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I WAS RUNNING THROUGH the forest on the outskirts of the Cornish town of Redcliffe.  It was evening and the sky was growing dark with that smooth, silky blackness that descends gradually as night progresses. There was an eerie feel to my surroundings, where tall trees shadowed me with heavy green branches, but I saw only light and colour. The air was clear and fresh, late summer, and I paused and breathed in the delicious scents of plant life and nature. Here, deep in the forest, I could still taste sea salt on my tongue, and I relished the sensation. It was beautiful, and I was blissfully happy.    

Suddenly a man burst through the trees into the clearing where I stood, making me jump with surprise. My fright quickly turned to welcome when I recognized my boyfriend Jack standing before me. My gaze rose from the ground up, taking in the delicious definition of muscle that showed through the grey t-shirt he wore with black jeans. His skin glowed with good health, he was smiling, and his deep blue eyes sparkled with a promise of delight and excitement. As he strode towards me, I stood still, waiting for his embrace. He put a hand on the back of my head, drawing me close, and touched his soft lips to mine.  

The kiss started out gentle but quickly escalated and I knew this wasn’t Jack; it was his identical twin brother Danny. I pulled away, gasping. 

“Danny,” I cried “what are you doing? We can’t do this!”  

He laughed and spoke in a low, deep voice, with a hint of growl betraying his werewolf lineage. The sound rumbled through my body, setting off shivers of excitement that I tried to suppress.  

“You know Jack will not mind, Jessica.” he said, “After all that we have been through I am sure you understand.”  

He advanced upon me again but now I backed away, shivering at the delightful menace in his voice. I was both frightened and excited, and my body was unsure of how to react.  

“Danny we cannot do this.” I said firmly, “I can’t cheat on Jack with his own brother. It’s not right.”  

I started to walk past Danny, out of the darkening woods towards his house, remembering that I was staying with the brothers tonight. Jack would be waiting for me, wondering what took so long. For a fleeting moment I wondered why I had chosen to walk through the forest on my way home from work. Usually, I would follow the main roads and footpaths, or even drive if I felt tired.  

Danny grabbed me and pushed me against a large tree trunk, pinning me with his body, leaning in for another kiss. My body reacted to him with a mixture of fear and excitement. He was much stronger than me. I could not refuse him. I didn’t want to refuse him. I wanted him so badly, and it was only my own sense of right and wrong that held me back. But the fear won over and I struggled.  

“Danny please,” I gasped, writhing beneath him, “Leave me alone, stop doing this!”  

He laughed and moved his hands over my body, intensifying the shivers of excitement and desire that shot through me. His voice was husky, deep and sensual, with an Irish lilt that sent thrills down my spine.  

“I know you want this Jessica,” he growled,  “I can give you life and heat where my brother cannot. Just relax, enjoy it. I will show you great pleasure.”  

I closed my eyes in anticipation as he moved closer to me, while the voice in my head screamed at me not to do this, that it was wrong, that I could not hurt Jack in this way.

I woke with a start, sitting straight up in bed. There was a man asleep beside me and for one terrifying moment I thought it was Danny, and I stifled a gasp. It was Jack, my boyfriend. He lay on his front with his head turned away from me. The duvet had moved down his body when I sat up, and I saw that he was naked as usual.    

I was asleep when he came home. Jack was working late on a police case, and I guessed there had been some physical action, because now he was literally dead to the world. As a vampire he should have woken the second I sat up, but he clearly needed rest. His skin looked deathly pale in the moonlight that shone round the edge of the curtains. Jack’s skin was usually tanned like his brother because he used magical abilities to blend in with humans. Now he was white and wasn’t breathing, which told me he had lost blood and would need to feed when he woke. 

I was struck by the importance of his trust in me, that he could willingly fall asleep next to me, knowing that I was a human who knew his secret. I could stake him through the heart and put an end to his existence. Well, I couldn’t because I’m not a murderer, but the fact remained that Jack was vulnerable in this state.  

Breathing deeply in and out, a hand on my stomach in a comforting gesture, I thought about my latest crazy vision. Why was I dreaming about Danny? It’s a long story, but not a mystery. Danny is Jack’s identical twin brother and I met both men several months ago. I met Jack first, while Danny was finishing a police investigation in Scotland. When Danny returned home to Redcliffe he made no secret of his attraction to me, but he had to play human for my benefit.  

Everything changed about a month ago, when I discovered the truth about my boyfriend and his brother. I almost died after being attacked by a werewolf who was trying to kill Danny. The werewolf wanted control of Danny’s pack, and he used me as a hostage after realizing the depth of Danny’s feelings for me.  

The strange thing is that Jack is a vampire, while Danny is the werewolf. I was still learning their history, but basically two separate monsters attacked the brothers, at around the same time during the First World War. They survived their attacks and became strong metaphysical creatures because of their genetic bond, blood sharing rituals that they attempted, and their individual abilities. I was still adjusting to the fact that such creatures could exist in modern society, but I think I was getting the hang of it.

I let out another deep, soothing breath, and raked a hand through my auburn hair, tossing it back over my shoulder and enjoying the comforting weight of it down my back. Looking round the darkened bedroom, I smiled. Everything was normal. It was just a dream.  

I lay back down in bed, my heart still racing from the intensity of my dream.  The room was warm since it was summer, and we didn’t really need the duvet. I was using it more as a comforter, something familiar to snuggle into. We were staying at my house tonight, and I had finally given Jack his own key. After I almost died, Jack saved me with his blood, and now that I was still recovering from my injuries, it seemed silly not to give him a key. After all, I couldn’t leave him now. I was in too deep.

Thinking about my injuries sent a twinge of pain through the right side of my neck. That was where Seamus Tully had tried to tear my throat out. The hospital doctors thought I had been stabbed, and that was my official story to all the humans who weren’t personally involved. I couldn’t betray the secret of the Redcliffe werewolf pack, and besides, how could I even begin to tell human doctors that fictional creatures exist in our world? They would have me admitted to a psychiatric hospital. I could still barely believe it myself.

I had been bitten, and it was only because Jack fed me his vampire blood while I was dying that I didn’t turn into a werewolf. Well, that and the fact that apparently, I was a witch. This was another revelation that had happened in recent months. I was an orphan who had been raised by foster parents from the age of six.    

Just before I met Jack, my mother appeared in my dreams, and she warned me about my new friends. She told me that she was a witch, and that subsequently I was, but that my powers had lain dormant all these years because there had been no one to guide me, and no need for me to use them. Of course, I thought I was going crazy.  But gradually as my life descended into chaos with vampires and werewolves appearing everywhere, it began to seem like a good thing. At least I wasn’t completely helpless amongst all these supernatural creatures. It seemed that I belonged with them, but I was still learning, and I wasn’t ready to give up my life as a human yet.  

Anyway, my mother appeared in several dreams and gave the proof I needed that she was real and not just a figment of my imagination. She uses some form of metaphysical energy to communicate with me, and now that I am healing from my injuries she is slowly starting to reappear in my dreams. When I have a night of sleep without dreaming it seems strange. But this dream, with Danny and me almost having sex together, was new, and it frightened me.  

Knowing that my dreams often reflect a version of reality, I couldn’t be sure that Danny wasn’t already aware, or that he hadn’t engineered it in some way. He had already made it clear to me about his feelings, and Jack also knew. After I discovered their secret Danny seemed to think he shouldn’t hold back and was bombarding me with non-human actions and behaviours. I was doing my best to adjust and get used to these strange creatures that just happened to be my friends.

I was tired, it was very early in the morning, and I needed to go back to sleep.  I could think about what this dream meant during the day. I turned my head enough to see the bedside clock, careful not to stretch the thick scar on my neck. It felt like a collar, almost choking me sometimes, but it was healing, and I was getting used to it. The deep emotional scars would take longer to soothe, but I hadn’t the energy to focus on those right now. The time was 03:24. I didn’t need to get up for work until 07:30. I could go back to sleep. But it was not that easy. My body was tired, but my mind had woken up.  

Jack never stirred, and I could vaguely see that his clothes were strewn across the floor near the bedroom door. I wondered if he carried a gun tonight. I would be careful not to move his clothes if I was up before him. The last thing I wanted was another vampire attack.  

The first time I discovered Jack’s gun hidden in his pocket he leaped out of bed and almost strangled me before he came to his senses. I shivered violently at the memory, and a wave of nausea washed over me. Breathing deeply once again, I forced the panic out of my mind. My body slowly calmed down again.

I stared at Jack. He lay perfectly still since his heart didn’t beat. Apparently when I thought he was human he had simulated it beating for my benefit. Now he didn’t need to waste his energy. His skin was cold to touch, and he was pale. I could see a faint translucent glow to his skin in the darkness. My bedroom wasn’t completely dark because there were streetlights out at the back of my terrace, and they sent an orange glow around the edges of my curtains.  

I tentatively reached out and touched his icy skin with my fingertips. I imagined he felt like marble, although I had never been close to a sculpture of that kind before. Jack was just so beautiful that he had to resemble something of mythical splendour. I felt a wave of tiredness wash over me, and I welcomed it. I fell back to sleep, dreamless this time, and I didn’t wake until my alarm went off later that morning.
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The day passed slowly and without drama. It was my first day back at work  after the ‘incident’ as I had decided to call it. My best friend and business partner Elizabeth Gormond kept an anxious watch over me all day, and barely allowed me to leave the safety of the desk. She wouldn’t let me move stock around for fear of aggravating my injuries, even though I assured her I was healing well, and she needn’t fuss. Besides, she was almost nine months’ pregnant, and she needed more rest than me.  

It was a strange sort of day; flat and boring after all the excitement I had experienced. I did some paperwork to pass time and watched anxiously as Liz insisted on carrying books around the shop, distributing them to the appropriate shelves. She had spent two days in hospital when she was twenty-two weeks pregnant, and I did not want her aggravating her condition. But she was as stubborn as me, maybe more so, and she refused to listen to my tentative protests.

Liz and I shared lunch together, which consisted of our favourite cheese ploughman’s sandwiches purchased from the café two doors away, washed down with a large mocha for me, and a decaffeinated coffee for Liz. We made plans for Liz’s maternity leave. We had a couple of students who worked for us when their schedules allowed, and besides, once summer was over the shop would be quieter anyway, so I should be able to manage it alone. 

Jack had offered to help, saying that he was owed some time off from work and might as well take advantage of it. I couldn’t envision him working in a boring little bookshop when he was used to such an active and dramatic lifestyle as a supernatural police detective. In truth I didn’t want him working at such close quarters. I needed some space and time to myself again. I had always been a solitary person, only socializing with Liz and her husband, and my other close friend Simon Bunce. Having so many people around me recently made me feel claustrophobic and even a little anxious.

Liz still worried about me despite our discussion, but it was starting to annoy me. Finally, I lashed out in exasperation.  

“Liz, please, I’m fine now,” I said tersely, “I am healed, all I have is scars.  You need to rest. This baby is the important thing, and you know that. If I need any help with the shop, there are plenty of people I can ask.”  

Shocked into silence, Liz’s face fell, and I felt a rush of remorse at upsetting my best friend. But then she smiled and laughed.  

“Sorry Jess,” she said, “You can’t blame me for worrying when you nearly died a month ago.” 

She took a deep, exaggerated breath. 

“Alright,” she continued, “fine, you win. If you say you are healed, then I believe you.”  

We relaxed into general conversation and were eventually distracted by a string of customers who gave a welcome break to the dull day. Some were local people who had heard about my accident, and who came to express concern and delight that I was healing so well. It felt nice to see that people cared, even if I didn’t know them very well personally. I laughed and chatted, listening to their tales of life in Redcliffe. 

We heard about a recent engagement between a woman who worked in the hairdressing salon, and her long-term boyfriend who was a chef. There was  scandal between a local doctor and his receptionist, to which Liz and I expressed our disgust at his actions towards his wife and family. In truth I wasn’t really listening to their stories. Liz was the people person. I was usually in a dream world, although now I began to wonder about its true reality.

Later in the afternoon my mind wandered back to the dream I had about Danny. I felt embarrassed and was convinced that he and Jack knew about it. I still didn’t know the extent of their abilities, and had to believe that it was private, at least for now. But what was I going to do about Danny? It wasn’t just that I knew he was attracted to me. I felt the same for him, how could I not? He was after all an identical twin for Jack, the man who I was in love with. And both men had been there for me when I needed them. Admittedly it was their fault I had ended up in that situation, but I reasoned that something had led us all to our destinations. It was some form of fate or karma, I was sure.  

Then I was assaulted by another guilty secret. My heart leaped into my throat when the shop door opened and Marcus Scott walked in, smiling politely as he approached the counter.  

“Good afternoon, Jessica, Elizabeth,” he said warmly, nodding to each of us in turn, “How are you both today?”    

My throat was suddenly dry, and I coughed before answering.  

“Marcus,” I said in surprise, “what are you doing here? I mean, hi!”  

He laughed, and I caught Elizabeth’s suspicious glance. She said a polite ‘hello’ to Marcus, but she wasn’t sure about him. He was an old friend of Jack and Danny’s, and a vampire. On our first meeting he had attempted to seduce me with the intention of drinking my blood, but I was intoxicated and thought he was trying to rape me. When I told Liz she wanted me to have him arrested, but in my confusion at the time Danny talked me out of it. Liz didn’t know anything about the vampires or werewolves, and I could never tell her because it would put her in danger. She was surprised that I had apparently changed my mind about Marcus, but she was still wary of him.

The reason I changed my mind and my attitude was that Marcus had saved me from Jack when he almost attacked me in a vampiric rage. Jack had been badly beaten and saw me as food, and Marcus appeared on the scene to stop him and bring him to his senses. It was Marcus who told me the truth about what they were, and he had offered comfort and support when my world fell apart. I ended up in bed with him, cheating on Jack, and the memories came flooding back. Jack insisted that it didn’t bother him because vampires weren’t so uptight about sex. But it bothered me. I was supposed to be faithful and a good person, not someone who could sleep around.

I stood up, asking Marcus again what he wanted. He wore his customary black pinstripe business suit, expensive and tailor-made. His short blond hair was neatly styled, and his blue eyes sparkled in a face that was young and mischievous yet showed intelligence beyond his years. Or so it seemed. Although Marcus Scott appeared to the world as a young man in his early twenties, he was in fact older than Jack and Danny. He spoke to me now in a quiet, pleasant voice.  

“I came by to see how you were managing your first day back at work Jessica,” he said in a polite Southern accent, “And there is a particular title I would like to order please.”  

I think Marcus was originally from Hampshire, but he hadn’t yet told me his history.  

Another shared interest for Marcus and me was our love of reading. He had an extensive personal library at his large home on the outskirts of Redcliffe, and he invited me to enjoy it whenever I liked. So far, I hadn’t had the courage or the energy to return to his house, since that was where all the revelations took place the night Jack and Danny almost died. But I had glimpsed the library through an open door, and it was in the back of my mind now. Perhaps I could go there, borrow some books, maybe speak to Marcus about the vampires and werewolves. I knew he would tell me what I needed to know. The question was whether I could behave normally around him and quash my schoolgirl reaction to his attentions.

We spent some time in polite conversation, and I placed the order for Marcus while Liz busied herself in the stock room. Marcus knew that she disliked him, but he pretended not to notice, understanding that she only remembered our first meeting and that she was just being protective for her friend. I had asked him not to interfere and he respected that. Marcus also asked if I had returned to The Ship Inn recently. That was my local pub, owned by Danny and managed by Simon Bunce. I had received one hell of a shock to find out that Simon was also a werewolf and second-in-command to Danny’s pack. It was in the cellars beneath the pub, in the wolves’ lair, where I had almost died from my injuries.  

When I said that I had avoided the pub, Marcus nodded.  

“Perhaps you should return there, Jessica,” he said, “It is after all your local haunt. Surely Elizabeth will become suspicious soon?”  

I nodded.  

“I know, I know,” I replied, holding up my hands, “I can’t avoid it.” 

I chewed my lip, fighting back tears as the memories flooded my mind. 

“It all still feels so strange Marcus,” I continued after a moment, “I mean Simon kept that secret from me for three years! And now the place just won’t feel the same.”  

Marcus nodded.  

“Well,” he said softly, “if you wish to attempt a return, I will accompany you if it helps.” 

I knew he meant well but I still felt awkward. He was so damned attractive still, and my body kept instinctively tensing up around him. I was relieved when he left. When did sex become such an issue? It must be something to do with the supernatural element of these men. And I suppose the fact that they are all incredibly handsome anyway just adds to it. Maybe it was just me. Maybe I am really some wanton, sex-obsessed female who needed an excuse to be promiscuous. I sat behind the counter deep in thought as Elizabeth walked in carrying two mugs of coffee and a packet of biscuits. She had finished her tidying in the stock room and had been in my kitchen at the back of the building waiting for Marcus to leave.

“I really don’t like that man, Jessica,” she said with a shiver, “There’s something creepy about him.”

I looked up sharply. She knew! Liz must know that something was different. Her own husband even knew about the vampires and werewolves; it was only a matter of time before Liz found out.  

“What do you mean, creepy?” I asked tentatively.

Liz laughed.

“Oh, you know, he’s weird Jess,” she said lightly, “I’m still not convinced about what happened that night at the Ship when he attacked you, no matter what you say.” 

She shrugged and sighed.

“I just don’t like him,” she said, “sorry. It’s an instinct, and you know I always trust my instincts.”

Phew! She didn’t suspect anything. I was being paranoid. I stared at her clear, brown eyes and smiled. 

“He is a little strange, yes,” I agreed, speaking slowly, “but I think he’s just misunderstood, Liz.” 

I shrugged my shoulders, wincing slightly when my neck wound spasmed with pain. 

“He was very supportive after my attack,” I said, “and he has become my friend over the last few weeks.” 

“Fair enough,” Liz replied, “But I still don’t like him and that’s all I can say.”

With that she dunked a biscuit in her coffee and nibbled at it, a hand on her belly and her eyes watching the ripples as her baby kicked and rolled. I followed her gaze and my heart lifted. This baby was going to be a breath of fresh air for us all.  

“Are you nervous about the birth now Liz?” I asked.

“No,” she replied, “I have to go through it to bring our child into the world, and that’s all there is to it. It will be fine.”

Her practical attitude was just so normal that my heart warmed, and for the next hour or so I managed not to think about all the scary creatures I was living with. I was simply a normal human with a wonderful best friend.
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That night I decided to stay home again. The dream was still haunting me, and I worried that if I stayed at Jack’s house something might happen. Not that I would sleep with Danny, but that I would embarrass myself somehow with him. Since I discovered the truth I felt like an awkward teenager, and that made me angry and irritable. I considered visiting Simon at the Ship, but the minute I turned my attention to the pub all I saw was the black corridor of the wolves’ lair and the horrors that lay beyond. My body became weak, feverish, and I felt dizzy just thinking about what had happened. 

The doctors had offered me counselling for the trauma my body received. It would have been ideal if I could talk about the supernatural creatures. But since I couldn’t talk to humans about my experiences, it was pointless. Jack suggested I see a non-human counsellor. The thought filled me with dread. I couldn’t trust anyone that I didn’t personally know. I was struggling to trust the ones I did know.

Instead, I soaked in the bath and tried to relax, enjoying some time alone. I had phoned Jack during the afternoon and told him not to hurry home after work. He would be here soon enough, and maybe we could snuggle on the sofa together and watch TV like a normal couple. I hadn’t eaten dinner, but my stomach didn’t feel empty. My appetite had been greatly reduced over recent weeks and Liz was getting worried. She said it was a symptom of post-traumatic stress, but she didn’t try to persuade me to get help for fear of upsetting me further. I hated deceiving her to the point where she was treading on eggshells in my presence, but I felt helpless for any other action. If she was safe, I would find a way to deal with our now altered friendship.

I sighed, closed my eyes, and sank lower in the lavender scented bath water. Bubbles tickled my nose, and I scrunched my face up but didn’t bother to move. The water was soothing and warm, easing my tense muscles and lapping around my scars. The healed wounds protested only slightly, sending faint shooting pains up my neck. I knew it was largely psychological and did my best to ignore it. I listened to the soft music playing on my phone. It was a relaxation playlist I found online, and it was working. I drifted aimlessly to the tune of panpipes and rolling waves on a beach.  

As my mind wandered, I felt a surge of panic as I remembered the crashing, stormy waves of the sea the night my life fell apart. I remembered running along the cliff top, trying to escape from the monsters that pursued me. Marcus had caught me as I collapsed in shock. He took me back to his house, cared for me, soothed me. I choked back tears that suddenly stung my eyes. This was stupid. It was time to move on, and this bath was supposed to be relaxing. Forcing all the bad and confusing memories from my head, I topped up the hot water and sank back into the bubbles, stretching out my limbs and sighing heavily, expelling all negative thoughts.

After a few minutes I shifted in the water, pulling myself more upright, and opened my eyes to find the sponge. There was a man crouched beside the bath watching me with adoration in his bright blue eyes, and I screamed and jumped, crying out in shock, and scrabbling for the bath handles.

“Jesus Christ, Jack you scared the life out of me!” I shouted, frantically finding a hold on the bath handles, coughing, and spluttering as water splashed into my face and mouth.

Water slopped over the side of the tub, and Jack was on his feet bending over the bath to support me. I pushed his hands away and struggled to stand up, anger flooding through me.

“What the hell were you doing?” I shouted, shivering violently as my skin felt cool air against wetness, “Why didn’t you speak to me?”

He lowered his eyes and ducked his head, stepping back and offering me a towel as I climbed out onto the bathmat.

“I am sorry, Jessica,” he said, “I heard you in here, and you looked so peaceful I didn’t want to disturb you.” He looked down, and then back up, fixing me with his intense, hypnotic stare, “It will not happen again.”

I was still bristling with shock, but the anger was fading fast, and I spoke in a gentler tone of voice.

“I’m glad you thought so, but please warn me next time, Jack,” I said reproachfully, “I nearly had a heart attack.”

He stepped out of the bathroom while I dried my body, and when I walked into my bedroom a few minutes later he was sitting on the bed. At first, I didn’t speak as I combed out my hair and applied moisturising lotion to my body. Jack sat still, watching. I turned my head a couple of times to check he was still there. This eerie stillness was unnerving, but apparently it was natural behaviour for vampires. I was trying to get to used to it. 

“How was your day?” I asked eventually, breaking the silence. 

“Uneventful,” Jack replied, “I spent most of the day doing paperwork in the office.”

“Oh,” I said, “It must be strange to be quiet after everything that happened.”

For the past four years Jack and Danny had been working undercover as gang members for Seamus Tully in Scotland. They had finally closed the operation when they killed the gang lord, and apparently all remaining members were now either under arrest or on the run. Jack and Danny didn’t seem concerned about the ones that had escaped the law. They were confident that they would capture these criminals in time. I was still nervous, worrying that they might find us and take revenge on the death of their master. All I could do was trust that the Mason brothers were handling the situation.

“It is rather strange, yes,” Jack agreed, still sitting like a statue.

I pulled on a pale pink vest and matching shorts, along with a soft blue cable knit cardigan, and motioned toward the door.

“Shall we go watch TV in the living room?” I asked.

He nodded, slid to the floor in a smooth, unnatural motion, and followed me from the room. I collected a drink and some snacks from the kitchen while Jack waited in the living room. We snuggled on the sofa as I had envisioned, and eventually retired to bed after a quiet and boring evening.
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I was lying on Redcliffe beach, listening to gently rolling waves. It was early evening; I could tell by the slight wind and the cooler temperature. The sun was low in the sky, and I felt warm sand beneath my body. A man lay beside me, and I welcomed his embrace as he leaned over to kiss me. The kiss felt strange, different, and I realised with a shock that it was Danny. I sat bolt upright, pushing him away, and opened my eyes.

The bedroom was in darkness, and I panicked as I looked at the man sleeping next to me. It was Jack. Of course it was Jack. This was my bedroom at home, Danny had never been here. I closed my eyes and breathed in and out slowly and deeply. This was really starting to annoy me. How could I stop these crazy dreams? They were so vivid, that was the worst part. It was like an altered state of reality, and I was angry with myself for fantasizing about my boyfriend’s brother. Jack stirred and sat up beside me.

“Jessica,” he whispered, “are you well?” 

“I’m fine,” I replied, still breathing deeply, “Sorry, Jack, I just had a weird dream.”

“You are burning up,” he said with concern, touching my forehead, “Are you sure it is not your wounds?”

I looked down at my bare stomach, glimpsing the angry red scars of Seamus’ claw marks where my vest had ridden up, and then I put a hand to the thick scar tissue on my neck. No, it was not the wounds. They had healed remarkably well in a short time with a little help from some vampire blood. When I was on the brink of death right after Seamus attacked me, Jack had given me his blood to try and save me. It worked, but now I worried that I wasn’t completely human myself, even though Jack assured me it would have left my system by now.

“My wounds are fine Jack,” I said, “You know that.”

He was silent for a moment, and I knew he was thinking of a response. I lay back down in bed. Jack lay beside me, pulling the duvet up over my body and gently stroking my cheek with his fingertips. I sighed and closed my eyes, enjoying his caress.

“There is something troubling you Jessica,” he murmured, “Please allow me to help you.”

I felt a lump in my throat and tears sprang to my eyes. No, I would not be weak again. This was ridiculous. I fought to hide my emotion, but it was too late. Jack slowly leaned forward and kissed my face.

“You are not weak to feel emotion, Jessica,” he said quietly, “It is part of being human. Please allow me to help you.”

The tears poured down my cheeks now, and I cried out in anguish and frustration. I jumped out of bed, throwing the duvet off, and I charged out of the bedroom, downstairs into the kitchen. The air felt cool against my skin, and I welcomed it. It woke me up, helped me to chase away the tears and this stupid helpless need for support.

I switched the kitchen light on, grabbed a glass from the drainer, and turned the cold-water tap on forcefully, jumping back as water splashed up onto my bare skin. The tile floor was cold beneath my feet, and at first, I focused on the sensation, until the cold seeped into my bones. I saw a pair of flip flops near the back door, and put them on, then picked up my hooded sweater from the back of a kitchen chair and slipped it on over my shivering body. That was better.

“Jessica, please, I want to help you,” Jack said from the stairwell where he stood in shadow, “You are not weak. Please talk to me.”

Gulping the cold water as I strode across the room, I turned and slammed the glass down, glaring at him. He was naked, and his body seemed to glow in the darkness, tormenting and tempting me at the same time. This was not a man. This was a vampire. I am in love with a vampire. Because of him I was almost killed, and now I am scarred for life, both physically and mentally. Because of him my life will never be the same again, and yet still I can’t leave him. And now, to top it off, I am having erotic dreams about his identical twin brother, a man who has made it clear he wants to sleep with me. What kind of a soap opera is my life right now?

“Jack, it’s late, or early, whatever, and I need to sleep,” I said moodily, “And I can’t sleep, because I keep having these stupid, ridiculous dreams.”

“What dreams?” Jack asked gently.

I swallowed, thinking about my words. I felt anger now, and frustration, but at least the tears were gone. I took a deep breath. If I didn’t tell him he wouldn’t leave me alone.

“I keep dreaming about Danny,” I said, heart pounding.

To say it out loud was embarrassing, as though I were a teenager confessing to my father. And that thought alone was enough to send a jolt of fear through me. This man that I loved was over a hundred years old. My thoughts were a tangle of confusion, anger, and sheer helpless love for the vampire.

“It does not surprise me,” Jack said quietly.

“Did you know?” I asked.

“No,” he replied, “but I had my suspicions.”

“So,” I asked, “what do you think of it?”

I didn’t know what to say. I drank some more water.

“I think that you are struggling with your own feelings,” Jack said, “You are in love with me, yet you lust after my brother, and this confuses you.”

I nodded, amazed at how calm he was. Did this bother him at all?

“You don’t seem upset, Jack,” I said, “Why?” 

He shrugged, still standing on the bottom stair, reluctant to walk into the bright electric light of the kitchen.

“It is not for me to feel anything.” he said, “Danny has told you how he feels. Now it is your decision whether you change your relationship with him.”

My heart lurched. I stared curiously at Jack, but his expression gave nothing away. It didn’t matter to him if I had sex with his brother. But it mattered to me that I was considering it, even if it was in my dreams.

“And that’s it.” I said, “You just leave me to it?”

He nodded but didn’t speak.

“I could sleep with Danny,” I said, “with your brother, and you wouldn’t be angry?” 

“I would not be angry with you.” Jack replied.

“And you and I would still be together?” I asked again.

“Yes.” he replied.

I shook my head, ruffling a hand through my hair, catching my fingers in knots. The sharp pains of protest were a comfort. My head hurt. I really needed to sleep. I walked towards the stairs, past Jack, and back up to my bedroom.

“I can’t handle this,” I said, “I need to sleep.”

I threw the sweater on the floor, kicked off my flip-flops and climbed back into bed, lying on my side as Jack slowly slid into bed behind me. He didn’t try to cuddle me, and he didn’t speak. I had left the kitchen light switched on, but I didn’t have the energy to walk all the way back downstairs. I closed my eyes, let out a deep sigh, and tried to sleep again.
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The next morning Liz found me sitting at my kitchen table with a strong cup of coffee, and heavy eyes. She opened the back door and walked in, dropping her handbag onto a chair.

“Morning, Jess,” she said, “Are you alright?”

I looked up and smiled.

“Morning,” I replied, “Yes, I’m fine thanks. I just had a weird dream and didn’t sleep very well.”

Liz sat down and picked up the mug of decaffeinated coffee that I had made for her. She reached for a piece of toast from the rack in the middle of the table and smothered it with butter and jam.

`“Jess,” she said tentatively, “do you think a bit of counselling would do you some good?” 

She stared at me for a moment, gauging my reaction.

“I mean,” she continued, “you went through such trauma, and nothing like this has ever happened to you before.”

I nodded and picked up another piece of toast.

“I’m fine, Liz, honestly,” I said warmly, “Don’t worry about me. It was just a silly dream; it didn’t mean anything.”

“What was the dream about?” she asked.

What could I say? Liz would be horrified if I dared confess that I had feelings for Danny. As it was, if she ever found out I had slept with Marcus, she would be angry and disappointed. She had very strong morals.

“Oh, it was just about what happened,” I said lightly, “I suppose I was reliving the events. But don’t worry.” I added hastily as I saw her expression.

Liz left it, knowing that I wasn’t willing to share. She did admit that she felt a little strange today, and then I started worrying about her. She sat behind the counter for most of the morning, and gradually she confessed that she was experiencing strange pains in her stomach. Her due date was two weeks away. I knew that the baby was imminent. Eventually, Liz phoned her midwife, who suggested she visit the labour ward at the hospital for a check-up. Liz phoned Robert, who came and collected her, and they left with promises to phone me as soon as there was any news.

I tried to busy myself in the shop, sorting out the stock, tidying shelves, parcelling books for despatch to customers. What was happening to Liz? My phone was silent, the shop was empty, and there was a strange lull in the atmosphere today. Even the street outside seemed empty, although that could be explained by the grey, wet weather. Summer was ending, and so was the tourist season. Redcliffe would quieten down now as people returned to their homes and regular lives.  

Lunchtime came and went, and I ate a solitary sandwich and drank yet another mug of coffee. I was restless, yet I couldn’t do anything. I had promised to run the shop while Liz was away, and that is what I would do. My fingers itched to phone the hospital, but I knew they couldn’t tell me anything. It was a waiting game.

By mid afternoon I felt increasingly anxious. I had sent a text message to Robert, hoping he would respond soon, but there was nothing. I raised my head from looking at the computer and stretched my body. My neck felt taut around the scar tissue. I had only recently dared to start stretching my neck again, and it felt good as I tipped my head from side to side, massaging the raised skin with my fingers. 

The bell above the shop door jangled, and I straightened and turned round, a professional smile automatically in place. Danny Mason walked into the shop, smiling, and my heart lurched. This was wrong.

“Hello, Jessica, how are you?” he asked, approaching the counter.

I smiled and tried to calm my shaking body. I could not let him see me like this.

“Hi, Danny,” I squeaked, coughing to clear my throat, “I’m fine thanks,” I replied, “What are you doing here?”

His smile faltered, and his expression grew serious as he approached me. I kept the counter between us.

“Jessica, you seem anxious,” Danny said, “Are you sure all is well?” 

I realized he was scenting the air, and my body jolted in shock. I fought to regain control. I did not want Danny to think I was scared of him, or that I couldn’t handle his being a werewolf. I breathed a sigh of relief as I remembered I had the perfect cover for my behaviour.

“Liz has gone to hospital,” I said, “Rob fetched her earlier. I think she might be in labour.”

Danny stepped back and nodded.

“Ah yes, of course,” he said, “Naturally you are concerned for your friend. She will be fine, you know that.”

I nodded.

“I know Danny, but I still worry.” I said, “So why are you here?”

He laughed.

“So many questions!” he exclaimed, “Am I not allowed to drop by and see a friend when I finish work early?”

I was embarrassed now, and I ducked my head and smiled. Of course, he was just checking up on me. He was my friend after all.

“Sorry,” I said, “Ok, nice to see you. I am fine as you can see. How come you finished work early?”

Danny fixed his intense blue stare on me, and I shivered. Did he know about my dream? Had Jack told him?

“I have some pack business to attend to,” he said casually, “So I thought I would come and see you first.”

The doorbell jangled again as a group of customers wandered in. Danny stood to one side, pretending to browse the shelves. I greeted the customers, helped one with an enquiry, and served them as they bought some books. Danny waited the whole time. I couldn’t help but feel nervous.

When the shop was empty, I walked over to where he stood in the corner. I tidied some books on the shelf beside him and picked up one that was in the wrong place. I could smell Danny’s aftershave. It was a musky scent; different to the one Jack wore. Danny’s somehow made me think of woodland and the outdoors. Jack’s reminded me of a cosy fire on a dark night. The men were so alike and yet so different.

“I really would like you to visit the Ship again, Jessica,” Danny said as he stood in front of me.

I looked into his eyes. His face was serious, his expression gentle. My heart was pounding as I remembered that fateful night. I saw the wolves fighting, their voices barking and howling as I lay dying on the cold stone floor, with blood pouring from my neck and stomach. Closing my eyes, I fought back the horrible memories and forced myself to remain calm. My hand was touching my neck in an unconscious gesture of remembrance. I slowly lowered my arm and tried to hold Danny’s gaze.

“I don’t know, Danny,” I said, clenching my fists, fighting to keep my voice from quivering, “I want to go back. I just, I keep remembering what happened...” my voice trailed off.

Danny put his hands on my shoulders, and then impulsively drew me against him in a warm hug. His body was firm and welcoming. I relaxed after a moment and enjoyed the sensation of support and comfort. Reluctantly I stepped back and looked into his eyes once again.

“Ok,” I said, with a deep breath, “How about tonight? If Liz doesn’t have the baby, and I don’t have to visit the hospital, I will go to the pub tonight.”

Danny smiled.

“Deal,” he said, “And I will be there with you.”

“Will Simon be there?” I asked.

“Yes,” Danny replied, “Simon will be there. Now if you will excuse me, I must be going.”

He hesitated by the door, and then turned back to me.

“I really do appreciate what you do for us, Jessica,” he said, and then he left.

I stood in the middle of the shop with a stray book in my hand, and Danny’s scent lingering in the room. The ringing of the shop phone caught my attention, rousing me from my reverie. Liz! I scrambled to answer it, almost tripping over a table leg in my haste.
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