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Harem Havoc is a dark romance. Please note that there is dub-con, non-con, violence, blood, torture and graphic sex scenes.
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  Chapter One
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Friday


The meeting broke up, and the soldiers rose, beginning the slow shuffle out of the tidy rows of seats, past Talen and Aislen, and into the foyer. Their laughter and light-hearted conversation clashed with the tension hanging over Havermouth, grating on Aislen’s nerves. She wanted to yell at them to stop fucking laughing and do something, but there was something intimidating, almost menacing, about the men that kept her silent. 
Her instincts told her not to draw attention to herself, or to Talen, and she suspected her vampire felt the same way, as he subtly moved them back into the narrow walkway behind the very rear row of seats, placing himself between her and the aisle.
The police chief, the fire chief, Heath, and several black-clad men gathered just before the stage. 
“Should we go down there?” Aislen asked. The soldiers’ voices drowned out the conversation, but she didn’t need words to read the tension. The police chief radiated fury, and though Heath’s posture was more restrained, the stiff line of his shoulders and the cautious angle of his head told her he was wary.
“I think it is best that we stay where we are,” Talen replied grimly, dividing his attention between the departing soldiers and the group by the stage.
“Can you hear them?” She looked up at him.
“Hmm,” his grimace was lopsided, and he frowned for a moment, his eyes narrowing as he concentrated. “The NES have told the police force and fire department to return to their normal duties. They have told them that the town needs their services to be available, and running their small staffs around the clock places the town in danger. To leave the clean-up and management of the epidemic to the experts.”
“They’re not happy about that,” it didn’t take a genius to read that on the police chief’s face, his cheeks were florid and his expression furious.
“Heath agrees with the NES,” Talen sounded surprised. “And is supporting the NES leader, Joseph Lennon. The police force and fire department staff are exhausted after being on call throughout the storm. He wants to send them home to rest. They will revisit the matter tomorrow with fresher eyes and minds.” 
Aislen could read the words on Heath’s lips a moment ahead of Talen speaking them, and the effect was disconcerting
“It’s you!” A man exclaimed from the aisle with a bitter laugh, drawing their attention away from Heath. Aislen and Talen both looked at him in surprise. He stepped closer, gripping the back of the chair nearest to him in white knuckles. “I thought it was you,” he said to Aislen.
“Umm, hi,” Aislen replied, searching his face, trying to work out why he knew her. Suddenly her stomach dropped, and her blood turned to ice. “Oh, shit.”
“You remember me now,” his grin was feral and his eyes hard. “Toby Castillo. We met on one of the worst days of my life and fucked on the second worst.”
Her mouth was dry. “I remember.” Just looking at him made her feel ill. She had avoided thinking of that day, happy to leave the memories lost in a drug and alcohol blur, but looking at him seemed to clear away the haziness, and she had flashes of memory, of him over her, his skin against hers as he fucked her…
“I didn’t go to jail,” he said, and it took her a moment to understand the words that he was saying, though he did not notice that her eyes had lost focus. “Dad pulled some strings so that I joined the army instead. Did two tours. Then was recruited to a specialist service. Not exactly the career my dad had in mind. Better, in my opinion. Doing something meaningful.”
“Nice,” Aislen looked down at the cake box in her hands and decided that she’d held onto it long enough, setting it onto the seat in front of her. “I’m glad things worked out for you, Toby.”
“Sure did,” he replied, his body language relaxing, and his attention shifting to the almost empty audience hall, and the intense meeting at the stage, before returning to her as he realized that the three of them were interloping. “What are you doing in here? This is a no-civilian zone.”
“We were delivering cakes for Boyston’s Coffee Shop, and didn’t know where to put them,” Talen said, placing his box on top of Aislen’s, and resting his hand on her shoulder, picking up on her distress. 
“You work for the coffee shop?” Toby sneered slightly, running an eye over Talen, who smiled with false pleasantness, the points of his teeth just barely hidden beneath his lips. 
“Volunteer, really,” Aislen replied with a slight shrug, Talen’s touch reassuring and recalling her to the present, so that she could shove the horrible memories back. 
“Well, put the cakes on a table in the foyer, I’m sure someone will eat them. Then you’d best be out of here. Go home, and stay there,” Toby said, easing away from them into the aisle between the rows of seats, wanting to leave. “It’s safer to just stay indoors.”
“Toby,” she said, following him into the aisle. “What is happening here?”
“What do you mean, what is happening?” He frowned down at her. 
“I mean, with this bug, and closing off the town, and all these soldiers,” she said. “And making everyone stay at home and to tie red cloth to their doors. It’s very… scary, Toby. It’s really very scary. There’s a little girl lost, and no one seems to be interested in looking for her, and no one is doing anything about the internet or the phones…”
“Aislen,” Toby hesitated, and glanced around him and then at Talen.
“He’s with me,” Aislen said.
“Boyfriend?” Toby evaluated Talen.
“Fiancé,” she replied. 
Toby lifted his eyebrows. “Take her home, fiancé,” he said to Talen. “And keep her there until things are settled in Havermouth. She’s an okay girl, or she was when I knew her. Terrible taste in men, then, though. Hopefully her taste has improved and you’re smarter than you look and will do the right thing. Take her home and lock the door behind you. Stay at home, Aislen, if you want to go back to your volunteering work at the coffee shop. Things are about to go to shit in this town. Keep your head down, and you’ll get through it. Do you get me?”
“Yeah,” Aislen whispered. She reached out and touched Toby’s arm, giving it a squeeze. “Thanks, Toby. You’ve been a huge help.”
“Old time’s sake,” he replied. “Now, go home.”
She watched him walk into the foyer, feeling faint. “We are in some serious shit here, Talen,” she said to her mate. “He’s right. We need to get Heath and get the fuck out of here. And then we need to get Rhett and Cameron. We need to get back across that fucking river and we need to do it right now.”
“Aislen,” Heath said coming up behind her. “You shouldn’t be in here.”
“Neither should you,” she took his hand. “Let’s go, Heath. Quick, quick.” She fell silent as Joseph Lennon, his men, the police chief, and the fire chief came up the aisle towards the foyer. Joseph’s eyes were drawn to Talen, a frown creasing over his nose, and he came to a stop, blocking the other men from passing. 
“Mr Gale,” he said. “Who are your friends?”
A muscle twitched in Heath’s jaw, and through the touch of his hand, Aislen felt the flood of his revulsion for the NES leader, his rage, and his fear. Her already racing heart pounded harder, her palm slick with sweat against his. Heath didn’t want to give their names to Joseph Lennon, but with the police chief and fire chief watching, he couldn’t lie without raising suspicion.
“This is Aislen Carter,” he said, with no hint of his reluctance in his voice, sounding precisely as if he were performing a pleasant introduction without a concern in the world. “Aislen holds the key to the town, for her recent service in risking her life to save others during a shooting at the local high school.”
“Hmm,” Joseph Lennon’s eyes scrutinized Aislen, and then returned to Talen. “And this is?”
“Thaelen Gulgane,” Talen replied with a tight smile. 
“Thaelen Gulgane,” Joseph Lennon struggled with the pronunciation. “Interesting.”
“If you’ll excuse us,” Heath said, stepping out into the aisle in front of the group. “We had best follow your advice, Joseph, and return home.” 
“Absolutely. Drive safely, Mr Gale,” Joseph Lennon turned to his men. “Any directives from Logan or Isaiah?” He asked one of his aides as he stepped away. 
“Let’s go,” Heath said in an undertone and led the way at an unhurried pace up the aisle and into the foyer.
The fresh air of the sidewalk was a welcome relief. Aislen dragged in deep breaths as they crossed the soldier-heavy street and turned down a side alley she hadn’t known was there.
In the alley, out of sight of the soldiers, Heath picked up the pace. “Thaelen Gulgane, eh?” He said over his shoulder to Talen. “Smart move, not giving him your name.”
“I did,” Talen replied mildly. “Just not the one that I am currently using.”
“What inspired you to do that?” Heath asked, unsurprised, but curious. 
“Body language.”
“Fuck,” Heath said under his breath. “I was hoping… for more. I was hoping that you had something concrete. That man sets every alarm bell that I possess ringing and makes my skin crawl, and yet, despite disagreeing about the priorities the NES is setting, I can't justify it. I had hoped you knew something more."
"Oh, it's justified," Aislen told him, breathless from the fast pace of walking, and from the fear that had a tight grip on her chest. “Alarm bells ringing, and skin crawling is accurate.”
“Aislen?” Heath came to a stop at the end of the alleyway and looked both ways before crossing a car park that was clear of soldiers and cars. “What do you know?”
“Well, two things, really,” she said, keeping her voice low. “The first is that there is no medicine for this. They’re bull shitting about that. The second thing is that they’re not NES. Or they are, but they’re also not.”
“Aislen,” Heath drew in a deep breath and released it, controlling his frustration, and stopping himself from snapping at her. “Can you be a little clearer.”
“They’re not NES, they’re hunters. Like, hunters of us,” she gestured with her free hand between the three of them. “Like, we’re the prey.”
“Ah, fuck,” Heath ground out between his teeth. “They’re Van Helsings?”






  
  Chapter Two
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“That’s like… a thing? Like a real thing?” Aislen looked between her two mates. 
“It is,” Talen replied, placing his hand on the small of her back and encouraging her gently forward. 
The alley and carpark led them through the town square, depositing them on the street where Rhett’s shop stood, bypassing the blocked, soldier-filled main road. It was the kind of route only a local would know.
They crossed the road and paused on the corner, looking toward the town’s main crossroads as yells broke out. Heath tensed. A group of men dragged a woman out of a building—she was fighting and clawing, her hair wild and her blue suit covered in blood. They forced her into a van, leaving one designer high heel behind on the pavement. The van shook, and a shriek from inside carried through the air as it pulled away from the curb.
“Was that…?” Aislen trailed off, remembering Dr. James and the bite mark on her arm.
“Dr. James,” Heath finished for her, staring up the street, his expression shocked into blankness.
“I wonder who she ate,” Aislen murmured under her breath. “I hope that they’re okay, but from the amount of blood on her, I’m guessing they’re not.”
“We should continue to the Ute,” Talen murmured, breaking their reverie. “Hunters have always existed,” he continued, keeping his voice low and his head bowed towards Aislen as they headed towards the rear of Rhett’s shop. “Humans have always feared those unlike themselves, and although the supernatural world guards its existence well, it has not always been so. Between the occasional mistake and the continuance of the story of them, enough humans have continued to believe, and those who lose loved ones to us will often spend the remainder of their lives hunting us down in vengeance.”
Talen unlocked the Ute and opened the front passenger door for Aislen, before walking around the car to the driver’s side. “But with the arrival of the One God, the priests created an order devoted to hunting. Over the eras they have targeted different species of supernatural with different levels of success.”
“Witches in the medieval period,” Heath said from the backseat. He was angling his phone in different directions testing for reception. 
“Vampires in the seventeenth century,” Talen said darkly as he pulled out onto the street. “I lost many friends to their efforts during that time.”
“I wonder who they are targeting now,” Aislen murmured. “I didn’t get that from Toby’s mind, just flashes of information, enough to make me look at that bunker under the river house and think that it seems very cosy, and we should absolutely make our way there, just as soon as we find Rhett and Cameron. Which brings me to the other thing, Heath.”
“Other thing?” Heath asked with dread. “Damn it, I think the phone connections are getting worse!”
“I think I know where Jessica is,” Aislen told him. “I had a dream, about the men in black at Haven Farm, and Charlotte holding a baby, but it wasn’t until I was standing in the hall again, that I remembered how Charlotte had looked at Jessica during the presentation. I think Charlotte has Jessica.”
“Why would Charlotte have Jessica?” Heath wondered. 
“I don’t know. Maybe Jessica wandered out into the storm and crossed Charlotte’s path?” Aislen avoided saying that she suspected that somehow Charlotte had known Jessica was Rhett’s. There was no other explanation, she thought, and was the only connection between Charlotte and Jessica. She didn’t know how Charlotte could know, or why she would take another child sired by Rhett, but it made sense of her dream, of the baby that Charlotte had been holding.
“Why would Charlotte even be in Havermouth…?”
“She was here for the presentation the other night, remember?” She prompted gently. 
“Still, why would that bring her anywhere near Lauren’s house and Jessica…? Ah, fuck,” Heath groaned, closing his eyes as he, too, made the connection. “How would she know though?” He asked himself. “We didn’t know.”
“Maybe I’m wrong,” Aislen said softly. “It is a bit crazy sounding. We didn’t know that Jessica is Rhett’s so how would Charlotte know? Why would she take Jessica just because she’s Rhett’s daughter? And in the middle of the storm like that, too. I must admit though, I am hoping that is what happened, because if it did, then Jessica will be safe with Charlotte. I don’t see Charlotte harming her, do you?”
“No,” Heath frowned. “With the NES holding the roads closed on this epidemic lock down, I don’t know how we can get to Haven Farm to find out whether you are right, Aislen.”
“You can’t, like, wave your mayoral flag and get us through the roadblocks?” Aislen suggested. 
“Not really,” he shook his head. 
Talen slowed down, drawing their attention to the world outside the car. The suburban street was thick with soldiers, moving from house to house, knocking at doors. One homeowner was arguing, pointing to his door angrily. A green cross had been painted at face level.
“Red for infected, green for not?” Talen murmured. 
As Talen pulled up at Lillian and Rohan’s neat house, Aislen saw Lillian standing in the front doorway, wrestling with a screaming baby and shaking her head at the soldiers on her porch. Her expression was furious, the wolf clear in her eyes. Rhett’s son peeked around her hip, his wide whiskey-coloured eyes taking in the scene. The group turned to look at the Ute as Heath, Talen, and Aislen stepped out.
“We are advising residents to stay at home,” one of the soldiers said as they approached.
“Yeah, yeah,” Aislen replied. “We’ve been told several times. Go home, stay home.”
“This is Mayor Gale,” Lillian told the soldiers with satisfaction. “Tell them Heath, that they’ve got no right to come into our homes and scare the children.” Aislen saw that there was blood on the baby’s top, and her heart picked up pace. Lillian wasn’t preventing the soldiers from entering her house out of obstinacy, but rather because she had something to hide.
“You’re going into people’s houses?” Heath demanded. Aislen saw him inhale, his nostrils flaring, scenting the blood. 
“We are verifying that there are no infected within the property. As we explained to Mrs. Marriot, Havermouth is in the grip of an epidemic. It is important that we contain and prevent the spread amongst the population, as resources are already strained. If everyone would stay at home, let us check to make sure there are no infected within, mark the house to show that it’s been inspected, then we can better track the spread of the illness.”
“As I said to him,” Lillian replied on a snarl. “There’s no one within who is infected, and he has no right to enter my home or to paint my door blue.” She gestured angrily at the door which had an ugly blue cross still running drips towards the ground. 
“Go inside, Lillian,” Heath said to her. “We’ll take care of this.”
“Okay, Heath. Come on, nap time, boys,” she said with false brightness to the baby and little boy.
“No nap, wanna see daddy,” the little boy argued as they stepped into the house and Lillian pulled the door shut behind her, cutting off further protests. 
“I understand what you’re doing,” Heath said to the soldiers as they turned from the house. “And I support your intentions. However, you cannot force your way into people’s homes. Why do you think they would lie about whether someone in the house is infected or not? Just ask the question at the door and move on, please.”
“We are following orders,” the soldier replied in annoyance. “And cannot change the process for a civilian.”
“He is the mayor,” Talen growled. 
“I am the mayor,” Heath repeated, nodding in agreement. “And I am also a lawyer, so I know that private armies do not have the right, even in an emergency such as we are currently facing, to force their way into people’s homes. I will speak to Joseph Lennon, tomorrow, when I return to the town hall, but I’m sure that you can radio the information through to him, and to your units. So, if I see any more soldiers trying to gain access to houses, I will begin taking details in preparation for launching a lawsuit against your company once this emergency is over. Do you understand?”
“We will report to headquarters,” the second soldier spoke for the first time. “And see what our Captain says.”
“Do that. Now, if you will excuse me. I am, as discussed with Joseph Lennon, reassuring my constituents that your men are operating for their best interests, and to follow your requests to stay within their houses,” Heath stepped past them and opened the front door, gesturing for Aislen and Talen to proceed him into the house. “Have a good day,” he said, closing the door in the face of the soldiers. 
“What the fuck is going on?” Aislen whispered to him. “Lillian’s baby had blood on him.”
“Heath,” Lillian said from the other end of the hall. “In here, quickly.”
They hurried down the hall, into the kitchen, where Rohan, Scott, and Cameron were tying Nathan Lowe to a seat. Nathan hissed and spat, foaming pinkly at the corners of his mouth, red dripping down his chin onto his chest. His shirt was torn open and stuck wetly to where chunks had been bitten out of his chest. Fingernails had shredded the skin of his forearms, and blood dripped steadily onto the tiles. 
“Where’s Rhett?” Aislen asked anxiously, searching the room for him. 
Lillian opened a door to reveal a powder room, where Rhett stood naked, clutching his forearm as blood leaked between his fingers and dripped into the sink. An open first aid kit sat beside him. He met Aislen’s eyes in the vanity mirror, his expression stunned.
“Fucker bit me.”
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Aislen pried Rhett’s hand away from the wound and cried out. Nathan Lowe had more than bitten Rhett — he had almost torn a chunk of his forearm away, only a section of skin holding it into place. Rhett made a wet sound in the back of his throat, looking away. “Fuck.” 
“Talen!” Aislen’s call was a panicked wail. 
“Let me in, little demon,” the vampire picked her up by the waist, lifting her off her feet, and setting her to the floor outside the small powder room so that he could see. “Hmm, that is… unfortunate. I can try to lick it, but I suspect that saliva alone will be insufficient. Better, I think, Rhett, for you to take some blood. Let’s bandage this and sit upon the couch, as a powder room is no place for such things.”
Heath put his arm around Aislen as they both watched Talen bandage the wound on Rhett’s arm. Through the touch, Heath’s thoughts spilled into Aislen’s mind in a rapid fire of worry. (Talen hadn’t wanted to lick the wound) Heath thought, (because it would have exposed him to the infection.) 
“Oh, god,” Aislen pressed her hand to her mouth. They didn’t know if werewolves would be immune. 
Heath’s next thought was clearly and deliberately framed, using her ability to speak with her his concerns. (We need to see Leighton Richards, and...)
Aislen fought back tears and panic. If the infection took hold, they would have to use Leighton’s magic to spell Rhett to sleep whilst they searched for the cure that Leighton had failed to find for over two centuries. 
“We couldn’t let Nathan stay free,” Cameron said, coming to stand behind them. “We stopped him from biting old Mr. Landry. But he’s strong, and he fought us. We couldn’t capture him in wolf form, so we shifted and brought him down. Whilst we were pinning him down to tie him, he bit Rhett.”
“Hungry,” Nathan Lowe complained from his chair. “Why are you tying me down like this, Rohan? What is wrong with you people?”
“You’re sick, Nate,” Rohan told him, breathing heavily from the struggles. “We’re going to take you to get medicine.”
“It wasn’t the easiest thing to get him back here with all those fucking soldiers around,” Cameron continued. “With the three of us starkers, too. Hard to explain why we were in the nude, leading a tied up, blood-covered man through the streets of Havermouth in the middle of the fucking day.”
“I can imagine,” Heath replied absently as they watched Talen lead the shock-dazed Rhett to the throw blanket-draped couch. Talen used his teeth on his wrist and offered it to Rhett, who pulled a face, but leaned forward, pressing his lips to the wound. 
“Wow,” Lillian murmured, her eyes glued to the scene in voyeuristic fascination. “That’s… Won’t that turn Rhett…?”
“A small amount won’t turn anyone. Vampire blood has healing properties,” Heath told her. 
“Let’s hope that they work,” she tore her eyes away from the two men on the couch. “There was no sign of the little girl, they said. Poor Lauren.” She swallowed thickly, her eyes filling with sympathetic tears. “Those soldiers, Heath,” she added. “What is going on?”
“Van Helsings,” Heath said grimly. “I’m not sure if they’re all Van Helsings, or some are… but we are almost entirely sure that the NES has Van Helsing agents amongst them.”
“In Havermouth?” Rohan was aghast. “That has never happened in the history of the town.”
“The question is was it the pack or…” Heath’s eyes slid to where Talen was licking the wound on his wrist closed, and Heath gave a slight shrug, turning the palm of his hand up. “If we knew who had drawn the Van Helsings’ attention to Havermouth, we would know better how to…” His gaze rested on Aislen, and she saw the moment that he realized that he possessed the ability to delve into the minds of the soldiers and discover their purpose. “Could you…?”
“I guess,” Aislen said reluctantly. “But does it matter who it was? They’re here now and we should…” She trailed off. They should what? Her first instinct had been to grab her men and hide, but now, the impact of doing so was sinking in. They would be abandoning Havermouth’s human population to Leighton Richards’ infection, Leighton to his impossible task, Lauren to her search and Jessica to whatever had befallen her...
“We will take Rhett and this… human,” Talen seemed dubious about the definition. “To the warehouse of Leighton Richards. He needs to be warned about the Van Helsings, and we need to discuss what we are going to do about the hospital, and that there appears to be a continuous spread of the infection through the humans of this town.”
“At least the Van Helsings are helping with that,” Heath commented. “With everyone staying home and locked in, hopefully Leighton’s stray zombies will find it difficult to find victims.”
“What if they’re locked in with the zombies?” Aislen pointed out. “What if…” Her eyes slid to Lillian. “Mummy drinks some bad water and gets hungry?”
“Aislen,” Cameron groaned. “Don’t. No one needs to think about that.”
“Oh, god,” Lillian clutched her children to her. “What can we do?”
“Don’t drink the water,” Heath told her firmly. “Boil it first, at least, drink bottled or rainwater. I can’t come to Leighton’s,” he added, turning to Talen. “I need to go house to house, reassuring people, and try to find out who works for the power and phone companies. If the NES aren’t prioritizing getting the town electricity and phone lines, we’ll have to do it ourselves.”
“Good idea,” Rohan brightened. “I know some guys who work for the power company.”
“Good, you’re with me. Talen, Cameron, Rhett and Aislen…”
“I need to resume the search,” Rhett said. “I can’t just…”
“You’re injured, Rhett,” Aislen protested, cutting him off.
“And we need Leighton to examine you,” Talen added smoothly, placing his hand on Rhett’s shoulder. “You must come with us. Come, let’s transport our friend to the Ute without the soldiers seeing.” Talen’s eyes met Aislen’s over the top of Rhett’s head, and she felt her stomach pitch. Talen was giving Rhett no option but to go with them. Heath was right, and their vampire was anticipating that Leighton would need to spell Rhett to sleep.
Talen and Rohan picked up the chair-bound Nathan Lowe between them and carried him to the front of the house, where they paused to allow the werewolves to dress, before Cameron and Rhett stepped out onto the porch to keep a look out whilst Talen and Rohan secured the zombie in the tray of the Ute, under the canvas cover.
“I’ll see if I can get beyond the roadblocks,” Heath added quietly to Aislen. “And to Haven Farm.”
“Heath,” she gripped his forearm. “Rhett…”
“Yeah,” he nodded and grimaced, fighting back his tears. “I realize that you might not be returning with him. Ah, fuck,” he broke, pulling her tightly to him. “Fuck!” 
“Oh, god,” it was a sob, and she rested her forehead against his chest, clutching at his shirt. He lowered his face into her hair and stroked his hand up the back of her skull. “What are we going to do?”
“Hope that werewolves are immune,” he replied grimly. “Or find a cure.” He blew out his breath slowly. “We must deal with this one step at a time. Let’s see what Leighton says. Lillian,” he looked up at the she-wolf who watched in horror. “Secure the house once we leave and open it for no one, other than Rohan. I’ll return him as soon as I can. You cannot risk being infected. Do you understand?”
“Oh… oh,” Lillian’s expression was distressed, her eyes going to the front door, where the men had gone. “Rhett…?” She barely breathed the name.
“We don’t know,” Heath told her. “I will go and…” He couldn’t bring himself to say the word goodbye. He wiped his face off on his fingers and paused by the mirror to adjust his tie and smooth his hands over his hair before heading down the hall.
“It is Armageddon,” Lillian murmured to herself and then looked at Aislen, her hands tightening on her children. “We had hoped that it would be…” she gestured helplessly. “Something else. Something… easier.”
“I don’t think any of us could have anticipated that the dam bursting would release zombies,” Aislen replied, but knew that she lied. She had dreamed it in various ways over the years and had turned away from her ability, seeking to be normal, wounded from her time in Havermouth and her loss. She had chosen selfishly to ignore the signs. 
“No, I guess not. We have a… a bunker, I guess you’d call it,” Lillian said quietly. “I think most werewolves have some sort of plan in place, ever since the Triquetras began forming. It would be stupid not to. We’ll be shutting ourselves in until this is over. Van Helsings, zombies, and… Well, we’ll be looking after our family.” She stroked her hand through the hair of Rhett’s son, her eyes meeting Aislen’s.
By extension, that look said, Lillian would be safeguarding Rhett’s family line, whether his family recognized it or not. 
“Thank you,” Aislen told her. “I’d better go. Good luck.”
“You too.”
Julian and Jessica might be the only children that Rhett sired, if werewolves were not immune to the virus, Aislen realized as she reached the front door, and she gripped the doorframe as her knees went weak. “Please,” she closed her eyes as she whispered her plea. “Whatever god or goddess is listening, please… let werewolves be immune.”
She stepped out onto the porch and saw Heath, his fingers in Rhett’s hair, and Rhett’s hands on Heath’s hips, as they kissed each other farewell. Did Rhett know or suspect? Had Heath said anything to his mate? Cameron watched from the front passenger seat, his expression grim and his eyes red. Talen started the engine of the Ute, but did not hurry the goodbye. 
Aislen drew in a deep breath and walked confidently towards the Ute, pausing to put her hand against Heath’s back and stand on tiptoe to brush her lips across his cheek. “Be safe, Heath. We’ll see you in a few hours, at my dad’s house, right?”
“Right,” he agreed, turning his head, and releasing Rhett, to kiss her properly. “Alright,” he sighed the word out. “Take care, all of you.”
Aislen and Rhett slipped into the back seat. As Talen reversed out of the driveway into the street, she reached out to take Rhett’s arm. “Is the bite mark healing?” She asked him softly. 
“It doesn’t hurt anymore,” he replied under his breath. “But, honestly, I’m not sure I can handle looking at it again.”
“Let me,” she touched the bandage gently, and when he didn’t pull away, eased it away from the skin below. For a moment, it stuck, the dried blood acting like a glue, and she hesitated before gently prising it away, dreading that the chunk of flesh would peel away with the cloth. She breathed out a sign of relief to see that, beneath the blood and bruising that mottled the tattooed skin, there appeared to be a well-developed scar holding the bitten chunk in place. 
“It looks…” She licked a fingertip and rubbed it over the dried-on blood. He grimaced. “Sorry,” she apologized. “It looks pretty well healed. There’s a scar, but it looks like it’s been there for a while.”
“With a wound that deep, it may take a couple of doses of my blood to fully heal what is within,” Talen said. “But I am glad to hear that the exterior scar has formed.”
“No more blood,” Rhett replied, his chin to his chest as he smoothed the bandage back over the bite mark. “I’m not an idiot. I’ve been bitten by a zombie. That’s how this thing spreads, just like the movies. If I bite you, Talen, I could infect you, and if I’m going to turn into a flesh-eating monster, sucking down mouthfuls of your blood will likely be some sort of major trigger. So, no, I’m not risking you that way. I should probably be tied up in the tray with Nathan fucking Lowe,” he added under his breath. 
“Rhett,” Aislen whispered, feeling the waves of despair and frustration rolling from him. 
“No, Aislen,” he lifted her hand from his wrist and set it onto her thigh. “You need to keep some distance from me, until we know. I probably shouldn’t have kissed Heath,” he added, his anxiety rising. “What if I’ve infected him through my saliva?”
“I suspect that this infection takes time to take hold,” Talen replied with soothing confidence. “And the victim is not infectious during the transition.”
“You’re just saying that,” Rhett laughed sourly. “You don’t know.”
“No,” Talen’s eyes went to the rear-view. “I don’t know, Rhett, but I chose to have hope, and so should you.”
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Talen took the back streets, under Cameron’s instruction, weaving his way to the edges of the town, before circling towards the warehouse district. At first, they would catch glimpses of black-clad soldiers and vehicles at the intersection of streets, but too far away for the soldiers to react. There were many houses marked by paint, the majority of which were green, with the occasional blue slash. 
“People who refused entry?” Aislen wondered. 
Rhett frowned. “It’s… weird,” he said slowly.
“What’s weird?”
“Well… Maybe it’s because we have more to hide,” he said uncertainly. “But… Cameron?” He pointed to a blue door with his bandaged arm, grasping the back of the driver’s seat and leaning forward between the front seats. 
“Yeah, I see it,” Cameron said darkly. 
Aislen reached forward and touched Cameron’s shoulder, seeking to find in his mind what they were talking about. 
“The blue marks werewolf homes,” Talen said quietly. “Or suspected werewolf homes. They have a method of detection, or, perhaps, as Rhett said, the werewolves are more likely to turn them back, so blue indicates that they need to watch that house closer. They are using the epidemic to divide the population into species.”
Cameron thought the same. 
“Shit,” Aislen’s mouth was dry with fear. “And then what?”
“Nothing good,” Rhett predicted, leaning back in his seat. 
A black-clad vehicle turned onto the road before them, and Talen slowed down as it came to a standstill, preventing him from passing. 
“Fuck,” Aislen heard a thump from the tray behind her, and muffled screams. 
“Nathan fucking Lowe,” Rhett growled and banged on the seat seeking to silence their prisoner. “I should have just snapped his fucking neck.”
“That would have made him into a full zombie,” Talen predicted, watching as four soldiers got out of the vehicle and sauntered towards them. “We can seek to evade them,” he contemplated the options. “But this vehicle is not built for speed. Or we can kill them.”
Aislen swallowed. “Let’s just… see first, hey?” She said to him as the soldiers knocked on the window. 
Talen’s eyes met hers in the rear view as he lowered the window. “Can I help you?” He asked the soldier mildly.
“We are informing all civilians to stay at home. There is an epidemic that has overwhelmed the local hospital system, and we are seeking to manage it through minimizing the spread through the population. It is essential, therefore, that people stay within their houses, so they do not infect others or become infected through contact. Please return to your homes and remain there until notified that you are free to leave.”
“Sure, we were just headed that way,” Talen replied mildly. “When you stopped us.”
“We will follow you to your destination,” the soldier replied. At that moment, Nathan Lowe let his presence be known, and all four soldiers’ heads jerked towards the tray. “What is in the back?”
Aislen clenched her fists and pushed the thought towards them with every ounce of her power. (Nothing. There is NOTHING in the back. Let us go on our way. Stay. Stay.)
“Aislen,” Rhett murmured in concern. “Your nose is bleeding.”
Aislen could feel the warm wetness running down her lip. She reached up and smeared it away with her fingers, looking at the rich red on her shaking fingertips. Her head ached. 
“Nothing,” the soldier said dully. “There is nothing in the back.”
“Let them go,” said his friend. “We will stay here.”
They stood where they were, and for a moment, no one moved, frozen by the strangeness of their behaviour, and then Talen put the Ute into reverse and very slowly moved back, before mounting the curb to circle around the four soldiers, who continued to stand there like statues. 
“Turn left here,” Cameron barely whispered the words, as if not wanting to be the one to break the silence. He reached into the glove box and handed back a travel pack of tissues. 
“Thank you,” Rhett took it from him, and used them to wipe Aislen’s face and hand. “Aislen…” He was concerned by her shaking, by the blood, and her shocked expression. “What happened?”
“Aislen used her ability to persuade the soldiers not to investigate the noise from the tray,” Talen replied solemnly. “It is a talent that does not come without repercussion, it appears.”
“They just… stood there,” Cameron said. “Right here, Talen, and it will take you back to the original road.”
“I think… I think I used too much,” Aislen stammered. “Too much power on them.”
“I wonder how long they’ll stand there for?” Cameron asked. 
“That would be interesting to know,” Talen agreed. 
They left the narrow back streets of the town, crossing the four-laned main freeway, bumping over the old train tracks, to the warehouse district. 
“It hurts,” Aislen said. “Like a bad sinus headache, when I do that. I don’t like to use it. And… it frightens me.”
“You can make people do what you want with a thought,” Rhett said, frowning. “And you never used it on us?”
“No,” she sighed heavily. “It’s not right to use it. And I love you guys, so it’s not right to do that to you.”
“Better than killing those soldiers,” Cameron nodded his approval from the front seat. “Or risking a chase through the streets.”
“Yes.”
Talen pulled up at the gates to Leighton’s warehouse. “Be wary,” he said, as he turned off the engine. “These are dangerous people with agendas that may run in confliction with our own at some point. Whilst his daughter advises that supernaturals are not considered edible, I know from experience that sufficient hunger makes many inedible things edible.”
“Oookay,” Rhett slid a look at Aislen out of the corner of his eye and raised his eyebrows. “Well, this sounds like a fun place to visit.” He was hiding his fear, Aislen thought, and reached out to take his hand — not to read his mind, but to offer him her support and the comfort of a mate’s touch. His long fingers wrapped tightly around hers, and when he opened the door, she slid out of the car, following him as he did not release her. 
Leighton Richard stepped out of the warehouse door and crossed to the gate. “I did not expect to see you again so soon,” he observed.
“We brought you a gift,” Aislen told him as Cameron and Talen circled to the tray. “And… we need your help.”
Leighton raised his eyebrows and then frowned as Talen and Cameron cautiously lifted Nathan Lowe from the tray. “Ah,” he sighed. “You had best bring him inside.”
“He bit me,” Rhett said, following as Leighton returned to the warehouse. 
Behind them, Nathan Lowe began to beg and plead, fighting against Talen and Cameron’s grip, calling upon their shared childhood for mercy.
“We’re not going to kill you,” Cameron snapped at Nathan, pushed beyond his tolerances. “We are trying to help you.”
“I’m sorry,” Leighton said softly to Rhett as he opened the door into the warehouse. “I don’t know if the infection will affect you or not. There were no werewolves in Havermouth with the original settlement, only humans, and me. I contained the original outbreak in the cave, so there was never any exposure to werewolves, therefore, to my knowledge, you are the first werewolf to get bitten.”
Rhett hesitated on the threshold, inhaling, before looking down at Aislen. (If I go in, I might not come out) he thought quite clearly. (But what fucking choice do I have?) 
Aislen squeezed his hand. “It will be alright, Rhett,” she told him, her voice almost drowned out by Nathan’s pleas. “We will work this out, or all of us will sleep with you in the stasis spell until Leighton finds an answer.”
“No,” he said, shaking his head as he stepped inside. “I can’t let you do that.”
“How long do you think it will take until we know?” Aislen asked Leighton as they moved to the side to let Talen and Cameron through. 
“It varies,” Leighton closed the door behind them and locked it. “Body weight, age, gender, general health, all seem to change the time it takes, as well as how badly bitten the person is. The more bites, the more exposure to the infection. A day, two, three? A werewolf? Well, that could be different again.”
He crossed to open the internal door for Talen and Cameron, pausing to pass his hand over Nathan Lowes’ face. “Sleep now.” 
Nathan sagged in Talen’s hold.
“Handy,” Cameron said. “A pity that we can’t do that,” his eyes went to Rhett, his distress evident on his face. 
“Don’t be doing that to me,” Rhett told Leighton sternly. “Not until it’s unavoidable.”
“I wish to observe you anyway,” Leighton replied. “It would be difficult to determine the progression of the infection if you were asleep.”
“That’s not reassuring,” Rhett muttered under his breath. “What is this place anyway?” He looked around them as they passed through the little offices on the way to the main chamber. 
“Leighton ran a newspaper,” Aislen told him. “This was his office and printing press.”
“Holy crap,” Rhett froze in the doorway to the main chamber, looking at the rows of bodies laid out on the floor. Aislen felt how every instinct in him rebelled and commanded him to flee. It took an incredible amount of bravery for him to stand firm. 
Aislen released her hands and wrapped her arms around him, and he gripped her tightly, pressing his face into her hair for a moment, before nodding and stepping inside, taking her with him. “This is some fucked up gothic shit,” he said, looking around at the painting on the walls and floors. “What is all this?”
“It’s a spell, holding those within it in stasis,” Aislen told him as Leighton directed Talen to lay Nathan Lowe out on the ground. “So, they don’t age.”
“Yeah, I prefer vampire blood to maintain my youthful glow,” Rhett pressed them back against the wall. 
Next to him, Cameron took his hand. “It’s going to be okay, Rhett,” he said softly. 
“I’m glad Nathan sank his teeth into me, and not you.” Rhett replied, releasing Cameron’s hand to hug his mate against him, pressing his face into Cameron’s neck. “I think it would be worse if I had to watch you go through this. The bastard always hated me,” he added with a laugh. 
“This way,” Leighton gestured for them to follow them back into the hallway and Talen shut the door behind him on the room of sleeping zombies. 
Leighton opened a door to an internal staircase and headed up it. They followed him to the second storey, and another, more generous office space. The main room had been cleaned, unlike the offices below, with the tables pressed against the walls holding a wide range of arcane objects and devices. 
“My laboratory,” Leighton explained. 
Two of the office doors opened almost immediately upon hearing his voice, and the dark-haired Mercy and golden-haired Verina looked out at them, surprised. 
“Verina,” Leighton held out his hand to his mate and she seemed to float across the room, as she moved so gracefully, to take his hand in both of hers. “Mercy,” he said to his daughter. “You both met Talen and Aislen earlier. This is Rhett and Cameron. Rhett and Cameron are werewolves, and Rhett has been bitten. We need to secure and observe him for the next few days to see what will occur.”
“I will prepare a room,” Verina said, immediately releasing his hand and pressing her fingers to her lips as she surveyed the row of doors. “That one, perhaps?” She pointed to the third door down. “It is cleanest of the two.”
“Thank you, my love,” Leighton cupped her face with one hand and brushed his lips over her forehead. “Rhett, come this way, please,” he gestured Rhett towards one of the tables and a seat there. “I would like to take some samples.”
“Samples?” Rhett repeated dubiously. 
“Blood, saliva, hair, nail clippings. Semen would be useful, too. I haven’t had the opportunity to observe for differences in the semen,” Leighton said, opening a heavy, leather-bound book and trailing his finger down it. “Mhm. We will take daily samples to observe if there is a difference. Can the infected breed?”
“Ah, yeah,” Rhett said dryly, rolling his eyes at Cameron and Aislen. “Blood, saliva, hair, and nails are easy. But I am hoping you’re not planning to wank me off, Leighton. You’re a good-looking guy, but not one of my mates, so…”
“I’m sure you or one of your mates will be able to capture a sample for me into… This will do,” Leighton selected a jar and set it down next to the chair. “If you’ll take a seat Rhett, I’ll take your other samples before you…” Leighton’s smile barely contained his laughter. “Well, take care of the rest more privately.”
“Gee, thanks,” Rhett took the seat and shook his hair out. “Just a trim, Leighton, and do a decent job of it.”
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“Do not fear,” Verina, Leighton’s mate, said from the doorway. “You will know if you begin to turn. First, there will be a hunger and thirst that food and water cannot sate, and food and water will become nauseating. Then, you will find your sense of smell heightened until you can smell the meat and blood of the people around you. When that smell becomes irresistible, only then do you become a danger to others.” 
“Yay,” Rhett said with a grimace. “Good to know.”
“I’m sorry,” Verina’s expression was saddened. “I truly am.” She closed the door behind her, leaving Rhett and Aislen in the room alone. 
There was a desk pressed against the wall with an old-fashioned typewriter and a black-and-white photograph in a frame. The wall behind the desk had old articles about Havermouth and the surrounding areas pinned to it, and Rhett walked over and pretended to read them, his palms on the table surface, and his shirt straining over the tension in his shoulders. The white of the bandage covering the bite mark on his arm was stark against the colourful patterns of his tattoos.
Aislen heard the hammering begin from the room near the staircase — Cameron and Talen fixing chains to the wall, ready to secure Rhett. 
“If I find out that Leighton’s using the baby batter for something disgusting, I’m not going to be happy,” Rhett turned suddenly, resting his hips on the desk, and beginning to release the button holding his jeans closed. “I’m all for cum-kinks, when they’re between me and my mates.”
“Rhett,” she walked over to him and set the jar onto the tabletop before stroking her fingers through his hair and resting the palms of her hands on his cheeks, making him look at her. “Let me do it.”
He closed his eyes and nodded, gripping the table edge, surrendering his fly to her hands. She eased the zip down and took his cock out. For once, he was not hard. She stroked over the metal piercings, exploring the texture and weight of him. 
He breathed out slowly, trying to relax and shut out the construction noise and what that noise meant to him. 
She nudged her knee between his so that he widened his stance, allowing her to stand between his legs, and leaned into him, kissing along his neck, seeking to help him distance himself from the harsh reality of the situation and lose himself into the pleasure of her touch. 
“It’s just us,” she whispered. “Just you and me, mucking around with each other. We’re having a sneaky fuck, somewhere a bit precarious. Someone might walk in on us at any moment, and that’s half the fun, isn’t it?”
His lips curled slightly. “You and Cameron have a gift for talking dirty,” he commented. “I think dirty but struggle to put it into words. I guess that’s never mattered to you, though, has it? You hear what I’m thinking.” He opened his eyes looking down at her, the words warm with his love for her. He reached up and cupped her cheek. “You are so beautiful, Aislen,” he whispered it.
She lifted her mouth to his on instinct, her body and heart aching, but he turned his head away, causing her lips to graze his cheek instead. “Rhett?” She pleaded. ‘Kiss me.”
“What if my saliva has changed, and I’m infectious?” He said softly, his Adam’s apple moving as he swallowed heavily. “I don’t want to risk it, Aislen.”
“Rhett, look at me,” she insisted, and he slowly turned his head until he met her eyes. “If you turn into a zombie and Leighton puts you to sleep,” she told him. “Then we will all be sleeping with you. Heath, Cameron, Talen, and myself. You will not be sleeping alone. It’s all of us, together. That’s how this works. We will go into the bunker under the river house, and Leighton will put us to sleep until he finds a cure. You will not be alone.”
“I don’t want that,” he told her, shaking his head. “I don’t want that for my mates. I want you to keep going, without me. I want you to live.” He drew in a shuddering breath and closed his eyes again, leaning his head back, lifting his face to the ceiling. “We need to stop talking about it, Aislen, I can’t stay hard, let alone come, with this going on in my head.”
“Alright,” she whispered. “But kiss me, Rhett.”
He surrendered, knowing that if he turned, he might not get another opportunity to do so, and his kiss was bittersweet as a result, lingering, his fingers stroking through her hair. His cock throbbed in her grip, reacting to the kiss, and he moaned as she stroked her thumbs over the tip, teasing the sensitive frenulum and slit with the piercing through them. His hands caressed down, following her curves, to the waistband of her jeans. 
She groaned into the kiss as he opened her fly and eased his hand within, coaxing his long fingers into her cunt and grinding the heel of his hand against her clit and its piercing. 
“I’d fuck you,” he said against her cheek. “But then Leighton’s baby batter would hold traces of your cum.”
“Fuck me after,” she said. “I know you’re up for more than one orgasm.”
He laughed. “Get me off quick then, so we can move onto the main event.”
“Likewise, naughty boy,” she smirked. 
“I bet I can make you come first,” his eyes were bright with laughter and his smirk was wicked. “If I lose, you can ride my face before my cock.”
“And if you win?” She teased, stroking him faster, tightening her grip. 
“I will fuck your mouth before I fuck your cunt.” 
“A win-win situation,” she was breathless as he used his talented fingers on her G-spot. “Oh, god,” she moaned, fighting off her orgasm. Pre-cum beaded his tip and his eyes smouldered, his face slackening into pleasure. His eyes met hers and he laughed, leaning in to kiss her, a brief peck that was beautiful in its simple affection and love, his forehead resting against hers after, their warm panted breath shared between them. 
“Jar,” he ground out, and she released his cock, fumbling the jar open, between them managing, awkwardly, to direct his cum into the container, the sound of the spray against the glass lewd. “I guess you win,” he groaned out with the last twitches. 
“I guess I do,” she grinned and put the lid on. “Think sexy thoughts whilst I put this outside for Leighton, and then get ready to be ridden hard, naughty boy.”
“Promises, promises.” He shoved his jeans down his thighs and lay back onto the table, pushing the photo frame and typewriter out of the way. 
She opened the door just wide enough to set the jar onto the floor, before closing it again, and toed off her boots, almost tripping on her jeans as she stripped, so that he reached out to steady her with one arm. 
“Look at you,” she purred, running her hands under his top, shoving it up to bare his stomach, before stroking over his semi-hard cock, to his tattooed thighs. “So pretty and laid out like a sacrifice, just the way I like my men — ready and willing.”
“I’m always willing to fuck you Aislen,” he replied, his voice gritty with lust. She stepped onto the chair and then placed a knee to each side of his head, facing towards his cock. “Ah,” he purred his approval. “We both get head, hey?”
“Why not? Shh, now, and use that dirty, dirty tongue to make me come,” she leaned forward onto her elbows, silencing him with her cunt whilst making him moan by taking his cock into her mouth. The piercings along his underside chimed against her upper teeth as she bobbed her head along his cock and her thoughts filled with his erotic sensations, the taste of her on his tongue, the feel of her drool cooling on his balls. 
When he was on the point of another orgasm, she crawled down his body and took his cock into her in a reverse cowgirl, feeling the slide of his piercings as each pressed within her, his cock engorged and pulsing as he fought off coming. 
“You have the most gorgeous arse,” he told her, lifting onto his elbows and bracing his heels against the edge of the desk for traction, so that he could thrust deep and hard into her as she used her thighs to lift herself up and down, the slap of their skin meeting loud in the little room, the force of it shaking her breasts almost free of the hold of her corset. “Perfect for sinking my fingers into, soft when I
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