stop immediately! This area is out of bounds to the public.”
Penn and Jacinta were both openly recording, taking in the uniforms, the weapons, and the faces of the soldiers who surrounded them. 
“Sorry,” Aislen said, reaching out with her power. She imagined that she spun the magic as fine as a cobweb and pinned it to every soldier within reach, avoiding Talen, Penn, and Jacinta. “We’re sorry. We’re running way behind schedule and are late. We must apologize. We had trouble finding our way in here. Jacinta thought we could enter through that part of the hospital,” she waved vaguely in the direction that they’d come from. “But the internal way was shut off. So we had to come through the gardens. And it just made us really late,” she glanced at the watch on her wrist. “Shit. Really, really late. Okay, show us where you want us set up,” she smiled cheerfully at the soldier in command. “What’s your name again?”
“Jason,” he said with a hint of uncertainty, the combination of her confident blather and the magic making him wonder if he’d missed orders to expect their arrival. 
“Fantastic. Everyone,” Aislen turned to the cameras with a wide grin. “Our escort today is Jason. Jason is part of the Order of Nexsis. Is escorting reporters a normal part of your day job, Jason?” She added, looking up at him. “Are you the media coordinator?” 
“Umm. No,” he was utterly thrown. “I should probably call this in.”
“No time,” Aislen overrode the idea. “Just march us on in and tell our viewers and us about what you’re up to here, hey? Say hi to our viewers, Jason.”
“Hi,” he raised his hand automatically as the cameras focused on him. 
“So, what are we doing here today, Jason?” Aislen asked him, deliberately forcing him to commit to giving them a tour or look stupid on camera, and hoping that his ego wouldn’t allow the second option. “What are you taking us to see?” She started walking towards the entrance as she asked the question, with Penn, Jacinta, and Talen following. Jason had no choice but to fall into step. 
“Ah, what would you like to see?” Jason wondered, gesturing to the other soldiers to return to duty. 
Where you’re keeping the werewolf children, Aislen thought but did not say. “Perhaps we could start with a tour of the hospital?”
“Ah, sure,” he said. (Can’t access the restricted areas; if I stick to the less critical ones, that will be fine, I’m sure. Wish they’d fucking told me this was happening today.)
They’d entered the emergency department waiting room. It was quiet inside, something abnormal for most EDs, Aislen was sure. The chairs were empty and the TVs off. The reception desk was unmanned. 
“Let’s get you in front of the desk there,” Aislen directed him. “Obviously, you’ve shut down emergency services here. Where are emergencies in Trayrock being redirected to, Jason?”
“I…” He didn’t know. They had just been told not to admit anyone who was not of the Order. “Other facilities.” 
“Are you saying that the people of Trayrock should know that if something happens to them, not to come to the hospital in Trayrock?” She pushed a little, easing away his concern. 
“No. The hospital is not being used for medical care at this time,” he replied firmly, more confident in this answer. 
“So, what is it being used for?” Jacinta wondered. 
“Lots of important work.”
“We’d love to see,” Aislen told him. “Lead the way.” 
“Sure thing,” he turned and headed towards the double doors at the rear of the waiting room, using a swipe card to open them. They opened into an empty ward. The lights weren’t even turned on, making the space ghostly. Their footsteps echoed as they crossed it, and Aislen saw Jacinta make sure to capture that the ED was completely shut down. 
They entered a hallway, and Aislen blinked at the light after the darkness of the ED. The hallway was empty, but as they passed rooms, Aislen could see activity within. A man was screaming, drawing their attention to a doorway marked X-ray. The sound caused Aislen’s hair to stand on end. She glanced at Talen and saw a muscle work in the corner of his jaw as he bit down on his back teeth.  
Jason’s mind twitched within Aislen’s hold as the realization that they probably weren’t meant to see this side of the Order resurfaced, and she smoothed it away.
“What is happening in there?” Aislen asked their involuntary guide, keeping her voice calm and the question upbeat. “He doesn’t sound at all happy.”
“Medical advancements for the good of all,” Jason replied, his voice slightly dulled by her magic. “The opportunity exists to further study in several fields. The Doctor in charge of the X-ray rooms is studying how to treat cancer, actually, using radiation. He is working on ways to target the cancerous tissues with minimal damage to healthy tissue.”
“Can we see the patient?” Aislen didn’t want to. She knew from the screams that it wouldn’t be good. 
“Ah…” He was shaking his head. “I don’t think that would be wise. The radiation is dangerous. There’s protective gear you have to wear in there.”
“Sure there is,” Jacinta said dryly. (What about the guy screaming, what protective wear does he get?)
Penn’s thoughts were spiralling (We can’t leave him in there. We can’t leave him in there…)
“Let’s move on then,” Aislen encouraged Jason away before Penn broke cover. “Show us something else. We’re very interested in the science being done here.” She widened her eyes at Penn and Jacinta meaningfully and nudged Talen with her shoulder. (Penn might break) She warned him and saw him nod slightly in acknowledgement.
A man walked out of the doors ahead and stopped dead, frowning at them. “What the fuck is going on?”
“A tour of the facility,” Jason explained. 
“By whose authority?” 
The fire alarm went off. 
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They had been waiting so long that Lyric’s legs had begun to get pins and needles. The Mer around her was so still and attentive that she had not felt that she could squirm or fidget in order to relieve it. She recalled reading about soldiers on ceremonial guard duty doing small muscle flexes and wiggling their toes to maintain circulation, and wondered if the Mer used such tricks. 
When the order came, it was out of the blue. A single word was spoken, heard in her helmet. She didn’t need translation — it was obvious. “Go.”
Her group of Mer surged towards the wall. Some moved so quickly that Lyric was treated to a view of blood spraying as they carved up the guards on duty – the card players taken by such surprise that they had not even dropped their hands to the ground, and the cards drifted from lifeless fingers.
The guards above were slow to respond, uncertain as to what they were seeing – a liquid-like ripple across the ground, until that splatter of blood, and then unsure where to shoot. Spraying bullets along the ground at the heels of the Mer soldiers. 
Niarthen pushed Lyric against the wall, protecting her with his body as he had done once before on the bank of the river. “Climb,” he commanded, activating something on her armour for her so that the gloves on her hands developed claws. She dug them into the brickwork and saw flakes and dust break away. 
She climbed faster than Niarthen and the other Mer, pulling herself over the edge onto the roof just down from where the Van Helsings were still shooting at the dirt. She ran along the tin and saw the horrified shock on the two guards’ faces as the thunder of her feet shook the frame, and their guns lifted in her direction. 
Gunshot barked out, but she was inside its range, and her claws stabbed into their cheeks, gouging through the straps of their helmets, carving through flesh, splintering teeth and bone, as she scraped her hands across their faces and throats. They stuck to her hands as they collapsed, no longer recognizable as human, their features obliterated, and she had to shake them off.
Her claws, fingers, hands, and arms to the elbows were splattered by blood, making that part of her visible. 
She did not have time to think as Niarthen grabbed her by the elbow and pulled her up, over the peak of the roof, and down the other side. As they ran, she caught a glimpse of other blood on the roof and realized that the bullets that had missed her had found other targets — Mer targets. 
Their vantage point on the roof showed that the fenced-in sports field was in chaos, with Mer and Van Helsing soldiers engaged in battle between the rows of cages. Occasionally an occupant of the cages would capture a Van Helsing against the bars, slaughtering them. 
At the edge of the roof, Niarthen gripped the gutter, swung over, and disappeared below. She followed suit, feeling his hands reach up to help her and trusting him to see that she landed when she let go. 
They were on the covered balcony overlooking the sports field, with the club rooms within. Through the wide windows, she could see the battle taking place inside already, with several Van Helsings trying to hold off the team of Mer.  The Mer were winning. But from her viewpoint, she could see a man hidden from sight of the Mer busily preparing something in the corner. 
“Bomb,” she concluded and cast around quickly, finding a cement plant pot. She struggled to pick it up. Niarthen realized what she needed and, with his greater strength, helped her to hurl it through the window, the glass exploding inwards. 
Lyric grabbed Niarthen’s shoulders, planted her foot on his thigh, and used him as a step from which to throw herself over the window ledge and into the room. She rolled across the glass, feeling it crunch beneath her, and kicked the feet out of the man, so that he fell heavily forward, smashing his face into the table, before landing on the floor next to her.
She rolled him under her, straddling him, and held her claws to his throat. “Don’t you move. Fuck,” she realized it was Father Isaiah. “You again. Is it armed?” She gestured with her head to the device on the table. 
“No,” he croaked. “I didn’t arm it. I think…” 
“Niarthen, check the device,” she cried out, not trusting the man. She heard, rather than saw, as the room filled with Mer and they crowded around the device on the table, someone speaking in a serious tone as they dismantled it. 
“We have control of this location now, Lyric,” Niarthen told her. “The device has been disarmed.”
“Should I kill him?” She wondered, looking down at the man that she held prisoner.
“I’d rather you didn’t,” Father Isaiah was sweating. The sweat mixed with blood from a split lip and probably a broken nose. 
“Don’t remember asking your opinion,” she let the claws of her armour pierce the skin of his throat, blood welling just a little around the indentations. 
“I could be useful,” he pointed out. “I lead the Order in this region.”
“What does that mean, precisely?” She demanded, tightening her grip slightly so that he swallowed, fighting his whimper of pain. 
“I know everything there is to know about where forces are, weaponry, whatever else you need.”
“You’d betray your own people to save your life,” Niarthen was disapproving.
“Of course he would,” Lyric sneered at the human she held captive. “Of course, he would. And he will. We will tie him down somewhere and carve little pieces off him until we know everything he knows.”
“Yes, we will,” Niarthen agreed. “Starting with what is causing the illness in the water, and where we can find those who have poisoned it and put an end to that poison.”
“Havermouth,” Father Isaiah said with certainty. “It all started in Havermouth. It was not our doing. We think it was something the local werewolf pack did in order to fight back against us. We are trying to work out their secrets and how we can turn their weapon against them. We’re on the same side, really,” he added hopefully. “We’re all fighting against the water illness that turns people into zombies or skeletons.”
“Havermouth,” Lyric looked up at Niarthen. 
“Hmm.” He turned and said something to the soldiers moving forward, then offered his hand to Lyric. She took Niarthen’s hand, careful not to claw him, and let him help her to stand as the soldiers took hold of Father Isaiah. “We will secure him in one of his own cages and interrogate him further once we have reviewed the other issues of this location that need our attention,” Niarthen told her as he deactivated her claws and camouflage. 
Lyric removed her helmet, tucking it under her arm. 
“You,” Father Isaiah said with resentment. “I should have recognized your voice.”
“Me,” Lyric replied. “I wish I could say it was nice to see you again. But it’s not.”
A Mer walked in and spoke hastily and with gestures. Lyric saw Niarthen’s shock and horror. “What is it?” She asked him, anxiously. 
“There is a Mer woman here,” Niarthen told her in between speaking to the Mer soldier, translating for him. “She is free amongst the Van Helsings, but also… Not right.”
“Not right?” Lyric demanded. 
There was a long silence during which the soldiers removed their helmets and camouflage, revealing their distress. 
“Sapphire,” Father Isaiah said. “She has been raised amongst us.”
“You took her voice,” Niarthen’s accusation was furious. “For that alone, you will die.”
“They took her voice?” Lyric was confused. 
“There are female Mer gifted with magic in their voice,” Niarthen explained quietly, still glaring daggers at Father Isaiah. “It is rare, and sacred, and they normally become priestesses of our most precious holy relics. How a daughter of the ocean became a prisoner of humans…”
“She is not a prisoner,” Father Isaiah replied. “She was born and raised by us. She is a valued asset to the Van Helsings for her healing powers.”
“Born and raised,” Niarthen repeated. 
“Her mother,” Lyric said to him quietly. “Remember what they did to us? How we were forced into that cage to breed Mer for them? They bred this girl, indoctrinated, and enslaved her.”
“They mutilated her,” Niarthen added.
“That too,” Lyric could see how distressed it made him, and placed her hand on his arm. “Let’s get this arsehole into a cage, sort the other prisoners out, and see this girl. Then, we’ll come back and carve strips off of him both because he deserves it for what he has done, and to find out everything that he knows.”
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The double doors into the main hospital hallway were closed and guarded by two stern-looking guards who were already having a bad day. A crowd of locals was facing them off, their faces angry and their words heated. 
“Hang back a moment,” Heath murmured to them before drifting over to where a volunteer tea and coffee station was set up, the elderly volunteers with their striped aprons hanging on every word spoken at the entrance. “Coffee?” He asked the lady holding the pot to take out a paper cup. 
“Of course, dear,” she poured without looking at him, her attention locked on the argument at the door. “Would you like cream and sugar with that?”
“No thanks,” Heath couldn’t drink it anyway, but he mimed doing so, watching the doorway. 
“Our staff have been on duty for weeks without respite in there,” a man jabbed his finger towards the door. “That is illegal and inhumane. They are running short of medication, scrubs, and linens, basic supplies, food… There are people in there in need of medical care that restricting the staff in this way cannot provide. Critical operations that have been delayed.”
They should have brought the reporters this way, instead of through the front doors, Heath thought wryly as he took out his phone and began to record. 
“I am very sorry,” the soldier said indifferently. “Our orders are none may pass.”
“The NES is not authorized or empowered to do this,” a woman added. “You are effectively holding staff and sick hostage. I want to see my daughter,” her voice broke. She collapsed into the arms of a man, crying loudly. “She’s just a little girl. She’s sick, and scared, and in pain, and she just wants her mummy.”
“We have been reporting this,” the man said, picking up his complaint. “To the medical board, to our MPs, on forums, social media, and to news stations. You are going to be torn apart publicly when this comes to light, when the damages your negligence has caused are tallied, the lives lost, and the medical complications… Lawsuits,” he said emphatically. “That your great, great grandchildren are going to be still paying off.”
The Van Helsing soldiers looked vaguely bored. 
“Please move away and resume your day,” the second soldier encouraged the small crowd. 
“Not until we get access to the hospital and the sick people within it! You took their phones away three days ago, their last means of contact with the outside world,” someone else cried out. “My husband is in there! He’s a nurse and was on duty when you monsters closed the hospital to the public and locked them in.”
“I am very sorry, madam,” the Van Helsing did not look her way, his jaw set. “No one may pass.”
“Fuck this,” the man with the sick daughter lost his temper and threw himself between the Van Helsings, going for the door. “I’m fucking seeing my daughter and getting her out of this hellhole!”
There was the sound of glass smashing, and Heath saw Cameron, in a move too fast for the humans to register, put his elbow through the glass covering a Fire Alarm before pulling down the handle. As the bell rang, Cameron appeared next to Rhett, looking around innocently as if taken by as much surprise as everyone else in the room. The werewolves and Phillip had not missed the subtle trick, and all three stared at Cameron with varying expressions of astonishment. 
The people watching the tussle at the door began to make their way towards the nearest exit, but the group near the door stayed. The fire alarm had distracted the guards for a moment, and they took advantage of that, rushing the doors, and shoving aside the Van Helsings. 
Heath dropped the coffee and ran forward as one of the Van Helsings drew his weapon, seizing the man by the throat and shoving him back against the wall. He snarled as he sank his teeth into the man, feeling the chin strap holding the man’s helmet on squeak against his tooth as he did so. He adjusted his angle impatiently, tearing a little through the man’s throat. 
“Help,” the man rasped, his arms closing around Heath instinctively in something that was almost an embrace, hugging his death to him as his knees gave. Heath let him slide to the ground. Rhett grinned at him from the other side of the doorway, his teeth bloody, as he dropped the Van Helsing he’d taken out. 
The crowd hadn’t noticed, rushing the door, breaking it in, before charging down the hallway in a frantic, chaotic rush. 
“Let’s go,” Cameron led the way down the hall, the two local werewolves and Phillip Salem following behind, and Heath and Rhett taking the rear. 
Rhett pulled the double doors closed behind them, although they would not catch, the lock broken. When Heath raised an eyebrow, Rhett shrugged. “No need to make it obvious.”
“The dead bodies wouldn’t make it obvious enough?” Heath pointed out. 
“Yeah, good point. We should drag them in,” Rhett started to push the door open again when, above the scream of the fire alarm, a yell echoed down the hallway. 
The crowd had taken a branching passage, and Heath guessed that they had intersected a Van Helsing. 
Cameron paused and glanced back over his shoulder. He had not entered the intersection of the passageway yet, and the Van Helsings were yet to see him. Heath could see the debate on his mate’s face as to whether to go to the humans’ rescue or to pull back and hope he went unnoticed. 
The fire alarm was cut off, leaving Heath’s ears ringing, and a strange quiet settled in its place. 
“Alright,” a woman said. “Nice try. Back, though. This area is restricted. Don’t make me shoot anyone.”
Cameron’s eyes met Heath’s as he reached his decision to go to the human’s aid. 
Heath’s mouth opened as he started to warn Cameron to wait, but Cameron had turned away. 
“Shit,” Rhett said eloquently and ran. Heath followed, running so fast down the hallway that they blurred, and so that as they passed the three werewolves, their motion lifted their hair and clothing in the breeze. 
“Holy fuck,” the she-wolf Nadia exclaimed. 
Around the corner, the humans were temporarily being held back by a single Van Helsing holding a gun. Just beyond her, through a wider hallway, a group was approaching, as indicated by the sound of footsteps and voices. 
The Van Helsing woman, with her weapon drawn, edged until her back was to the wall and glanced hopefully towards the approaching voices.
“Look,” a human man held out his hands. “We’re just heading for the stairs. Relax. Lower the weapon.”
“I’ve not heard of any tour,” a man’s voice carried towards them. “By whose clearance?”
“I didn’t catch his name,” Aislen’s voice answered as they stepped into view, the lights on the reporter’s camera sweeping across the dramatic tableau of the humans and the Van Helsing pointing her weapon at them. “What the fuck is going on here?” Aislen added, her eyes crossing the group, and then meeting Heath’s, her expression shifting from surprise to a grin. 
“This is a restricted area,” the woman said, but her voice had lost its certainty. “These people shouldn’t be here.”
“Why not?” Aislen wondered.
“Because this is a restricted area,” one of the Van Helsing men replied to her irritably. “As I’ve been telling you. Unless you can tell me who your appointment is with, I will need to secure you until we can interrogate you, and we will need to take your devices,” he added pointedly to Penn and Jacinta.
“Over my dead body,” Penn said firmly. 
“What she said,” Jacinta repeated. 
“I am the Medical Director of this hospital,” one of the men said to Jacinta and Penn. “We want the world to know that these people, these NES, have forced their way into the hospital and put it into lockdown. The staff and patients who were in the hospital at the time have been restrained ever since. Essential treatments and procedures have not taken place because we have not been able to perform them. Supplies are dwindling. They’ve recently restricted the access of the staff and patients to the outside world by removing phones and other devices. We insist that they allow us to help our people.”
“I think you need to explain yourself,” Aislen said pointedly to the Van Helsings, and in the dim light of the corridor, her eyes flashed a brighter blue momentarily. “Why have you restricted access to this hospital? Why won’t you allow the patients and staff to leave, or new staff and visitors to enter? Just what is going on here?”
The man and woman with the daughter suddenly broke away from the crowd and bolted for the stairs. The Van Helsing woman aimed her weapon reflexively. Talen reached out and managed to knock her hand just as she fired, and the passageway echoed with the gunshot. 
The woman screamed, and blood sprayed across the wall as she spun under the impact of the bullet, grabbing at her arm. Talen’s quick action had changed the trajectory of the shot, Heath saw, changing a fatal wound to a graze. 
The woman went down, almost in slow motion, dragging the man with her as he reached out to catch her, and they landed in a tangle of limbs at the base of the stairs as the crowd of humans shrieked and screamed, some cowering back against the wall, whilst others rushed to help the wounded woman, their medical training overriding their fear. 
“That was pretty stupid,” Aislen said, her eyes flashing again. “All three of you are going to take your weapons out and hand them to Talen. We can’t trust you with them, you’re all fucking irresponsible children.”
“I’m sorry,” the woman looked like she was about to cry as she obeyed, handing her gun to Talen. “I didn’t mean to. It was instinct. I’m just on edge, you know? Things are fucked up here, What with the vampires, and werewolves, and zombies, and the doctors are doing experiments on people and…” She trailed off, looking a little surprised by her confession. “It’s just not what I signed up for.”
“Oh, don’t stop,” Aislen encouraged. “Tell us all about it.”
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