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“I cannot believe that my baby is almost three months old,” Elizabeth exclaimed as she watched me cuddling her daughter, “How did this happen?”

I laughed, lifting baby Amy up so that I could stare into her eyes. I was getting used to handling such a tiny, precious bundle now, and I sensed Liz relaxing as she watched me with her. The baby stared at me with intense knowledge in her dark blue gaze, and I shivered suddenly. She opened her mouth as though she would speak, making a cute gurgling sound, but I felt something stir deep within my gut. This baby knew what I was. She was not alarmed. She merely observed. 

“I don’t know,” I said in reply to my best friend, “It’s all a blur these days!”

Liz continued to watch her daughter in my arms as I gently rocked Amy backwards and forwards, singing a nursery rhyme. The baby smiled and laughed as she watched me, and I laughed in return. 

“Are you sure you don’t want a baby yet, Jessica?” my friend asked with a sly wink.

I looked up in alarm and then smiled sheepishly.

“You know that is really not possible right now, Liz,” I replied in a tone that I hoped wasn’t too serious, “And anyway, I still don’t think I am the maternal type.”

Liz shook her head and reached out to take her baby from me. She spoke as she deftly loosened her top and put her daughter into position for feeding. I was glad to see that she was finally relaxing into motherhood, after a very rocky start.

“Of course you are maternal,” she said as she adjusted baby Amy and pulled her cardigan around her for warmth, “Look at the way you sing to Amy. You don’t even think about it. Not many women can do that when they don’t already have children, you know.”

I shrugged and stood up, collecting our empty mugs and moving towards the kettle. 

“If you say so,” I replied, “But you know the situation. As far as I’m aware, vampires do not produce children.”

It felt more natural to speak about my boyfriend in this way now, but I sensed Liz’s unease when I said the word vampire. She was getting better with my situation, and we had managed to patch up our damaged relationship after she discovered my secrets, and those of our friends in Redcliffe. She watched me fill the kettle and switch it on, and then I set about putting teabags into our mugs, and hunting for another packet of biscuits in my food cupboard.

“What about Danny?” Liz asked slyly.

I jumped so much that I banged my elbow on the cupboard door and swore loudly. 

“Ouch!” I exclaimed, rubbing my arm, “What about Danny?” 

I turned around to face my friend, who sat calmly at the kitchen table, feeding her baby and watching me.

“Surely he is capable of producing a baby?” Liz asked in her practical tone.

My heart leaped into my throat and I swallowed hard, trying to calm myself. The room swam around me, and I sensed my ethereal animal familiar, the snow tiger, Suri, moving towards me in the dark recesses of my mind. She lived in a strange, distant world that was accessed through my psyche, and now she was interested in my conversation. 

“Jessica?” Liz called my name softly, “Are you with me?”

I shook my head and blinked rapidly, silently asking Suri to leave me alone. My tiger retreated slowly without a word, and I breathed a sigh of relief.

“Yes,” I said, “Sorry, Liz. Um, well, I really don’t know, to be honest.”

We were both silent as I poured hot water into our mugs and finished making the tea. I handed Liz her brew, picked up the biscuits I had found, and returned to my seat at the table. 

“She came out of hiding,” Liz said quietly, inclining her head, “your tiger. Didn’t she?”

I nodded and blew on my tea, attempting to sip the scalding liquid.

“Yes,” I replied, “Sorry.”

“Don’t be,” my friend replied, “I know this is all really difficult for you, Jess. You are handling it incredibly well.”

I laughed and glanced down at the table before I met Liz’s gaze.

“It doesn’t feel like it,” I muttered, “Look at my reaction just then. I mean, it isn’t exactly a shock that a woman of almost thirty years old might want to have a baby.”

“Yes,” Liz replied gently, “but most women of thirty are not dating a vampire that is over a century older than them. And his twin brother,” she added.

I chewed my lip as I stared at her.

“Are you ok with all of this?” I asked.

Liz looked down at Amy as the baby detached from her breast and made a few contented murmuring sounds. I watched as she straightened her clothes and lifted the baby up to rest on her shoulder. 

“I’m getting used to it,” my friend replied, “Yes. And I am trying to be ok with it, honestly Jessica. I admit, it was difficult to accept at first. But I can’t ignore what I saw with my own eyes.”

Her gaze drifted to the kitchen floor just in front of my fridge, and I glanced across, noting the small dent in the bottom of the appliance door. That happened when I fought with a crazed young vampire who was trying to kill me. She was Jack’s human police partner, before his vampire mistress got involved. Then she tried to kill me. I shuddered as I relived the memory of staking the vampire with the handle of a kitchen knife. My stomach churned, but I no longer felt nauseous like I had during those first weeks. I slowly returned my attention to Liz, whose pale face and haunted eyes showed her memories of the encounter. She had visited my home at the wrong time and witnessed the fight between vampire and witch. After that, I had to tell her the truth about my boyfriend and his brother. 

“I think we are all still getting over what happened,” I said, reaching out to touch Liz’s hand, “Don’t you? And me having a baby is way down on the list of priorities right now.”

Liz shook her head and smiled, cuddling her daughter a little closer and turning her hand over so that she could squeeze my hand reassuringly. 

“Yes,” she said, “You are right, Jessica. Let’s get used to our lives as they are now. Anyway, I suppose I should go and check on my husband.”

I smiled and relaxed in my chair, opening the biscuit packet and offering it to her. 

“After we finish our cup of tea,” I said with a wink. 
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When Liz and Amy returned home a short time later, I decided to go for a walk and clear my head. I felt a little fuzzy after our conversation, and I also felt the need to speak with my snow tiger in her ethereal world, which I could do telepathically as I walked. Wrapping up warm in my grey winter coat, I stepped out into the cool afternoon air. Liz had driven over this afternoon, initially for a business meeting where we could discuss the latest developments with our bookshop, but later for a more personal visit when we had finished with the business talk. Our shop was ticking over steadily, as it always did, and I had taken a bit of time away while I dealt with the chaos of my personal life. We were fortunate to have a very reliable assistant manager, and she was working today while Liz and I sat in my kitchen at the back of the building. Now it was late in the afternoon, and the sky was darkening as I walked towards the seafront and the promenade.

“Your friend made an interesting proposition, Jessica.”

I sighed heavily as my snow tiger emerged from her hidden kingdom, staring at me with piercing blue eyes. Checking the main road, I crossed swiftly and focused my gaze on the streets around me. The road was busy at this time of day, as workers headed for home. There were hardly any tourists left now, since the summer season had ended, although we did have a few stragglers that came to Redcliffe for hiking holidays out of peak season. The funfair on the pier was still lit up, with music blaring loudly, but I could see hardly any people moving about. My snow tiger hissed and backed away as I approached the gaudy attraction, but she relaxed when I continued my walk along the promenade, heading in the direction of the Ship Inn where it stood nestled into the steep cliff face of Redcliffe Bay.

“I suppose she did, Suri,” I agreed silently, pulling my scarf up higher just in case my lips moved, “But don’t get too excited. I’m not ready to get pregnant, and I certainly don’t think Jack and Danny would agree to it.”

“I am not excited,” my tiger replied calmly, “I am merely curious. Do you not believe that the alpha dreams of producing an heir?”

My stomach lurched, and I faltered, grabbing the rough stone wall to steady myself. A man and woman walking behind called out in surprise, and I glanced at them with embarrassment, muttering something about tripping over a stone. They both laughed nervously and carried on walking, hurrying past me so we didn’t have to speak. I straightened up and watched them approach the Ship Inn. They had no idea what lay beneath that old English pub. And I hoped they stayed that way.

“Do you think he does?” I asked Suri silently, regaining my composure.

“Yes,” my snow tiger replied, “Of course. He needs an heir for his pack.”

“Why?” I asked curiously, “I mean, it’s not like he is getting old any time soon. We don’t even know if he is immortal like Jack.”

“That is true,” Suri agreed, “But I know how he feels about you. And I know how you feel about your goddaughter. It is only natural that the two of you should want to create a baby together.”

“Whatever, Suri,” I replied gruffly, “Let’s just give up on this, shall we? For starters, I am still trying to work out how I fit in between Jack and Danny. That is hard enough. And then the whole issue of me being in the Redcliffe wolf pack as their resident witch? Six months ago, I had no idea about any of this!”

“You make a fair point,” my snow tiger agreed, “And I will not press the issue any further. For now.”

I breathed a sigh of relief as Suri faded back into darkness, returning to her hidden kingdom in the ethereal realm. The world swam back into focus around me, and I found myself climbing the wooden stairs onto the raised smoking deck at the back of the Ship Inn, where it looked out to sea and protruded over Redcliffe beach. It was quiet now, a far cry from the hustle and bustle of the summer season, and I saw a couple of people on the smoking deck that I recognised as members of Danny’s pack. They eyed me suspiciously but did not speak, and I merely nodded at them as I walked towards the rear door of the pub. I needed to see my alpha. 
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I didn’t need to search for Danny. I could sense his presence in the manager’s office upstairs, and he in turn felt my energy. It was hard to describe, but I was growing used to the feeling of shivers up my spine, and the telepathic messages that flitted through my mind. Throughout our recent supernatural escapades, we had forged a connection that could not be explained. It was, quite literally, magical. When I saved Danny’s life using magical force, I bargained with a world that I knew nothing about. My animal familiar, Suri, had encouraged me to protect the alpha wolf, and my natural attraction to him had made the decision impossible to ignore. Now that we were back in the real world, however, I was beginning to struggle. 

I had to see Danny at least once a day, or I became agitated and jittery. I had to touch him, to be with him in some way, even if I just stood close by. He felt the same way with me, but he seemed far more relaxed. I supposed it was easier for Danny because he was a lone alpha, with no previous romantic connections.  Or at least, no official ones. I had the complication of being girlfriend to his identical twin brother who just happened to be a vampire. I loved Jack, I was certain of that. But it seemed that I also loved Danny, and this was causing confusion. I found it hard to accept that I could be in love with two men at the same time, much less the fact that they could be brothers. 

The first-floor corridor was empty as I reached the top of the stairs, and I didn’t bother to knock on the manager’s door before I opened it. Danny was in there with his lieutenant, Simon, the official bar manager for the Ship Inn, working for Danny while he carried out his duties as police detective for a secret supernatural crime unit. Both men looked up as I entered the room, their expressions serious but welcoming. Danny sat behind the desk with Simon standing on his right side, leaning down as he studied something on the laptop that was open on the desk. I stopped suddenly when I saw another figure standing on Danny’s left side. My mouth fell open in surprise and the room spun as cold chills ran down my spine. Sally Frost, former lieutenant to the Redcliffe wolf pack, was also studying the contents of the laptop that her master and colleague were interested in. But she had been dead for almost six weeks. 

“Jessica,” Simon said in a low voice, “What is wrong?”

He glanced to his left, following my gaze, and Danny did the same. Both men clearly saw nothing and returned their attention to me. I watched as Sally stood straight and looked at me with a small smile. She was clearly not solid, but I could recognise her features, the same long blonde hair that she wore in a high ponytail, her pale skin that she would accentuate with fake tanning lotion, and her bright blue eyes that had been both gentle and dangerous when she was alive. And she knew that I could see her. 

I staggered back, almost falling onto the sofa, and Simon leaped forward to steady me. I held out my hand to stop him, not wanting to be weak, and I managed to keep my composure, but in the split second that I turned my attention to Simon, the vision of Sally disappeared. She never spoke. She simply vanished. 

“Jessica?” Simon said again, hovering uncertainly nearby, “What did you see?”

I swallowed and looked from him to Danny, and then back to the empty space behind the desk. Danny was frowning and looking to his left, rubbing his arm as though he had an itch.

“Didn’t you see her?” I asked.

Both men shook their heads, but Danny’s expression turned from puzzled to knowing as he realised what I must have seen.

“Sally,” he said in a flat voice.

Simon’s head jerked round as he stared at his master in surprise.

I nodded.

“Yes,” I whispered, “I think I just saw a ghost.”

And then my knees buckled, and I sank down gratefully onto the sofa. Simon stood staring at me, and Danny slowly stood up, moving around the desk and purposefully stepping through the space that had just been occupied by his deceased lieutenant. He sat beside me on the sofa and gently touched my arm, taking my hands in his and enveloping me with his alpha power. I closed my eyes and breathed in deeply, savouring the feeling of him all around me. It was safe and warm, and I knew that he would protect me from the horrors of an unknown world. My body stopped trembling and my mind calmed. When he touched his lips to mine, I did not pull away in fear. 

Simon waited nearby while his alpha comforted me. I was aware of him, just as I was aware of the other pack wolves. Some of them were in the lair beneath the pub, hidden in a network of former smugglers’ caves. Some were still out on the smoking deck where I had seen them earlier. Others were going about their daily lives at work and home in and around Redcliffe. I could reach out telepathically and sense each wolf in turn if I wanted to, using the power and strength of their alpha. It was a terrifying proposition, and one that I was reluctant to explore at present, after a disastrous previous attempt that left the entire wolf pack at my mercy and subsequently wanting me dead. 

After a few moments I slowly moved away from Danny and opened my eyes. His were glowing with amber power as his wolf persona swam to the surface. His features were still human, but I could see his wolf like a cloak around him, and the effect was beautiful but unnerving. It would have terrified any other human, but I was growing used to the werewolves and vampires now, and I knew that this was their natural state of being. When I looked across at Simon I saw the same wolf features in his face as he watched his master and me. Was he jealous of our new relationship? A little, I thought. He tried to hide it because officially he had no claim over Danny. They had a very confused friendship, whereby they were lovers, but not exclusive. 

“Is that better?” Danny asked, smoothing my hair and stroking my face as he studied my expression. 

I nodded again.

“Yes,” I replied, coughing to clear my throat, “Thanks.”

I looked across at the desk again, and then around the room, expecting to see Sally somewhere near Simon. Both werewolves were Danny’s lieutenants, protecting and fighting for him when the need arose. That was how Sally died. She fought a dangerous master vampire when she threw herself in front of her alpha to deflect the killing blow. She died protecting the man she loved. And now, it seemed, she was still with him. Her ghost had vanished, and I returned my gaze to Danny.

“She has gone,” I said quietly.

Danny nodded and then glanced over my shoulder to exchange a meaningful look with Simon. The lieutenant stepped forward and crouched beside me.

“Sally was a strong person, Jessica,” Simon said gently, “And a very loyal pack leader. We are not surprised that she lingers in spirit.”

I turned my face towards him.

“But you didn’t see her,” I said, “You didn’t sense her, did you?”

He shook his head and I looked at Danny, who mirrored the gesture.

“We are not witches, Jessica,” Simon said calmly, “And we have ceremoniously said goodbye to our fallen lieutenant,” he smiled fondly and looked at Danny, “But it is comforting to know that she is with us.”

Danny was smiling now as he stood up and returned to the desk, closing the laptop and putting it into a bag that had been discarded on the floor. 

“Let’s go and get a drink,” he announced, “I think Jessica needs it.”
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Danny settled on the chair across from me as we sat at my favourite table in front of the fireplace in the main bar. Simon was behind the bar procuring our drinks, and I watched with amused interest as he carefully selected the whisky that was preferred by his alpha, pulled a crystal cut glass from the shelves above the bar, and poured the drink. He poured a large glass of red wine for me, and finally opened a bottle of locally produced cider for himself. I accepted my wine with a smile, taking a long sip, and then I looked at Danny. He gulped his whisky and grinned at me, reaching his free hand across the table to stroke my fingers. I shivered involuntarily and lowered my eyes, unsure how to respond. We were in a public place now, and while I knew that most humans in our town struggled to distinguish between the Mason brothers, I couldn’t help but worry that someone might see my betrayal of Jack and cause a commotion. 

“Relax, Jessica,” Danny said softly, “I am merely being a friend.” 

I laughed nervously, forcing myself to look him in the eye.

“You are incapable of being just a friend, Danny Mason,” I said, and I glanced at Simon when he chuckled in agreement.

Danny turned to look at his lieutenant, who was now sitting on the chair beside his master. Simon pretended not to notice, swigging cider from the bottle and looking round the room at the assembled bar patrons. He looked sideways at Danny and raised an eyebrow.

“What?” he asked innocently, lowering the bottle.

Danny narrowed his eyes and shook his head.

“You will pay for that later, my boy,” he promised in a low, threatening voice that sent more shivers racing through my body. 

I watched Simon’s expression change into one of open lust, and his cheeks flushed red. Remembering where he was, he shook his head and leaped to his feet.

“Sorry, boss,” he murmured, “Um, I’ll just go and check up on...uh, something.”

Danny watched him leave, an amused expression on his face. Simon strutted from the room with obvious pride as he felt the attention of his alpha follow him. He turned in the doorway and winked mischievously before disappearing along the corridor. Danny slowly turned back to face me, muttering something under his breath.

“I cannot believe I never saw that before,” I said, staring at Danny with wide eyes.

“Saw what?” he asked curiously.

“That,” I exclaimed, gesturing towards the door, “You and Simon. I mean, come on, it is so obvious that you are, um, you know...”

Danny smirked and winked at me as he spoke.

“No, Jessica,” he replied, “I don’t know. What do you mean?”

He was stroking my fingers again very lightly, and I shuddered, gulping my wine so that I didn’t have to answer him. I squealed when I felt his foot slide up my leg beneath the table, and then I laughed self-consciously.

“What exactly are you playing at, Danny?” I asked, trying to remain cool and collected.

He shrugged, draining the contents of his glass.

“I am enjoying the company of a friend,” he replied casually, “And hoping to tempt the witch out of hiding for a few hours.”

I sensed my snow tiger creep out of her snowy hideaway, her bright eyes glowing with power and magic, her expression one of excited curiosity. 

“The alpha wants us,” Suri whispered in my mind, “We should respond.”

I shuddered and shook my head.

“No, Suri,” I replied silently, “I cannot manage the magical fallout again. It always ends in trouble.”

Danny leaned across the table and sniffed the air around my neck. It was a strange, animal gesture, and I looked around nervously, expecting the humans in the pub to react. Nobody seemed to notice, however, and I looked at the alpha wolf, forcing myself not to kiss his lips as they hovered near my face.   

“She is nearby,” Danny murmured, “Your tiger. She wants me.”

I laughed again, my voice trembling when I spoke.

“Yes, Danny,” I replied quietly, “She always wants you. That’s what got me into this mess.”

“I know you want me too, Jessica,” Danny said, lightly kissing my cheek, “You cannot deny the truth any longer.”

He froze when a familiar figure appeared beside us at the table. I looked up fearfully when I saw Jack glowering above us. Danny pulled a face and slowly withdrew from me, looking up at his brother sheepishly. 

“Hey, Jack,” he said brightly, “How’s it going?”

Jack glared at him and curled his lip, showing fangs.

“Jack,” I said cautiously, “What’s wrong? We weren’t doing anything.”

“Didn’t look that way to me,” my boyfriend said gruffly, “I thought he was going to fuck you right here in the pub!”

“Jack!” I gasped at his coarse language, although it didn’t surprise me anymore. 

He was angry, which seemed his usual state of mind when Danny and I got together. He was jealous, and he was confused about the relationship between my animal familiar, and the alpha werewolf that was his identical twin brother. 

“Jack,” Danny said calmly, putting a hand on his brother’s arm in a placating gesture, “We had another incident before. Jessica saw Sally’s ghost in my office upstairs. I was trying to take her mind off it.”

Jack hesitated as he looked from Danny to me, but then he shrugged.

“I don’t think she needs that kind of distraction,” he snarled.

Danny sighed heavily, exaggerating the heave of his shoulders.

“Calm down, brother,” he said in a broad Dublin accent, “Sit down, I’ll get you a drink.”

Jack stared at him angrily for a moment, but then he seemed to relent and lowered himself onto the chair that Simon had vacated shortly before. 

Danny disappeared behind the bar, and I stared at Jack, unsure what to say. 

“Did something happen today, Jack?” I asked after an uncomfortable silence.

“Nothing unusual,” my boyfriend replied in that same gruff voice.

I looked at my wine glass and twirled the stem in my fingers, watching the red liquid swirl around. 

“The vampire has no right to be angry with us,” Suri snarled in my mind, “He is nothing to us!”

I gritted my teeth and sipped more wine as I replied silently.

“He is everything to me, Suri,” I said grimly, “So leave me to sort him out, ok?”  

The tiger hissed at me and disappeared into her magical kingdom. I breathed a sigh of relief and raised my eyes to look at Jack again.

“She was talking to you,” he commented, and I nodded.

“She has gone now,” I said quietly.

I jumped when Jack touched my hand with his cool fingers, and then I smiled shakily.

“Are you softening now?” I asked timidly.

He half smiled, and then glanced up as Danny returned with a glass of whisky for his brother, and a refill for himself. 

“I will go and find Simon,” Danny announced, “Leave you two alone.”

Jack gulped his drink and grimaced, then returned his attention to me.

“Yes,” he said quietly in response to my question, “It is just...very difficult, when I see you and Danny together, you know?”

I nodded and felt moisture in my eyes.

“Yes,” I whispered, “It must be. I am sorry, Jack, I never meant for any of this to happen.”

He laughed.

“Me neither,” he agreed.
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My relationship with Jack seemed to be one of extremes, and I found the constant mood swings exhausting and unpredictable. During the course of that one conversation we swung from young lovers that literally vibrated sexual tension, to two people at loggerheads who could not see the viewpoint of each other. At first, I thought Jack was trying to exert his dominance over me after what he saw with Danny, and my natural reaction was to push him away and distance my emotions. This was enhanced by the influence of my snow tiger, who detested vampires and wanted to destroy them all. 

“What happened to Danny and Simon, anyway?” I mused, lifting my head and looking around the room.

The pub was almost empty now, and last orders had been called. I caught the eye of a young werewolf bartender, and she stiffened and stared back at me with a haughty gaze. I sighed heavily. It was increasingly hard to relax in a place that I used to call my second home. The Ship Inn had been my safe haven when I felt lonely at the shop. I had spent many an evening reading books in a corner of this bar, sipping my wine and chatting to Simon when he found time for breaks on his busy bar shifts. Back then I was blissfully unaware of the werewolves and their hidden lair, and vampires were so far removed from my mind that I rarely discovered them in the books I read.   

“Is my company not good enough for you, witch?” Jack snarled with sudden vehemence, his fangs exposed as he spoke.

My heart skipped a beat and I mentally calmed my snow tiger, assuring her that I was in control of the situation.

“Of course it is Jack,” I said calmly, sitting straighter and meeting his silver eyes, “I was just wondering, that’s all.”

Jack continued to stare at me with hostility, and I felt his cold power creep around him in a swirl of icy mist. Instinctively I raised my own power shield, one of warmth and colour, warning the vampire that he could not play power games with a witch. I felt proud of my abilities, and of what I had learned in such a short time since discovering my hidden heritage. My mentor was a good teacher. 

Danny and Simon sauntered back into the room and I relaxed only slightly. I was not sure how Jack would react when he saw them. Keeping my eyes on Jack’s, I telepathically reached out to my alpha wolf, who immediately picked up on his brother’s hostile mood. Approaching the table, Danny clapped a hand to Jack’s shoulder in a familiar gesture.

“Hey, brother,” he said cheerfully, “how’s it going? Just letting you know we will be closing the pub soon. Are you both going to our house tonight?”

Simon stood close behind his alpha, alert and poised for action if he was required. Jack stood up slowly, and Danny stepped back to give him space. I stood with him, sliding out from behind the table and moving slowly towards the door. 

“I think we are staying at your house tonight, aren’t we Jack?” I said with forced cheerfulness. 

My vampire was like a caged animal, who must be treated with gentle care and wary attention. He looked completely inhuman by now, and yet I found him more attractive than ever. My body literally ached to be near him, and I forced myself to keep a distance, focusing on checking the room for humans. Most of them seemed to have left, and the few that remained were more than a little tipsy, so they would not be alarmed by Jack’s inhuman appearance. He continued to stare at his brother, fists clenched at his sides, his body puffed up as though he were about to pounce. Danny remained fully human, meeting his brother’s eyes and reassuring Jack that he did not want a fight.

“Uh-oh,” Simon muttered in my ear, “This looks bad.”

I jerked round to look at him.

“What do you mean?” I asked, frowning.

Simon had turned his back on the brothers and was communicating silent instructions to the werewolves in the bar. They nodded and immediately set about calmly emptying the pub ready to close for the night. 

“They are almost ready to fight again,” Simon said, gesturing to Jack and Danny behind him, “And nobody can stop this one.”

I stared at him with wide eyes and then turned back to look at the brothers, who were now glaring at each other with open hostility. After a few tense moments, I stepped forward and made an impatient sound.

“Oh, for gods’ sake!” I said loudly, stepping between Jack and Danny, “What exactly are you two playing at?”

Both men shook their heads and blinked, focusing on me in confusion. Apparently, I had broken the spell of tension. Danny laughed uncertainly, looking at his brother again.

“Sorry, Jessica,” he said, “I think Jack and I need a break from each other. I will stay at the lair tonight.”

I crossed my arms and looked at Jack sternly.

“Is there any need for all of this, Jack Mason?” I demanded.

My vampire lover turned slowly to look at me, a strange expression on his face. Ordinarily it would have frightened me, but now I was getting angry, and I just wanted to go home and relax. We stared at each other in silence, until I made an impatient noise and shook my head.

“Forget it,” I said gruffly, “I’ll just stay at my house. See you later, Jack.”

I turned and stormed out of the door, barely stopping to say goodbye to Simon and Danny. I had had enough of these ridiculous, brooding mood swings from my boyfriend. 
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Marching around the side of the building, I walked straight into a man approaching from across the carpark.

“Oof!” I exclaimed, stepping to the side, “Sorry.”

“Don’t be,” the man said, and I caught my breath, raising my eyes to look at him properly.

“Marcus,” I said, wanting to step away from him but oddly unable to move, “What are you doing here?”

My confusion quickly turned to frustration and anger once again, and I forced myself to step forward, directing myself around the vampire, arms wrapped around my chest in a protective gesture of self-comfort.

“I am hunting,” Marcus replied quietly, standing still and watching me with bright, curious eyes, “What has happened to you?”

I glanced sideways at him and then once again tried to move forward.

“Nothing,” I muttered, “I need sleep.”

Marcus appeared in front of me and gripped my shoulders in a firm, controlling gesture. I caught my breath and looked up at him.

“Let go of me,” I instructed, “Nothing has happened. It is not your business.”

Marcus smiled and shook his head.

“When it concerns you, my dear,” he replied cheerfully, “I make it my business. What has Jack done now?”

I narrowed my eyes and glowered up at him.

“Why does it have to be about Jack?” I asked gruffly, “Why couldn’t it be someone else?”

“Very well,” Marcus said patiently, still holding my shoulders, “Who has upset you?”

I took a deep breath and shook my head, flinging my hair back over my shoulders and trying to free Marcus’ fingers from my shoulders. Suri stepped forward cautiously, scenting the air around me. She curled her lip and growled, and I allowed the animal sound to trickle through my lips. Marcus released me and stepped back only a little, and his grin widened with delight.

“And now the tiger awakes,” he said, “Wonderful!”

Now I was angry. I set off walking again, striding onto the promenade and stretching my arms at my sides, clenching my fingers where the sparks of electrical energy pulsed and crackled.

“I said I am going home, Marcus,” I called over my shoulder as I moved.

He didn’t let me go far. He appeared behind me, wrapping his arms around me and hissing with anger. I whirled around, fighting to free myself, flinging the crazed magical energy at him and hitting him in the face and neck with it. He flew back and disappeared over the wall, presumably landing on the beach below. 

I stood dazed for a moment, looking around to see if anybody had witnessed our scuffle. The street was oddly silent and dark. Flexing my fingers, I felt that the magical energy had dissipated only slightly. I felt energized, invigorated, literally buzzing with the knowledge that I had done that to a vampire. Suri nodded her head and spoke from the depths of her hidden kingdom.

“We taught him a lesson,” she said, “He must learn to respect us.”

I nodded, and then I had to look over the sea wall and check where Marcus went. The beach was dark, and there was a drop of about ten feet from the promenade. At this point the sea reached only so far, leaving a narrow strip of dry sand. Further along the coast, near the Ship Inn, the promenade sloped down so that it met the beach on a natural gradient. Along here, however, it was sheltered. 

As I peered over the wall, I felt a pang of alarm when I couldn’t locate the vampire. Suddenly he reared up from the darkness, snarling and snapping his teeth. He grabbed my arms and pulled me over, holding me tight against him as he landed on his feet on the beach. He clamped a hand over my mouth to stop me from screaming.

“Did you think I would leave you alone, witch?” he snarled in my ear, “I told you I was hunting!”

Struggling wildly, I tried desperately to fling more magical energy at him, but he laughed as he dragged me closer to the wall.

“You are only feeding my desire, Jessica,” he said, licking his lips, “I told you I have a thing for witches.”

He moved his hand away and crushed his lips to mine. I thrashed about wildly, kicking him in the groin, trying to stamp on his feet, but he was not to be deterred. He simply grabbed my wrists and pinned my arms above my head, pressing his body against mine, spreading my legs to stop me from kicking. Pulling away from my mouth, he smiled widely.

“You know you cannot resist me,” he said, “Why fight the inevitable?”

“No, Marcus,” I shouted, “You have to let me go. We cannot keep doing this!”

“Yes,” he snarled, “We can.”

Before he could bite my neck to feed, something grabbed him from behind and flung him backwards. I saw him fly out over the sea and then I heard a loud splash as he landed in the shallow water. Jack stood before me, smiling grimly.

“Are you alright?” he asked.

Lowering my arms, I nodded, rubbing the bruises that were already forming from Marcus’ attack. 

“I think so,” I murmured, “How did you find us?”

Jack shrugged.

“I heard you,” he replied, “And I sensed Marcus nearby.”

“Will he come back?” I asked, peering over his shoulder and trying to see the other vampire behind him.

“No,” Jack shook his head, “I don’t think so. His pride will be hurt, and he will take his rage out on some other unsuspecting food source.”

I shivered violently as a thrill of adrenaline shot through me.

“You sound so distant, Jack,” I said, “He won’t kill someone, will he?”

“It is highly unlikely,” my boyfriend replied, “This is not the first fight with a witch that he lost.”

Everything spun suddenly, and I staggered back with a little cry of surprise and confusion.

“What is it?” Jack asked, leaping forward to support me as I stumbled.

“I don’t know,” I replied, touching the back of my head, “Shock or something. I need to...I don’t know...lie down.”

“Hold on there,” Jack said, “Let’s get you somewhere safe.”

He tried to lift me up, but I protested.

“Come on, Jack,” I exclaimed, “My legs still work, you know!”

“Sorry,” he muttered, “Well, what should I do?”

“Just help me back up there,” I replied, inclining my head to the promenade, “Go home.”

Jack nodded and supported my body while I stepped shakily over the sand. We ended up back at the Ship Inn, but he took me upstairs to Simon’s apartment, settling me in the spare bedroom with a mug of hot chocolate and a promise to stay with me while I recovered. We heard nothing from Marcus for the rest of the night, and Simon slept downstairs in the lair, with Danny. Apparently, the Mason brothers needed some space from each other. I gave in to sleep, drifting into welcome darkness.
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Drifting awake slowly, I stretched my arms and legs, rolling around in bed as my body came to life. The cotton duvet felt soft and silky against my bare skin, and a bolt of panic shot through me as I remembered my encounter with Marcus Scott. Rearing up in alarm, I jerked my eyes open and looked around the room urgently. It was empty. I was alone. No vampire in the bed beside me. This wasn’t Marcus’ bedroom, or even his house, I realised with relief. I recognised the décor of Simon’s spare bedroom, a place where I had spent many a drunken night after our parties in the pub and our movie nights at his flat. 

The door opened quietly, and I looked up, pulling the duvet around me and shivering. Jack stepped into the room, his dark eyes betraying his mood as he tried to appear calm and in control. I stifled a gasp and forced my heart to slow down and stop pounding so loudly. I did not want the vampire feeding from me. Suri stepped forward, alert as always, and I silently called her closer, inviting her to protect me if the vampire attacked.


“Jack,” I said softly, forcing a smile, “How are you?”

“Hungry,” he replied, “But I will not attack you. Please control your animal familiar.”



He gestured to the space beside me and I looked to my left, almost falling out of bed with surprise and shock. Suri sat beside me on the bed, looking like a huge, silver and black tabby cat. She was not quite solid. Her form was ghostly, shimmering in waves as though she were trying to manifest herself. She stared into my eyes, showing me the power that we shared, and she licked her lips.

“You called, Jessica,” she said silently, “And I came. Your power grows stronger every day. Perhaps the other vampire was more helpful than we realised.”

“Suri,” I exclaimed, “You look so...real!” 

“I am real,” my tiger replied, “I belong with you. We belong together, witch and familiar.”

I reached out and found that I could feel her fur beneath my fingers. It was silky and smooth, and I tentatively stroked her huge head as she rolled her neck and responded to my caress. She purred, rubbing her face against my open palm, and I laughed, delighted and amazed at this turn of events.

“How did this happen?” I asked, looking back towards Jack, who now stood a little closer to my side of the bed, not quite daring to touch me while my protector sat at my side.

“Your power is growing stronger,” Jack replied, “Perhaps the Mabon ritual helped it to develop. Did Crystal advise you about this?”

He tried to ignore Suri as she sat purring beneath my hand. Her huge tail swished from side to side, and it thumped on the bed as though she were a real flesh and blood animal. She still shimmered with ethereal light, however, and I realised that she was fading. 

“No,” I said, stroking along her back, trying desperately to keep her with me for a while longer, “Suri, stay with me!”

“I cannot,” my tiger replied sadly, “But we may try this again, when you are rested. The vampire has interrupted our connection.”

My tiger let out a growl that rumbled through the bed and reverberated in my chest, making me laugh with delight. Jack remained silent and watchful, expecting an attack. It never came. Suri nuzzled my face and I felt the tip of her tongue rasp along my cheek. 

“We will speak later, Jessica,” she said telepathically, “Thank you, my friend.”

“Suri, no!” I called out, reaching forward as she faded completely. 

I landed on the bed in a very undignified position, and quickly turned around to face Jack. 

“How the hell did that happen?” I demanded, but I knew that he couldn’t answer.

Jack stared at me for a few moments, and I watched the power in his dark eyes as it swirled from black to dark blue, growing brighter and lighter until it glowed silver. His fangs extended fully, and he smiled widely. I caught my breath, literally dumbstruck with his inhuman beauty, and at that moment I could have flung myself at his feet and let him do whatever he wanted. Our combined magical power swirled around the room like a thick tornado, and I could barely breathe. 

“You tell me, witch,” my boyfriend snarled, the smile gone in an instant, “She is your animal.”

“Jack,” I said nervously, sliding out of bed and reaching for my clothes, “You know that I didn’t mean to do that. I don’t know how she materialised like that. I was asleep, for god’s sake!”

He watched me pull on my underwear, and I perched on the edge of the bed as I tackled my jeans. I could see his fingers clenching, and I felt his urge to grab me and take my blood. He was fighting his instincts, and I softened just a little. 

“Why didn’t you go out to feed?” I asked gently, looking up at him while I pulled on my t-shirt and hoodie.

He shrugged.

“I didn’t want to leave you... alone,” he replied.

“But I’m not alone,” I insisted, “Simon is downstairs, with Danny and who knows how many pack wolves.”

“Exactly,” Jack replied, “I cannot leave you alone with him.”

My heart skipped a beat and I felt Suri back in her ethereal home, watching me and listening to the conversation.

“Why not?” I asked, my voice taking on a harder edge as I grew defensive and defiant, “Do you think I will run down to the lair and leap into bed with him?”

“Yes,” the vampire replied.

“Shit,” I exclaimed, “I bloody would as well. What has happened to me?”

Tears welled up and I let out a loud, hiccupping sob. I quickly choked it back, determined not to show weakness. I would save that until later, when I was alone.

“You have to feed, Jack,” I insisted, “And you cannot use me. We tried that before and you almost killed me, remember?”

“You found a way to survive,” my vampire replied gruffly.

I laughed, but it was not amusement that brought such a reaction.

“I survived,” I said, emphasising the word, “because of your brother. Danny saved me. He sacrificed his wolves so that I could claw back some human strength. Maybe that’s what caused this...” I gestured to the empty space on the bed behind me, “thing with Suri.”

“Perhaps,” Jack replied quietly, “But the point is, you survived.”

I narrowed my eyes and slowly rose to stand in front of him. He remained still, making no attempt to touch me or block my way as I moved toward the door.

“Is that what you want?” I asked, “Is this a test? You will feed from me now, here, and see if Danny can save me again?”

He smiled wickedly, and a chill ran down my back.

“You bastard,” I whispered, shaking my head, “You fucking, vampire bastard. They could have killed me! They would do it this time as well; they think I have caused enough trouble with their alpha.”

I flung open the door and strode into Simon’s hallway, searching for my handbag. I could vaguely remember dropping it near the front door, and I found it sitting half on top of my boots. Pulling them on, I glanced over my shoulder and jumped as I found Jack standing right behind me, almost touching my shoulder. 

“Stop doing that!” I shouted, “Will you just go and feed already?”

He grinned again, and I realised too late what he was about to do.

“Alright,” he replied, and he leapt forward, baring his fangs and grabbing my arms to secure me.

I screamed and thrashed about, but I was no match for a starving, blood crazed vampire. He bit my neck and I cried out in pain as he tore through the scar tissue where a werewolf alpha had bitten me months earlier. I forgot everything. I vaguely heard Suri roaring at me from far away, and I managed to whimper her name as my vision faded. I heard shouts from outside the apartment, and the door burst open just before I collapsed in Jack’s arms. He dropped me to the floor and turned to face his brother and the werewolf lieutenant as they stood in the doorway. 

“Jessica,” Simon ran to my side, pulling me into his arms as he sat heavily on the floor beside me, “Are you with us?”

“Yes,” I whispered, “I think so,” I tried to open my eyes, tried to sit up, and Simon restrained me, hugging me close to him.

“No,” he said, “Don’t move. You are badly hurt.”

He looked up at Jack and Danny, who now stood in the doorway glaring at each other. Jack slowly raised his hand and wiped my blood from his mouth, and the gesture was so much like a scene from a horror film I remembered that I tried to laugh. Instead I coughed and spluttered, my neck wet with blood, my body weak with lack of it.

“Bring her downstairs,” Danny instructed, and then he returned his attention to his brother, “And you,” his eyes glowed with wolf power and his face twisted into something animal, glaring at Jack, “I will meet you outside in the forest.”

Jack half turned to look at me, and I saw no trace of emotion in his cold eyes. He licked his lips, stepped towards Danny, and then disappeared in a flash of movement. I was left struggling to look up at Danny and Simon, who were apparently my saviours once again. Fan-bloody-tastic.
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They took me downstairs and into the lair, straight to their private medical facility. I was hooked up to a drip and given a blood transfusion, administered by a new werewolf doctor that recently moved into town. This one looked older than his predecessor, and there were crease lines on his forehead that betrayed a tumultuous past. He would settle nicely in Redcliffe. I didn’t speak as he worked, merely watched him from half-closed eyes. My neck throbbed, and I mentally cursed Jack Mason for doing this to me again. At least this time I hadn’t invoked the wrath of the werewolf pack. But it had almost killed me for a second time. 

“I think you’ll survive,” the doctor said cheerfully, and he smiled widely, the expression transforming his face into something much younger and more appealing, “It looked worse that it was.”

“Good,” I replied, “Can I have a drink? I’m parched.”

The doctor nodded and handed me a glass of water. He held it to my lips, helping to steady my shaking hands as I tried to grip the glass. I was already feeling more alert, and I felt that it was in part due to Suri and her power.

“I am here, Jessica,” my tiger’s voice echoed in my mind, “And I am healing you from within.”

“Thanks, Suri,” I said aloud, and the doctor smiled again as he moved across the room, checking the drip and the heart monitor that I was attached to.

“You’re welcome,” he said brightly, “And it’s Sam, by the way.”

I smiled and laughed weakly, and my tiger laughed with me. The werewolf was clueless. We would humour him while he healed my physical body.

“Where is Danny?” I asked, lifting my head as I tried to peer out of the open door.

“Gone,” the doctor replied, “And you need to rest.”

He pushed me back onto the bed and pulled a thin, white sheet across my body. I was still wearing my jeans and t-shirt, but they had removed my hoodie and boots when they put me in the hospital bed. 

“And Simon?” I asked.

“With him,” Sam replied.

I nodded, because I already knew his answer. I could feel my alpha like a burning flame of anger and confusion. He was in the forest, high up behind the Ship, and he was ready to shift. I sensed Simon close behind, in a similar state of anxiety. He was chasing his master, trying to stop him, but I couldn’t tell what Danny was planning to do. 

The machine bleeped loudly, and I opened my eyes, gasping in surprise as the medical room materialised around me. 

“Jessica?” the doctor approached my bed cautiously, his nostrils flaring as he scented the air around me, “Why do I smell our alpha?”

I blinked and turned my face towards him. Those creases were back on his forehead, making him look older and more rugged than he should be.

“Do you know what I am?” I asked quietly.

Sam shrugged and fiddled with the medical machinery. The heart monitor had settled back into rhythm again and he stepped away, observing me from a safe distance.

“Yes,” he replied, staring directly at me, “You are our resident witch. Danny has appointed you protector of the Redcliffe pack. It is written into the laws for new members.”

“What?” I asked, sitting up abruptly.

I cried out as the machines protested with alarms and the drip pulled tight in my arm, my veins pulsing and the new blood pounding hot inside me.

“Hey,” Sam shouted, leaping forward to restrain me again, “Stop doing that!” 

I fell back onto the bed and muttered an apology. I was coughing and spluttering now, gasping for breath, and he tried to calm me down, bringing more water and instructing me to lie still and stop making it worse. After a few moments I had regained a semblance of control, and I lay still in the bed, propped up on pillows, while Sam regarded me suspiciously from his position near the door. I sensed that he thought I might try and escape, and he was purposely blocking my way.

“I’m not going anywhere,” I said quietly, “I can’t, I’m too weak.”

“Good,” my doctor replied with a grim smile, “Why did you react like that?”

I shook my head and sighed heavily. My neck was throbbing beneath the large bandage that now covered Jack’s bite wound. It didn’t really hurt, but it upset me. I choked back tears, promising myself that I would deal with the emotion later. Then another thought struck me.

“Where is Jack?” I asked.

Sam frowned and shook his head.

“Who?” he replied.

“Jack,” I said again, “Danny’s brother?”

“Oh,” Sam said, “The vampire. I don’t know. He is not exactly friendly with the Redcliffe pack, as I am sure you know.”

I nodded.

“Oh yes,” I said, “I am well aware of that fact. Shit.”
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