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Havermouth's Secret Keeper is a dark romance. Please note that there is dub-con, non-con, violence, blood, pregnancy loss, and a school shooting.
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  Chapter One
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Wednesday


Aislen took a rushed shower and stepped out to find Talen in the door of the bathroom, holding her towel. He wrapped it snugly around her. “Cameron told me. I will drive you into town,” he said, as he rubbed her dry. 
“You’re worried,” she observed, touching his cheek, still fascinated by its bareness. 
“I am concerned,” he corrected, as he turned his attention to her hair, running the comb gently through it. “You predicted this flood and these bodies, and that is something that should be taken seriously. So, I will be the one to take you to town.”
“Yes, Daddy,” she melted against his chest, wrapping her arms around him. “I love you.”
He pressed a kiss to the crown of her head. “Let’s get you dressed.”
She pulled on her black jeans and boots, and a skin-tight, black, knit jumper with skulls and crossbones provocatively picked out in white and positioned over her breasts, before slicking on eyeliner and bright red lipstick. She ran her fingers through her hair to fluff it up and surveyed the result in the mirror. 
“Good enough for this adventure,” she decided, turning to where Talen sat on the bed, waiting for her to complete her preparations. 
He smiled, his eyes going to the skulls and crossbones. “I do enjoy your wardrobe choices,” he commented, holding out Rhett’s jacket so that she could slip her arms into it, before passing her purse and picking up his own jacket from the bed. 
“This is a bit boring for me,” she commented, as they headed out into the hallway. “But it is cold.”
“You look beautiful, as you always do,” he took her hand. 
Cameron hovered in the hallway, waiting for them, his expression anxious. “Heath said that I should take her,” he fretted. 
“We can take her together,” Talen offered. 
Cameron’s concern cleared. “That would work,” he grabbed his jacket from the hall stand and pulled it on. “Rhett!” He bellowed down the hallway to the bedrooms. “I’m going with Talen and Aislen to town.”
Talen exchanged a smile with Aislen behind Cameron’s back, lifting his eyebrow. Aislen smothered a giggle. Cameron had been waiting on purpose, wanting to be included in the trip and her vampire had known that. 
“Alright. No need to yell,” Rhett walked down the hallway towards them. “It’s just me and Vampire Food, left then?”
“Tyler will sleep for the rest of the day,” Talen told him. “I was hungry.”
Rhett met Cameron’s eyes before looking back at the vampire. “I’m strangely turned on by that,” he said, and adjusted his cock within his jeans with a rueful grin. “I will be up in my studio when you get back, working on some designs,” he cocked his head and tapped his cheek. 
Talen chuckled and leaned over to brush a kiss over Rhett’s skin, before walking to the door. Aislen stood on tiptoes to deliver her kiss, and Cameron grinned as he followed. “I feel like a housewife, waving the husband off for a day in the office,” Rhett’s grin was contagious. “Drive safe now, and it’s casserole for dinner. Ta-ta!” 
“Idiot,” Cameron shook his head, laughing, as he closed the door. “He’s in a good mood,” he put his arm over Aislen’s shoulders as they followed Talen off the porch and into the drizzling rain, using his body to shield her from the weather. “Thank you for that,” he pressed a kiss to her forehead, his joy rolling off him in floating waves of warmth that combatted the weather more than the warmth of Rhett’s coat around her did. 
Aislen was suddenly teary and angry. “Heath hurt Rhett when he made him tattoo me,” she told Cameron. “More than I think Heath intended to. He took something that, in Rhett’s mind, was special, something that he had imagined and held onto for five years as a form of comfort and turned it into a weapon.”
Talen held the passenger door open for her, watching her and Cameron with all-seeing eyes. 
“I know,” Cameron pulled her against him in a tight, squeezing embrace, before releasing her. “It’s complicated.”
“It always is with you three,” she said with a sigh as she slipped into the seat. Talen waited until she was within and then closed the door. She saw him place his hand on Cameron’s shoulder and murmur something before rounding the Ute to take the driver’s seat. 
When all three were belted in, Talen reversed out of the garage. “Your family home is very beautiful, Cameron,” he said, as they drove toward the gate and the road. “It is nice to have a place that connects you to your origins.”
“Do you have a family home somewhere, Daddy?” Aislen asked him curiously. 
“I did, once. It is long lost. I have several buildings that I call home at various times,” Talen replied. “But none that connect to me as deeply as Cameron is connected to his. That is the hazard of being a vampire—there’s a tendency to become less emotionally attached to things you know, from experience, will inevitably come and go.”
There was grief in his voice, beneath the careful neutrality, Aislen thought, and reached out to touch his thigh. “I’m sorry, Daddy,” she said softly. How many people and places of importance to him had he lost during his long life? He would have lived through so many wars, famines, pandemics, and watched people and places that he loved be destroyed, whilst he endured. 
He smiled at her gently. “You also learn to value what you do have, whilst it is with you.” His attention diverted to the road, to a fallen tree that blocked the way. “Hmm, Cameron?” 
“Between us, we can move it,” Cameron replied, twisting in the seat to look along the road behind him. “But we’re fucked if anyone comes along and sees.”
“How frequently is this road travelled?”
“It’s one of the main streets into town from this area. But, with everywhere flooded? We might be lucky,” Cameron shrugged. “Or we can work our way around through some of the dirt roads around here and hope they haven’t become impossible to drive through.”
“I will move the tree,” Talen decided. “You are too well known. It is not safe for you to participate.” He turned off the engine and got out of the car. “Sit tight. Keep an eye on the road, Cameron.”
“Yippee,” Cameron braced his elbows on the front seats and leaned forward eagerly. “You don’t suppose we can convince him to do it naked?”
Aislen choked on her laughter. “He told you to watch the road, not him.”
“I can do both…  Ah, fuck that’s sexy,” he added in admiration as Talen seized one of the branches and pulled. There was a moment when it seemed like the tree would not move. But, the vampire conquered, and dragged the tree, sweeping an arch of leaves and debris across the tarmac. “Nice,” Cameron approved as Talen dusted his hands off against each other and strolled back towards the Ute. “I miss the beard, though.”
“Me too.”
“He is right. He looks much younger, like a different person in a lot of ways. He can grow the beard back in, and people will think that he’s aging. I’d say it’s something that he does with frequency. Nice one,” he added, as Talen returned to the driver’s seat. 
“It was not heavy, just big,” Talen started the engine. 
“Cameron just about came in his pants,” Aislen slid Talen a grin and saw his lips curve in response. “I bet he’s still hard back there and wanking off.”
“You could slither back here and help me out,” Cameron replied. 
“There is a blockade up ahead,” Talen observed. 
“Ah, damn,” Cameron laughed. “I guess that’s not going to happen, then.”
They joined a queue of vehicles behind a tow-truck, the whirling blue and red police lights catching in the raindrops that beaded on the windows, and the drag of the windscreen wipers across the glass like a metronome. The wait gave Aislen time in which to think about what she was travelling to see. She ground her bottom lip between her teeth and fidgeted with the buttons of Rhett’s jacket, wishing for a cigarette, and trying to puzzle out what the bodies would mean.
“In my dreams,” she said slowly, “the bodies are dressed in old-fashioned clothing—not modern at all. Like corpses from another time.”
She felt the energy in the cab change as both men focused on her. 
“Describe the clothing,” Talen said, frowning. “I might be able to place the era.”
Of course, she thought, she was sitting next to a walking, talking history book. “Umm. There was a woman in a long white shapeless gown, gathered at the neck with lace on the sleeves.”
“Chemises frequently returned to fashion off and on in various forms,” Talen grimaced. “Any other details?”
“I don’t know…” she said, searching her memory for details. “They were all underwater, and… corpsey. Torn, dirty… lots of brown tones and soft off-white shirts. Not a part of historical fashion that interests me, you know.” She shrugged. “Wrong colour palette, and too modest.”
“Hmm,” he was thoughtful as he moved forward and rolled down the window. 
A police officer leaned in. “We’re asking residents to keep travel to a minimum at this time, reserving the roads over the river to emergency services.”
“Hi,” Cameron waved from the back seat. “Dave, isn’t it.”
“Mr. Edison,” the police officer’s expression changed.
“Heath called us to come to him,” Cameron said. “He needs us.”
“Well,” Dave leaned back and gestured to someone ahead, pointing to the car, before leaning back into the window and looking at Talen and then Aislen intently, and with disapproval, before returning his eyes to Cameron. “We’ll escort you through to where Mr. Gale is.”
“Thanks, Dave.” 
Talen wound up the window and made a slight gesture with his head. 
“Yeah,” Cameron sighed. “They’re not happy.”
“He was a werewolf,” Aislen interpreted the space between the words. “And he wasn’t happy about Talen and I.”
“Fucking werewolves,” Talen murmured under his breath. “My mates excepted, of course,” he flicked his eyes to the rear-view mirror. He followed a police officer on a motor bike across the bridge, and they were all distracted from the conversation, as the water sprayed up against the side-railing. It rushed by, just below the road. 
“Fuck,” Cameron’s jaw dropped as he pressed his forehead to the window. “There’s about a bee’s dick before this bridge is flooded. Hopefully we can come back this way.”
Aislen stared at the water, expecting to see bodies floating along like logs. There was a lot of debris in the river – tree branches, rubbish collected along the path of the flood, broken pieces of wood. She saw a pram bob by, and felt her skin crawl. She hoped that had been empty when it had gone into the flood waters.
The police officer led the way towards where an old inn crouched on the riverbank at the edge of the town. The river lapped at its walls, and Aislen could see a crowd of devastated locals clustered on the road, pointing at it, whilst employees and the owners hastily emptied the bottle shop’s inventory into vans, cars, and a truck, obviously trying to salvage what they could in case the water rose higher. 
“Rhett brought me here once,” Aislen remembered. The spot where he had parked to seduce her in the back seat of his sedan was underwater now.
“Did he?” Cameron was surprised. “It was one of our favourite bottle shops when we were underage. They didn’t check IDs.”
Just down from the pub, the police had erected a tent and Aislen could see police officers arguing with Tabitha Marie and a group of reporters from other channels. With their police escort, they were able to park next to a police car, beyond where the reporters were being held at bay. 
Aislen smirked at Tabitha Marie as she got out of the car and flipped her the bird. “Fucking bitch,” she said. 
Talen glanced over his shoulder and frowned at the reporter, but did not comment. 
Heath stepped out of the tent, his face pale and strained, but his expression clearing as he crossed to where they were. Cameron put his hand on Heath’s shoulder, restrained in public from offering more to his mate. “Are you okay, Heath?”
Heath swallowed and shook his head. “I don’t know them,” he said. “We’re waiting for the CSI to arrive from Rideten. The police don’t want to move them in case there’s evidence that might be lost. Cam,” he looked at his mate. “Don’t come in.”
“What?” Cameron was startled. “Why not?”
“It’s not nice,” Heath said.
“Fuck that,” Cameron replied immediately. “I can handle anything Aislen and Talen can.”
“I’m only getting Aislen to look because of her dreams—and believe me, that’s fucking hard to explain as it is. But if you insist, I guess you can come… I’ve kind of implied that you had a friend who was coming to stay and lost contact since the storm,” he added, turning to Aislen.
“Okay.” She very much didn’t want to go into the tent.
“Well,” Heath sighed. “Come and have a look.”
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Inside the tent was a press of police officers in neon safety vests and bright blue gloves taking photos and filling out forms in a very busy manner. One of the officers, a man a couple of years younger than Aislen and the Triquetra, was just holding onto his composure, tears tracking down his face, but his expression was set. 
There was a row of bodies, covered by cloth, and a smell… something murky and dark, like wet, rotting soil overturned by a gardening fork, or the roots of a tree immersed for generations in river water, that made Aislen think of caves and graves.   
“So many,” Cameron murmured, shocked. 
“Over here,” Heath led them through the police and other officials, around the edges of the bodies. Some of them were smaller than others, and Aislen shook her head and averted her eyes. Talen took her hand, and placed a hand on Cameron’s shoulder, offering them both his support.
“Thanks, Iris,” Heath said to the policewoman who waited by a body.
She looked at Aislen, Cameron, and Talen dubiously. “Are you sure about this, Heath?” She asked. 
“Not at all,” Heath replied darkly, and turned to face Aislen. “They’re water damaged, and… Well, this one is the least disturbing.” Not by much, his tone said. “Let’s get this done,” he said to Iris with a tight nod, putting his arm around Aislen’s shoulders. 
Iris lifted the cover from the head and torso of the body, and Aislen heard Cameron suck in air. It was a woman, but she had been stripped of flesh, her teeth showing through her cheeks, and her top shredded open to where her breasts had been torn away, the skin shredded as if stretched. 
“She’s…” Aislen said, struggling to find the word that she was after. She pressed her hand to her mouth breathing heavily through her fingers, seeking to filter the air, and fighting back the urge to vomit. “From now.” Her clothes were modern, and her hair was streaked with highlights. 
Iris covered her back up. “Why do you say, from now?” She asked. 
“I don’t know,” Aislen flushed, her eyes flicking to Heath. “I guess, I was just shocked.”
“Mhm,” Iris wasn’t buying it. “I want to show you another body,” she said, covering the woman up and stepping to the next body, a small body. 
“Iris,” Heath murmured, shaking his head. 
“No, there’s a reason,” Iris told him, and folded back the sheet to reveal a boy of about seven or eight. His skin was waterlogged, the surface lifting away in places, reminding Aislen of wet tissue paper. His flesh sunken around his eyes and cheeks and his lips blanched of colour. He was in better condition, however, than the woman that Aislen had just seen, which made the way that he was dressed, and the style of his hair cut so odd. 
“Embalmed?” Talen wondered.
“It’s possible that the floods have disturbed a private graveyard, or one that wasn’t marked out, I suppose,” Iris replied. “But, if he’s from the era his clothing would indicate, then he’s remarkably well preserved.”
“Fancy dress?” Heath frowned. 
“Also, a possibility. It just struck me as interesting, that distinction that Ms. Carter made,” Iris narrowed her eyes at Aislen. “From now, and not,” she gestured between the two bodies.
“I don’t know either of them,” Aislen said, backing up and feeling Talen against her. He placed his hands on her shoulders, the heavy weight and warmth of his palms comforting. “Cover him back up, please, that is just…” She shook her head, fighting back tears. “He was just a kid.”
Iris covered the body. “Yeah,” she nodded. “Unfortunately, death doesn’t distinguish age or innocence. Are we done, Heath?”
“Yes, thanks, Iris.” Heath gestured for Aislen and Talen to lead the way out of the tent and placed his hand on Cameron’s shoulder. “Are you alright, Cam?” 
Cameron swallowed hard. “Yes and no. Aislen?”
“I’m okay,” Aislen lied. “But I’m going to drink myself stupid when we get h- ” she caught herself on the word home. “Back to the river house.” Neither Cameron or Heath had missed the hiccup, however, she knew, and both men would store the slip of the tongue in their arsenal for later use in persuading her to move to the river house. 
“Something ate the first body,” Talen said quietly, as they reached the Ute. “Something that does not normally inhabit the river waters.”
“Yeah,” Heath replied grimly. “That wasn’t caused by fish or abrasion against debris in the water. Something ate the soft parts of that woman’s body. The question is, how long has she been dead? Is it possible that she was killed and partially devoured on land, and swept into the water by the flood, or was she eaten in the water?”
“The other bodies?” Talen asked quietly. 
“I did not examine them all. Those I saw were the same as the woman. Most were worse.”
Aislen’s eyes were caught by a familiar handsome face standing behind the barricade with the reporters and other onlookers drawn to the scene by morbid curiosity. “I have to…” She pointed to the barricade. “I have to speak to Leighton Richard.”
“What the fuck for?” Heath was surprised. 
She shook her head. “I don’t know, but he was in my dream… I’m meant to talk to him.”
“There’s something I should say,” Cameron said heavily, and the tone in his voice drew their immediate attention. His face was pale and his jaw set. “I’ve seen those sorts of wounds before.”
“You have?” Heath was surprised. 
“Yeah,” Cameron said. “Twice now. On cows, near the river. Their eyes, tongues, ears, udders, internal organs are normally all gone.”
“That’s a sentence that baffles the mind,” Heath observed. “How such a thing occurring could be considered normal.”
“Okay, hold that thought,” Aislen said, looking between the two men. “I think that Cameron’s story is going to take a bit of time. I’m just going to go and see what Leighton Richard has to do with these bodies.”
“Be careful,” Talen caught her elbow as she started towards the barricade.
“Of Tabitha Marie? I’m not scared of that bitch,” Aislen could see that the reporter’s eyes had tracked every movement that their little group made, and that she was frantically signalling her cameraman to start recording. 
“Not the reporter,” Talen replied. “The man, Leighton Richard. Occasionally one encounters a supernatural who is… something else. Old, old magic. It is always wise to be wary of such people.”
Aislen looked up at him in surprise. “The Triquetra said that he’s harmless.”
“Werewolves,” Talen shook his head. “They think that they are the pinnacle of the supernatural world. Mind me, Morgana, this man is dangerous.”
“Okay,” she drew in a deep breath and nodded. “I’ll be careful.” He released her elbow, his hand moving to her waist, and they crossed to the barricade together. 
“Aislen Carter!” Tabitha Marie immediately pushed through the other reporters, attracting their attention, and suddenly a dozen cameras and microphones were pointed their way, and Aislen was overwhelmed with the gabble of demands for her attention.
Leighton Richard was pushed back by their antics, and Aislen craned her neck searching for him over the reporters and cameras.
“Where did he go?” She asked Talen.
“He is gone,” Talen turned her back towards the Ute, creating an outcry from behind them as the reporters were thwarted in their efforts to get their attention. “It may be for the best, Morgana. He does not want to speak with you, and if someone whose nature and origin is a mystery does not wish to speak with you, it’s wisest not to pursue.”
They returned to the Ute. “He ghosted,” Aislen told them. 
“Yeah, we saw,” Heath replied. “I’m done here. Shall we head home?” He slid a look at her as he said the word, testing it out. 
Damn it, she thought, but only nodded as Cameron held open the rear door for her. He slid into the back bench seat with her, crowding her to the side, deliberately choosing to sit in the middle so that they were in contact. Though, it was not with sex in mind, but rather seeking comfort from her proximity. He buckled them both in and then put his arm around her and leaned his face into her hair. 
“That was fucking awful,” he murmured under the cover of Talen and Heath getting into the car, so that neither of them heard the comment. 
“Are you alright, Cam?” She tilted her head back to kiss his cheek.  
“No,” he said, shaking his head as he said it. “I’m very fucking far from okay. I think that whatever’s been eating the cows ate that woman, and that’s bad. That’s really, really fucking bad.”
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The bridge they’d entered on was underwater. Their police escort scooted his bike back to the window. “In the Ute,” he said, leaning in the window. “It’s possibly doable, but I wouldn’t want to try it, myself, and the old train bridge is still open on this side, well above water. It’s like they say, they don’t make them like they used to.” 
“Very true,” Talen agreed with a vampire’s appreciation for the past. 
“You’ll have to straddle the train lines, but that track hasn’t been active in twenty years. It’s sort of a secret, though,” he added. “We don’t want the public to use it.”
“Understood,” Heath nodded. “We’ll head that way. I’ll be staying on the other side from now on.”
“Okay. Good luck to you, Mr. Gale.”
The path to the train crossing took them through the main street of the town. It was eerie, Aislen thought, how empty it was, and just how much water gathered on the road, the drains well and truly swamped by water. 
Lights attracted her attention in the otherwise dead street, and she saw a woman standing out front of a lit window. “Pull over, pull over!” She demanded, grabbing Talen’s shoulder. He obeyed instantly, pulling to the side of the street, and she threw open the door, leaping out of the Ute before it even came to a full stop, and striding through the water, up onto the sidewalk. 
Dr. James looked just the same, she thought, unchanged by the years between, and pristine in a pastel pink pantsuit. The wind tugged at the doctor’s hair as she finished waving off a patient and turned back towards her surgery, the smile on her face wiping clean as she saw Aislen striding towards her like an avenging goth angel. 
Aislen punched her, knocking the doctor straight out of her expensive high heels, onto her arse. 
“Oh my god!” Dr. James was bleeding from her nose and a split lip. She held her hand to her face and looked down at her expensive silk shirt as drops of blood spread through the fibres. “Are you insane?”
“Nope,” Aislen said with enjoyment. “Totally, fucking sane, thank you very much. You will stop harassing me, spray painting my house, throwing fucking Molotov cocktails at it, and sending me fucking tongues. You will also stop fucking speaking to Tabitha Marie about me and stop fucking harassing me under the threat of a fake section, again, princess baby murderer. Do you fucking understand?”
The doctor looked around in alarm, but gained confidence in finding that there was no one other than Aislen’s three men to overhear, and pushed herself onto her knees, before rising, and dusting off her hands. “I have security cameras,” she pointed overhead as she took a handkerchief from a pocket and dabbed at her nose. “And that was an unprovoked assault on record, Aislen Carter.”
Talen reached up and tore the video camera down, the wires sparking. He crushed the camera in his hand, dropping the pieces onto the surgery doormat. “Oh dear,” he said mildly. “It might not erase that Aislen punched you from the cloud, but there won’t be any evidence if we kill you now,” his voice darkened on the last words.
Dr. James paled, her eyes going wide. “You… You…” She saw Cameron and Heath. “Heath, Cameron,” she pleaded. “You’re from good families… You’ll…”
Heath looked away, a muscle in his jaw worked. “I am just… sickened by this.”
Cameron shook his head. “Sorry Dr. James. I’m with Aislen. What you did to your daughter was very fucked up, that you haven’t come clean in the five years since is even more fucked up, sectioning Aislen like you did, super fucked up, and attacking Aislen’s house, and threatening her if she didn’t leave… Well,” he shrugged a shoulder. “You get the idea.”
“I… I didn’t,” Dr. James edged towards the door to the surgery. Talen took a step to the side and casually leaned across the doorframe, filling it with his bulk. “I have no idea what you’re talking about."
Aislen drew in a deep breath and released it. "Did you spray paint my house?"
"No," Dr. James’ eyes were wide as she shook her head. “No.”
Aislen believed her. Dr. James didn’t look like she would know one end of a spray bottle from the other. “Didn’t get anyone else to do it for you either? No? Didn’t get a group of friends, and throw Molotov cocktails at my house?” 
“Who do you think I am?” Dr. James demanded. “I am not even sure what a Molotov cocktail is, or why a person would throw them at a house!”
“I believe her,” Aislen said to Talen. “You?”
“The tongue,” his lips curled; but the smile was savage. “Perhaps she was not responsible for the other acts of vandalism, but a doctor would have the macabre idea of sending someone a tongue as a threat to stay silent.”
Under his gaze, Dr. James squirmed. “Alright!” The word exploded from her suddenly. “I sent the tongue! I got it from the butcher and sent it to Aislen. I wanted to… I just wanted to…” She broke down suddenly into heaving sobs and covered her face with her hands. “You have no idea what the last five years have been like for me,” she told them on gasps. “It has all but destroyed my marriage, my life, everything…”
“I loved Penny. Loved her. It was a mistake. An honest mistake. You wouldn’t understand unless you were a parent just how exhausting, how draining it is. How you lose yourself to your child, to the everyday tasks of keeping three people’s lives on schedule, to meeting every moment of another being’s needs, and to the expectation of giving yourself one hundred percent to a job, to a child, and to a husband…”
“You put on weight, your boobs aren’t the same, you aren’t the same. You’re tired, so very tired. Your sex life goes out the window, and suddenly, you’re faced with losing your husband too, because he doesn’t feel like you’re giving enough of yourself to him, but you have so little left to give… I was desperate.” She sank down to her knees and wailed the words into her hands. “Desperate to save my marriage, to save myself. I’d gotten top-to-toe wax, my nails and hair done, bought wine, organized a nice meal, candles and music, bought a new dress… It was going to be the date night that saved our marriage… And then Janet called in sick, and everything… everything slipped away from beneath me. 
“We gave Penny something to make her sleep. Antinausea medicine, for long journeys. I’m a doctor, I know how to administer medicine, I measured it out into a juice bottle and Lachlan gave it to her… I don’t know how it went wrong… I couldn’t guess that the blanket would fall over her face like that, and that, drugged, she wouldn’t rouse to move it. In the morning, when I went to wake her, the moment I saw her…” She sobbed in, a harsh, ugly sound of raw, ragged grief. “I knew that she was dead. I just… screamed. I screamed, and screamed, and screamed… 
“Lachlan came running, and we panicked,” she shook her head. “We fed our panic into each other. It would be the end of us both. We’d both go to jail. We’d lost our daughter, and now, we’d lose each other, our jobs, our businesses, our lives… everything. We panicked, and we… We tried to hide it. I don’t know how you know,” she looked up at Aislen woebegone. “You have always known. You said it to me at the vigil, and I… I just wanted you gone. I did everything within my power to make you disappear. When you came back… I realized I had to make sure you went away again. The longer you were here, the more chance that you would say something to someone…”
She was silent for a long moment. “What are you going to do?”
Aislen looked at the doctor’s surgery. “Why are you open?” She asked her. “It’s fucking miserable out here, half the streets are impassable…?”
Dr. James looked at the shop and then back at Aislen and gave a slight shrug. “People still get sick during storms. The hospital’s emergency room has been overwhelmed by people who don’t need to be there, simply because there isn’t any alternative. I was in Havermouth. I can reach my surgery. If I’m open, people can come to me, or I can try to get to them, and the hospital will be free to deal with true emergencies…” She trailed off. 
Aislen sighed and looked to Heath. “The town needs her.”
“Yes,” Heath said quietly. “It does.”
“This is not done,” Aislen told the doctor. “You need to pay for Penny’s death, one way or another. But for now, Havermouth needs you, so…” She held out her hand. After a moment’s hesitation, the doctor reached up and took it. Aislen lifted her to her feet and frowned. “What happened to your hand?” She asked, as the doctor’s hand was bandaged, and Dr. James winced as Aislen grasped it.
“Oh,” the doctor glanced at the wrapping. “A patient bit me, earlier.”
“Bit you?” Aislen raised her eyebrows. 
Dr. James gestured out, palms up. “Patients. What can I say. It’s a first for me too. A grown man biting me as I was suturing his face. Kids, I could understand. He was embarrassed though, so, perhaps it was a reaction to the pain medication…” She shrugged. “Is this it, then…? Are we done?”
“For the time being,” Aislen told her. “After this emergency, after Heath and I have had a long talk, we’ll decide what’s the best thing to do with you in the long-term, Dr. James. But, in the interim, leave my fucking house alone, and don’t send me any more dead animal parts.”
“I promise,” Dr. James replied. “I am sorry, Aislen. This was… not your fault. I am…” she drew in a deep breath. “Very ashamed.”
They left the doctor standing on the pavement, holding her handkerchief to her nose, and watching as they returned to the vehicle. Talen pulled off into the street, and Cameron put his arm around Aislen’s shoulders, pulling her tightly against him.
“She is not dangerous,” Heath said into the thoughtful silence that had fallen in the cab.
“Fuck, what an awful day,” Cameron said into Aislen’s hair. His thoughts were on the doctor and the little plastic-wrapped body that had been the consequence of a small mistake by a desperate woman. His despair and grief were overwhelming him, and Aislen wrapped her arms around him and pressed her lips to his neck. 
“It’s alright, Cam,” she whispered between kisses. “It will be alright.”
“Not for those kids,” he said, his voice ragged. “Not for them.”
“We’ll go home,” Heath said, twisting in his seat to reach behind and squeeze Cameron’s knee. “And get drunk.”
“Sounds like a plan,” Cameron agreed, pressing his face into Aislen’s hair. 
Talen slammed on the breaks, throwing them all into the hold of their seatbelts.
“What the fuck!” Heath exclaimed. 
Aislen and Cameron craned around the front seats to see what he and Talen were staring at. A woman stood before the car. Head-to-toe, she was white and wet, her almost transparently blond hair plastered to her skull, her skin blanched of colour, and the dress that she wore sticking to her skin sheerly. 
She turned her head slowly to look at them through the windscreen, her expression that of a sleepwalker, utterly vacant. She began to walk across the road. 
“She just… walked out,” Heath said softly. “Right in front of the car.”
“She’s not wearing any shoes,” Cameron’s expression was bewildered. “Something’s not right. We should see if she needs help.”
“No,” Talen activated the internal locks as Cameron reached for the handles. 
“No?” Aislen looked at him, frowning. “Cameron is right, Daddy. She’s sleepwalking or something.”
“Or something,” Talen replied, and put the Ute back into gear. “She is a woman in white.”
“That’s just… ghost stories, Daddy,” Aislen turned her head. The woman in white stood on the other side of the road watching them go. She did not act as if she needed help, Aislen told herself. But it was still very strange, and her dress… “She was dressed strangely.”
“She was strange head-to-foot,” Cameron replied. “What are white women?”
“Woman in white,” Aislen corrected him, glad to be able to distract him from his terrible sorrow. “They’re ghosts of women who have committed suicide due to unfaithful husbands or lovers. They like to find a man and drag his spirit back with them.”
“Surely, ghosts wouldn’t be deterred by locked car doors?” Heath teased Talen. 
“I imagine not,” Talen agreed with a smile. “But when something like that crosses your path, it is just best to leave it alone. Locking the car doors prevented Cameron from endangering himself.”
“Such a good Daddy,” Aislen purred. “Looking after us. But seriously, that woman was not a ghost.”
“If not, then what was she?” Talen pointed out. 
“I don’t know,” Heath said, taking out his phone. “But I might send a message to the police to keep an eye out for her. We have enough on our hands at the moment, without mentally deranged women roaming the streets.”






  
  Chapter Four
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Wednesday


Aislen could hear the music pumping out of the house as they got out of the Ute and dashed through the rain to the veranda. They stood on the veranda, shaking water from themselves and stomping mud and debris off their shoes before removing them and stepping into the warmth of the house. The rock music shook the walls, contrasting with the dignified, era-appropriate restoration of the hallway. 
Heath and Cameron hung their coats on the hooks, and stacked shoes on the shoe rack beneath them. 
“Rhett likes to play his music loud when he’s painting,” Cameron told them. “I hope Tyler’s not pissed about it.”
“Tyler will be asleep,” Talen shrugged. “I sedated him. He’ll wake tomorrow starving and grumpy, then spend three days moping around the house and napping. He’ll use the excuse to glue himself to the TV and consume junk food, and I will allow it,” he was amused. “As long as he takes his vitamins.”
“It’s just like having a pet,” Cameron grinned. 
“If you were regularly eating your dog,” Heath observed dryly. 
“A hot dog?” Cameron smirked. “Tyler on bread.”
“With or without onions and sauce?” Heath snickered.
“Is that, like, normal?” Aislen said to Talen, ignoring the banter between Cameron and Heath. “You’ve fed off him before at my dad’s house, and he’s been fine.”
“At my age,” Talen replied mildly as he crossed the hallway and gestured for her to precede him up the stairs. “A vampire does not need to feed as heavily. Small frequent meals normally suffice. However, a vampire does not maintain optimal condition in such a way.”
Rhett’s music stole the ability to ask further questions, however, Aislen turned his words over in her mind as she climbed the staircase. Talen had chosen to weaken Tyler to the point of sedating him for the remainder of the day, knowing that Tyler would take days to recover… It was not something that Talen would do to his friend lightly, or without reason, therefore, Talen had decided that there was sufficient cause and need for him to be at his strongest.
She reached out and slipped her hand into his as they reached the landing and approached the door behind which the music originated. He looked down at her with a gentle smile as his hand closed around hers, and he leaned down to kiss her forehead. 
Her vampire was expecting trouble. 
What had happened that had caused him to make that decision? The policewomen appearing at the house? Or had it been something at the meeting at the town hall? Or… something he’d seen or heard during his workday? Whatever it had been, Tyler had known at breakfast that he was breakfast. It was why Tyler had been shovelling in food with an impressive focus, even for him – he was preparing for Talen to feed heavily.
Heath opened the door into the art studio, and Aislen blinked as the hallway was flooded with light. The ceiling above the room had been replaced by glass. Combined with the two dormer windows, the result was a perfect workspace for an artist – bright, even on a cloudy, stormy day. 
Framing the glass ceiling were strips of lights, each adjustable and on tracks so that Rhett could focus lighting where he wanted it. In each corner of the room was mounted surprisingly tiny speakers, considering the amount of noise that they put out. He’d divided the room into workstations, with a drawing desk under a dormer window, several easels, a central table, as well as two office desks side by side, one decked out with monitors and a drawing tablet that made her laptop look like an amateur’s toy.
The floor was original, the wooden boards scuffed and scarred from generations of Edison’s furniture and feet, and it now bore tide marks of paint splatters from five years of use by Rhett. He stood before an easel, wearing just a pair of paint-stained jeans, barefoot and bare-chested, with his hair pulled back into a messy bun. 
He looked up, sensing them in the doorway, and his face lit as he smiled. He set the palette down and reached for a remote, taking the music down from an ear-splitting roar to a murmur. “Sorry,” he said. “It helps me to focus.”
“This is… amazing,” Aislen released Talen’s hand to step into Rhett’s domain and looked up at the rain-speckled glass roof. “And, depressingly, reminds me of how far I am behind with my work,” she added ruefully. “I seem to be spending more time fucking than drawing, at the moment.”
“The day is young,” Rhett gestured to the room. “Join me? Or…” his gaze went to Heath, Talen, and Cameron behind her, and his lips curled. “Have you all made other plans?”
“I have heard,” Talen said from the door, “that Cameron has an affinity for pain. I was contemplating exploring that with him. I have considerable experience in giving it to others, and can, after all, lick his wounds better afterwards,” the last was purred. 
Aislen felt her body give to the sensual promise behind the suggestion, and it wasn’t even directed at her. She remembered what Rhett had said about Cameron swooning like a heroine in a bodice-ripper novel and couldn’t resist but look to see what effect Talen’s plans had on her red-haired mate. 
Cameron’s face had paled, and his jaw dropped, his pupils huge, darkening his eyes as he stared at Talen. "Yes…” he said, his voice hoarse. He cleared his throat. “Yes, please, Daddy.”
“Vampire spit heals,” Rhett murmured, and caught his lip ring between his teeth. A slow smile spread, and his eyes went to Heath. “Could you heal piercings, Talen?”
“I did Morgana’s,” Talen pointed out. 
“Of course, you did,” Rhett’s grin widened. “I still have my kit here,” he said to Heath. “And every little thing that I need, right down to a vampire.”
“Fuck,” Heath sighed heavily. 
Rhett clapped his hands together in delight. “I’ll meet you in the toy room,” he slid between Talen and Cameron and disappeared down the stairs. 
“What is he up to?” Aislen wondered suspiciously.
“You’ll see,” Heath gestured for her to proceed him out of the studio, and turned off the music before closing the door behind her. Cameron led the way to the playroom and had opened the door by the time Heath and Aislen caught up. 
Talen caught him by the throat in the doorway, their eyes fixing. “Enter this room as my slave,” he growled at Cameron. “No choice about what will occur will be yours once you accept. You surrender your rights to your body the moment you cross this threshold, and you do so of your own accord. Your mates will decide for you what and when is too much.”
Cameron moaned, his eyes losing focus. “Yes, daddy.”
“So easily you give yourself into my hands,” Talen leaned so close that his lips brushed Cameron’s as he spoke. “I will show you dark places within you like you have never experienced before, as your reward. I will make pain pleasure and pleasure pain, and you will come like a trained dog at a word, because your body will have learned to obey me in every way.”
“Fuck,” Heath murmured in Aislen’s ear. “I don’t know whether to intervene
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