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I lifted the large glass to my lips and took a generous sip of rich red wine, savouring the taste. It slid down my throat in a fruity, warm, soothing motion, and I smiled happily and returned my attention to the conversation. Occupying the chair at my left side was my friend Simon Bunce, manager of the Ship Inn. He was swigging whisky from a glass tumbler, which surprised me since his usual drink was lager. Recently he had turned to hard liqueur, around the time his beloved alpha, Danny Mason, returned home and reclaimed control of the Redcliffe wolf pack. Simon was smiling and telling a joke, his pale blue eyes sparkling and his shaggy blonde hair framing his face in waves, shaking with his movements.

Sally Frost sat opposite us. She is Simon’s fellow lieutenant to the Redcliffe pack. The petite blonde woman sat demurely at the table, her fingers playing with a wine glass, her eyes on her friend as he spoke. I glanced around the busy pub, noticing that it was mainly full of local people tonight. The tourist season was ending, and there were only a few straggling visitors to our town now. The atmosphere was warm and welcoming, much nicer than the cold, dark caves of the wolf lair that lay hidden beneath the pub and in the cliff face that it backed onto at one side. Even the bar staff seemed relaxed tonight, perhaps because their alpha was absent, and they could stand down for a few hours without fear of punishment for neglecting their duties. 

“Jessica,” I heard Simon speak beside me, “Hey, Jess, wake up!”

Shaking my head, I blinked my eyes and turned my face to his, smiling.

“Sorry, Simon,” I replied, “I was miles away.”

He laughed.

“So it seemed,” he said with a wink at Sally, “Are you with us now?”

I hesitated, listening to my animal familiar as she stirred in her enchanted forest deep within my psyche. A magnificent snow tiger, Suri was prowling among the frozen pine trees, but she ignored me, which meant I was safe for the moment. She only seemed to communicate when she wanted something, or when I was in danger. I blinked again and turned my body more towards Simon, picking up my glass and sipping more wine.

“Yes,” I said, clearing my throat, “I’m here. What were you saying?”

Simon shook his head in mock disappointment.

“My jokes must be rubbish,” he said in a false sad voice, “You completely zoned out.”

“Never mind her,” Sally chimed in jovially, “I’m listening to you, Simon.”

Sally caught my eye and pulled a face, and I smiled warmly, sharing her meaning. We both made a great show of humouring Simon, to which he reacted like a grumpy teenager, making us all laugh. I relaxed again, dismissing the lingering feeling of unease that had haunted me all evening. I listened to Sally’s tales about her work as a nurse, and Simon talking about his latest favourite computer game and the exhilarating surfing session he had enjoyed earlier that day.  

“Jessica,” Suri’s voice cut through my head suddenly, sharp, and urgent, “Jessica, you must leave now. Elizabeth is in danger.”

“What?” I asked sharply, “Why? What do you mean?”

Simon and Sally both turned to stare at me.  

“Jess,” Simon said uncertainly, “What is it?”

Before I could reply, Suri spoke again, her urgency sending a thrill of adrenaline racing through my body.

“Jessica, you must save Elizabeth,” Suri said loudly, “She is at your home. Go now.”

I nodded and scrambled to my feet, knocking my chair back with a crash and startling everyone around us. Simon leaned in closer to me, his lip curled, and I heard him mutter to Sally in a voice that only the werewolves and myself could hear.

“The tiger has spoken,” Simon said, “Jessica is in trouble.”

I was heading for the door as I spoke over my shoulder.

“It’s Liz,” I said breathlessly, “She needs me.”

And I was gone, hurrying down the hallway and onto the smoking deck at the rear of the building. I almost slipped on the slick wooden surface, wet with a drizzling rain that I didn’t even feel on my bare head and arms as I ran. I raced across the tarmac of the car park, over the road, barely registering if there were any oncoming vehicles, and along the pavement towards the town centre, my feet slapping hard on the pavement in the thin shoes I wore. My shop was located on the high street, with my apartment above, and that was where I would find Liz. I didn’t stop to wonder why she wasn’t at home with her husband and baby daughter. I just ran, heeding Suri’s warning, knowing that she spoke the truth. I didn’t even know if Simon and Sally had followed me, although I couldn’t hear them behind. 

I darted round the houses and shops that formed the end of the terrace in which I lived and worked, scraping my arm on the rough brick but not feeling any pain from the impact. I had to save Liz. Entering the street behind my house, I saw my red Ford Fiesta parked in its usual space outside my garden gate, and a huge black 4x4 BMW that belonged to either Jack or Danny Mason, I couldn’t tell which without looking carefully at the number plate. Why were they at my house alone? They should be at work or at their house. The panic increased and I imagined any number of horrors as I flung through the battered old wrought iron garden gate, along the narrow flagged pathway, and through my open back door.  

“Liz!” I shouted, my gaze darting round my kitchen searching for her.  

“Jessica,” Liz shouted back, “Help!”

I stopped short when a huge wolf blocked my path. His brindle fur, highlighted with streaks of gold, gleamed healthily in the residual orange glow from the streetlights. His amber eyes glowed with power, and he growled ominously, his hackles raised, warning me to stay away. I stared past him, and my heart sank. Liz was struggling in the arms of my lover, Detective Jack Mason. His short dark hair fell in waves at either side of his face, and his beautiful deep blue eyes were now glowing silver. He hissed at me, his fangs gleaming, and then he struck at Liz’s neck, biting her as she screamed.  

“Jack, no!” I screamed, running forward as the wolf that was Danny Mason leaped at me in attack.
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I tumbled out of bed, landing in a heap on the floor, tangled in my duvet. I was screaming and thrashing as I came to my senses, and I jumped when Jack spoke from his position at my side.

“Jessica,” he said urgently, and then more loudly, “Jessica! Wake up, you are safe.”

I stopped fighting the duvet, opened my eyes and turned to face him. My boyfriend was kneeling on the floor beside me. We were at home in my apartment. I glanced round the room, which was in darkness apart from the faint glow from streetlights that shone round the edge of the curtains. Everything seemed normal, except I was on the floor with my heart pounding and my body sweating in fear. I tried to slow my breathing and stared at Jack. He was naked and was staring at me, waiting for me to speak.  

“It was a dream,” I said slowly, “It was a nightmare.”

Jack nodded.

“Yes,” he said, “Just a dream. Please, get back into bed.”

He reached forward to stroke my face and I reared back in terror. He froze, his expression serious.

“What is it?” he asked softly, “What did I do?”

I blinked and shook my head, trying to rid myself of the horror of that dream.

“You attacked Liz,” I whispered, “You and Danny. I couldn’t stop it.”

Jack sat back, unsure how to react.

“I would never attack Elizabeth,” he said quietly, “She poses no threat to me or my brother.”

I swallowed, realizing that my throat was dry from screaming. My body was shivering, still in panic mode from the memory of my imagination. I coughed to clear my throat.

“I know,” I said uncertainly, “Sorry.”

I tried to move, stumbling a little. Jack held out his hand, not sure if I would accept his help. I hesitated, and then accepted, touching his fingers tentatively. His skin was icy cold, but I felt nothing else, not even the sparks of static electricity that usually leaped between our bodies. Jack stood slowly and smoothly, pulling me to my feet with him. I clutched the duvet with my free hand, and climbed awkwardly back into bed.

“I will fetch you some water,” Jack said, and he disappeared at an inhuman speed.

Shaking out the duvet, I switched on my bedside lamp, needing some light for comfort in my agitated state. I looked at the clock. It was a little after 4:00am, and although I was desperate to phone Liz and hear her voice, I knew it was way too early. She would not appreciate a phone call at this hour of the night, especially if she had been awake with the baby.

I sighed and picked up my phone, wondering if she might have sent me a message for any reason. Then I remembered that our relationship was strained. Only a week ago she had witnessed my fight with a vampire who was trying to kill me. I had killed that vampire on my kitchen floor, plunging the wooden handle of a carving knife into her chest. The memory haunted me now. That vampire was innocent and being controlled by a much older, nasty vampire who was determined to kill me. It was a long story, and I was too tired to go over it again now.  

Jack returned with my glass of water, walking slowly and silently into the room, closing the door carefully behind him. He used human movements, but his feet made no sound on my carpet, and he stood beside the bed, still naked and beautiful, his tanned skin glowing with good health. He didn’t feel the cold like I did. I accepted the glass with a shaking hand, putting it to my lips. The cold liquid flowed into my throat, reminding me of the wine in my dream. This, however, was refreshing and real, and it brought me to my senses. Jack slid smoothly into bed beside me, careful to keep a distance. He knew that I didn’t want to touch him now, and he was sensitive to my fear.

“Do you want to tell me what happened?” Jack asked after a minute.

I put the glass down on my bedside cabinet, and then turned to face Jack. His deep blue eyes held my gaze, and I swallowed nervously, determined not to fall into their depths. He was careful to remain human in appearance, with no glow of vampire magic. His eyes remained blue, not the silver that they became when he was agitated, or feeding, or hunting. 

My heart lurched in recognition of the man I loved, and my body ached to be held by him. I wanted to kiss his soft, full lips, and feel his arms around me, holding me as close as we could be. But my head remained sensible and counselled that we needed some space. I searched for Suri in my mind, looking for her in our enchanted frozen forest. She was asleep in her mountain cave, blissfully unaware of my nightmare. Some support cat she turned out to be! The snow tiger had only recently awoken, because of my relationship with vampires and werewolves. I was learning to embrace my witch heritage and was still fighting for control of my own body when the tiger wanted out.  

“I had a nightmare,” I said again slowly, “I was in the Ship with Simon and Sally. Then Suri told me to go home, that Liz was in danger. I ran home, and Danny was there in wolf form. You were holding Liz, and when I screamed you bit her. Then I woke up.” I finished with a sob, my voice breaking with emotion.

Jack hesitated, and then reached out, offering his embrace. This time I accepted, throwing myself into his arms, crying against the hard muscles of his chest. He stroked my hair and made soothing noises, kissing the top of my head.

“Do not fear, Jessica,” he said softly, “Your friend will come to no harm with me. It was only a nightmare.”

Gradually I calmed down, my sobs subsided, and I breathed deeply to let go of all the fear and terror that held my body rigid. I moved away from Jack, and we lay down together, my head on his chest, his arms around me once again. I reached over and switched off the lamp, returning my phone to the bedside cabinet. I remembered that Liz had only returned from her parents’ house yesterday. She had agreed to see me on my day off, so we could talk about what she had witnessed. This must be the reason for my nightmare. My guilt had manifested as fear and danger. I would see my friend soon enough, and we could begin to repair our shattered relationship. I fell asleep, safe in the arms of my vampire lover.
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Next morning, I woke early feeling tired and depressed. I dragged myself out of an empty bed and went to find Jack. He was in the shower, and I walked slowly into the bathroom and sat on the toilet seat. I didn’t speak but there was no need. He knew I was there.  

“Morning, Jessica.” Jack said from behind the shower curtain, “How are you feeling?”

I shrugged and sighed heavily.

“Tired,” I replied in a flat voice, “Worried, nervous. Pretty good really.”

He laughed at my sarcasm and the weight of self-pity that hung around me. His tone was infectious, and I found myself smiling in response, although it didn’t cheer me up. I stood up and stretched my arms above my head, swinging my body from side to side, cracking my fingers and toes. My fingers strayed to my neck, touching the thick collar of scar tissue that covered my collarbone and almost encircled my neck. 

I was still recovering from the effects of a werewolf attack only two months ago, which was the same time I discovered the truth about vampires and werewolves. I was still learning about witches. Stifling a shudder and fighting to repress the rising gasp of fear and the sinking feeling in my stomach that was now part of my everyday existence, I forced myself to return to the present. My memories could wait.

Jack switched off the shower and thrust the curtain aside. I gasped at the sight of his taut, muscular, beautiful body. I had seen him naked hundreds of times, we weren’t exactly virgins, but Jack had a way of making me feel like a giddy schoolgirl sometimes. This was one of those times. I was struck dumb as he stepped nimbly out of the bath and stood before me, his body glistening with water and the citrus scent of shampoo and shower gel thick in the air around us. Jack laughed, a deep, throaty sound.

“I do love it when you look at me like that,” he said in a thick Irish accent, “You are so beautiful.”

I swallowed nervously as Jack lifted my chin, so I was facing him. I struggled not to fall into the hypnotic depths of his deep blue eyes, but my body swayed, and my mind went blank. Blinking to break the spell, I tried to move away, but he caught me in his arms, pressing me against his wet skin. I shivered, the lust flared powerfully, and my snow tiger animal familiar woke up. In my mind’s eye I saw Suri lift her head, stand up and stretch her limbs luxuriously. She seemed to stare straight at me, enjoying the sensations that were flooding my body. That was until she sensed the vampire. She hissed angrily, and Jack stiffened. He stepped away from me, his eyes turning silver in an instant, his fangs extended.

“The tiger is awake,” he said roughly, “She hates me.”

Tears sprung to my eyes, surprising me. I fought for control, both of my body and my animal familiar.

“Suri,” I said in my head, “Please leave us alone. This is private.”

Suri hissed again, growled, and ran out of her cave, disappearing into the forest. I breathed a sigh of relief, opened my eyes, and looked at Jack.

“She has gone,” I said, “I’m sorry about that.”

Jack’s eyes returned to their normal blue and the tension around us eased dramatically. I breathed out as though I had been holding my breath. Jack grabbed a towel and began roughly drying his skin. I felt a rush of sadness that our intimate moment had been so rudely interrupted, and it was my fault. There must be a way I could contain Suri, so she didn’t react like this. She hated the vampires because they were dead things in her eyes. Suri wanted the werewolves, and she was causing me a lot of grief in her attempts to seduce Jack’s identical twin brother Danny. I stepped away from Jack, pulled off my pyjamas and climbed wearily into the shower.  

An hour later I was sitting opposite Jack at my kitchen table. We both sipped a mug of coffee, and I nibbled half-heartedly at a piece of toast. I held my Kindle in one hand, but the screen had gone dark. My mind kept wandering to all the issues I was dealing with. Jack was working on his laptop, and the rhythmic sound of the keys clacking was almost soothing to the tempest in my head. I jumped when Jack’s phone rang. He picked if up from the table, looked at the screen, and pulled a face.

“Hello,” he said gruffly.

I watched as he listened to the caller. His expression changed to annoyance and his tone was sharp when he replied.

“Can’t you send someone else?” he said, “It is my weekend off.”

I heard a shrill sound as the caller clearly raised his or her voice. Jack sighed heavily and stared at me. My heart lurched when he made eye contact, but I forced my body to behave.

“Fine,” Jack said heavily, “I will be there in one hour.” he listened again, “No I cannot arrive sooner. I have personal issues to deal with first.”

He ended the call while the person was still talking, and I stared at him, waiting for him to speak.

“I have to go to work,” Jack said, “There has been a murder in Plymouth. The body was bitten and drained of blood.”

“Oh,” I said, not sure how to react.

“Apparently I am the only vampire detective who can respond at present,” Jack said grumpily.

I nodded.

“Well, you have to work.” I said reasonably.

Jack stood up and paced across the room.

“Has Liz contacted you yet?” he asked.

“No,” I replied, checking my phone for the hundredth time that morning, “I’m waiting for her call.”

“Then Danny must come and stay with you in the meantime,” Jack decided, “You cannot be alone until we have dealt with Emily Rose.”

My heart skipped a beat and thudded hard in my chest.

“I’ll be fine for an hour Jack,” I said, “I’m sure Liz will phone soon.”

Jack shook his head.

“No,” he said firmly, “You have been injured too many times. I cannot make any more mistakes.”

Emily Rose was the vampire who had turned Jack during World War 1. She was French, and they fell in love and had a brief affair when Jack and Danny’s soldier platoon marched through her town. She decided to turn Jack into a vampire and had set the men up so that a local werewolf attacked Danny on the same night. Much to Emily Rose’s dismay, Danny survived his attack and became a wolf. Not only that, but Jack rejected her and ran away with his brother. They lived in the forests of Europe for several months until they stumbled across another British platoon and were returned to the UK. From there they were recruited by the British police to work under the supernatural crime division, a hidden section of the force that masqueraded as regular officers.  

It turned out that Emily Rose had resurfaced during the 1960s when she tried to kill Danny and reclaim Jack. Again, the men defeated her, and she disappeared. Now she was moving back in on her prey, and this time she wanted my blood as well as that of the alpha wolf. We didn’t know how old Emily Rose was. All we knew was that she was immensely powerful, and we must destroy her. 

So far, our attempts had been unsuccessful. She had turned a female police officer into a vampire and infiltrated her into Jack’s department, eventually sending the woman to kill me. When I proved to be stronger than anticipated, Emily Rose grew angry, and was now trying to kill me herself. We didn’t know where she was. We just knew she was close, and that I was in danger.

I knew Jack wouldn’t back down on this issue. I tried a different response.

“Could I call Simon instead?” I asked, “He can protect me, surely.”

“Alright,” Jack agreed, “But I will wait for him to arrive before I leave.”

I reached for my phone and called Simon. He answered almost straight away and agreed to come round immediately. Five minutes later he arrived at my kitchen door, but I was surprised when he stepped into the room and Danny appeared behind him.

“Danny,” I said as my heart leaped into my throat, “Why are you here?”

Danny grinned, nodded an acknowledgement to his brother, and then changed his expression to one of mock-indignation.

“Am I not allowed to visit my friend, Jessica?” he asked, fixing his deep blue eyes on me.

I went hot with embarrassment and fought to control my raging emotions. The last time I saw Danny only days ago, Suri had managed to possess my body, and I literally jumped on him in a passionate kissing session when we were in the wolves’ lair. That was just after I watched him beat a female wolf half to death because she threatened me. The females in the pack were vying for Danny’s attentions in the hopes he would choose one of them for a mate, thus elevating their positions of power. At this meeting he made it clear that he would not. I had avoided him for the rest of the week, and now I panicked that Suri would sense his proximity and try again to seduce him.  

“No!” I said, “I mean, yes,” I stuttered, “I just, I thought we needed a little space after what happened last week.”

Danny’s expression sobered a little as he stared at me. He nodded.

“I suppose that was wise,” he agreed, “But I will not be bullied by a tiger familiar. Just learn to control her so she doesn’t force you to shift, and we will be safe.”

The room spun around me, and I swallowed nervously.

“Could she really do that to me?” I asked faintly.

I looked from Danny to Simon, and finally at Jack. They all stared at me, and I felt horribly like an exhibit at a zoo.

“She might,” Danny said, “If you give her the strength. You must fight her, Jessica. Make her see that you are in control.”

I nodded slowly.

“I’m doing my best.” I said uncertainly.

A silence fell around us, and I could feel our energies shifting in the air. Mine was turbulent, full of anger and anxiety. Jack’s energy was cold and controlling. Danny’s power was hot, forceful, and full of promise. Simon’s was similar but with less strength. Eventually I moved backwards, feeling the need to break the tense emotion that filled the air.

“Jack,” I said, “You should get going. You have work to do.”

He blinked, the only movement he made.

“Yes,” he said, and then he stepped forward to give me a kiss. It was a peck on the lips, and he hugged me briefly, “You can control her,” he said, catching my eyes with his, “And you will resolve things with Liz.”

Tears choked me suddenly. I swallowed, forcing them back as I stepped away from Jack.

“Thanks,” I said, “See you later.”

He left with a brief nod to Danny and Simon. When the door closed behind him, I looked at the two wolves standing in my kitchen. Both looked like stereotypical surfer dudes. Danny wore khaki trousers with a bright yellow t-shirt that had a crazy abstract print on it. Simon wore black baggy shorts with a green t-shirt. His blonde hair fell in unruly waves around his face, and his sunglasses were hooked into the front of the t-shirt. I hadn’t even noticed the sun shining outside, although I did feel the unusual warmth of this early autumn day.

“Ok,” I said with a sigh, “Shall we go and watch TV like normal people?”

They both nodded and headed for the stairs. I grabbed some cans of Coke from my fridge and followed more slowly. Both men took the drinks from me as I entered the living room, and we all moved towards the sofa and chair. 

Before I could sit down, my tiger appeared. It was like a flashback in my head, or as if I was having a vision. One minute I was moving towards my armchair watching Simon as he switched on the TV, and the next I saw Suri emerge from the trees in her enchanted forest. She padded out slowly with her ears upright, her head held high, and her tail swishing. Raising her nose, she delicately scented the air and growled.  

“The alpha is here,” she purred, “We can play.”

“No, Suri,” I gasped, dropping my unopened can onto the floor, “Please, leave me alone.

I gripped the back of my armchair, breathing in and out, trying desperately to ground myself in the way that my witch mentor Crystal had taught me. Suri laughed.  “You still owe me for saving your life,” she said, “And the alpha will be the perfect reparation.”

“Please,” I said out loud, “Don’t do this.”

I was aware of movement around me and felt the heat of the wolves as they stood either side. Danny spoke in a low, urgent voice.

“Jessica,” he said, “Jessica, come back to us.”

Opening my eyes, I turned my head slowly to look at him. My green eyes were burning, and Danny’s expression showed me that I did not look human. My heart sank.

“What is it?” I asked, “What is she doing to me?”

“Your eyes are glowing with power,” Danny said, his Dublin accent sounding strong in his agitation, “She is growing stronger Jessica. You must stop this.”

“I can’t.” I said weakly.

Danny’s arms were by his sides, hands clenched into fists. I knew that he wanted to touch me, to reassure me, but he didn’t dare. He remembered our passion of only days ago, and it frightened him. I frightened the alpha male of the Redcliffe werewolf pack. Inside my head, Suri laughed loudly, and spoke with a growl that echoed through my human lips.

“Of course, we frighten the alpha,” she said scornfully, in my mind, “He is but a wolf. We are far superior. Allow me to demonstrate.”

She sprang forward without warning, heading straight for my body. I cried out, trying to move away from Danny and Simon, but I was too slow. My body convulsed as Suri merged her spirit with mine. I felt it happen, but I was powerless to react. I had no idea what I was dealing with. I was still just a witch in training.    

Opening my eyes, I turned slowly, searching for the alpha male. Danny stood in the doorway, staring at me, his power flaring, swirling around him in a delicious storm of turmoil. Licking my lips, I advanced upon him slowly, stalking my prey. My body felt lithe and supple, and while I still looked and walked like a human, I could feel a tail swishing behind me, and my muscles were that of the snow tiger. She was superimposed around my body, and both wolves could clearly see her.

“Jessica,” Danny said, shaking his head, “Jessica, please don’t do this. Send her away. Fight her.”

I laughed, and my voice sounded deep and throaty, ending in a growl.

“I do not want to send her away,” I said, “I want to embrace her power. She is my tiger. We work together.”

“You don’t mean that,” Danny replied, “Remember who I am.”

“You are the alpha male,” I said, “You are worthy of our attention.”

“Jessica,” Danny said, “I do not want to play with your tiger. I want you,” he paused, staring at me with glowing blue eyes, “Jessica, I want you.” He said again.

I hesitated, mulling over his words. Something stirred within me, a memory of another man who looked identical to the alpha. The other man was not a wolf. He was dead. I didn’t want a dead thing. I wanted heat, power, and life. I moved towards the alpha, my body preparing to pounce. My movements were smooth, agile, and feline. I loved the way I moved, so graceful and delicate, so strong. I pounced.
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“Jessica, no!” Danny yelled as I landed on top of him, straddling his body as he fell to the floor.  

He struggled beneath me, trying to grab my arms and push me away without hurting me. Suri was riding my body now, and she was strong. Her power swirled around the room like a thick fog, full of mystery and danger. Danny’s power seemed to wrap around it instinctively, even as he tried to fight me. I felt his confusion, could see the pain in his eyes. His instinct was to lash out, and his eyes were amber in a face that vaguely resembled the wolf. He kept control of his body and tried again to restrain me from his position beneath my surprisingly strong human body.

“You cannot fight me, wolf,” Suri snarled through my mouth, “I will force you to turn, and take your pack with you.”

I was aware of her actions somewhere in the back of my mind. It was as if I was sharing my body with her. I could feel my movements and the rhythm of my voice even as the tone and pitch deepened with the tiger’s growl. I seemed unable to send her away. I was unwilling to do so. She excited me just as much as the alpha wolf I was straddling, and I enjoyed the fun.

“Jessica,” Danny gasped again, his voice struggling to sound human, “Jessica, please, let me go. You do not want to do this.”

I laughed, lowering my face to his. He smelled of woodland, fresh foliage, running water, and something clean and fresh and alive. I inhaled deeply, closing my eyes as I savoured the sensation. While I did this I held tight to his arms, feeling the strain of hard muscle beneath my fingers, which triggered a tightening in my body. Opening my eyes, I found Danny staring helplessly at me. His struggle faded as he fell into the hypnotic emerald depths of my gaze. His wolf eyes glowed, and he scented my skin as I moved in for a kiss.

“You smell of tiger,” he growled softly, “I have never experienced this before.”

“Enjoy it while you can,” I growled in response, and then I touched my lips to his, softly at first and then harder, passionate, forcing my power into and through his body.  

I writhed on top of him, my nails gouging the skin of his arms, my power flowing straight into the alpha and calling out to his pack. Behind me I heard Simon cry out.

“No!” he shouted, “Jessica, stop this, now!”

Strong arms wrapped around my chest, pulling me away from Danny, and I screamed with frustration, kicking out in anger. Simon was careful not to get in the way of my flailing limbs as he dragged me away from his alpha and managed to push me face first against the wall. Suri snarled and snapped at him, but my human body was simply not powerful enough for what she wanted to do. She howled long and loud, the sound echoing through my lips as Simon pressed his body against me acting as a restraint. I tensed as Suri leaped from my body and back into her enchanted forest, disappearing amongst the trees with a swish of her tail.

Turning my head to the side, I tried to step back but Simon held firm, twisting my arms behind my back so that I cried out in pain. I saw Danny scrambling to his feet in the doorway, watching me with a mixture of fear and excitement in his expression.

“Simon,” I said, “It’s me. Let me go.”

“Jessica,” Simon said, “Are you back?”

“Yes,” I replied, trying once again to move, “Please let me go. You are hurting me.”

Simon leaned his face in next to mine, and I held still while he sniffed me.

“Let her go, Simon,” Danny said wearily, “The tiger has gone.” 

Simon released my arms and stepped back slowly. I moved away from the wall, turning round to face him, flexing my limbs, and shaking myself all over as if trying to throw off the energy that still permeated my body like a whirlwind.

“I am so sorry,” I said softly, looking from Simon to Danny, “I never meant for her to do that.”

Danny grimaced, flexing his arms. There were streaks of blood where my nails had dug in, but the wounds had already healed. I watched as his eyes returned to their usual deep blue, and the tension level in the room dropped as we all withdrew our power. My breathing was ragged, I was almost panting after the exertion, and I bent over as I struggled to regain control. I pulled my magic in around me, closing it as though I were blowing out a collection of candles. It was a trick that Crystal had taught me, and one that I had so far only used during meditation. Now I would need to use it against Suri, to stop her harnessing my power.

When I was able to stand properly, I straightened up to find Danny and Simon staring at me. They stood side by side, their expressions serious, their bodies taut. I felt afraid, but not of them. They were wary of me. They refused to admit any fear, but I felt it. They were anxious about my power and my animal familiar. I swallowed past a lump in my throat and attempted to speak.

“Did I cause any serious trouble?” I asked.

As if on cue, Danny’s phone rang. He pulled it from his pocket and answered.

“Yes,” he said, listening, “I am not surprised. Take them to the lair and I will be there in five minutes. Everything is under control now.”

He ended the call and looked at Simon.

“That was Sally,” he said, “She has some younger wolves in the Ship. They are in a bad state. I will take care of them. You stay with Jessica until Liz phones.”

“Yes, Master.” Simon said, ducking his head.

I blinked in surprise at his formal address. It seemed so out of place in my living room, although perhaps not such a shock after the events that had just unfolded.

“Are they alright, Danny?” I asked tentatively.

Danny turned his head slowly to stare at me. My heart skipped a beat and thudded painfully in my chest. I swallowed again, forcing myself to hold his gaze and not back down.

“They need to hunt,” Danny said gruffly, “The power hit them hard. They lost control and their beasts awoke early. It leaves them in pain and disoriented. They need their master for support and grounding.”

“Oh.” Was all I managed to say in reply.

Danny shook his head.

“I cannot deal with you at present, Jessica,” he said, “We will speak later. I must go.”

He turned and disappeared out of the door. I ran after him, but by the time I reached the top of the stairs he had gone, banging the kitchen door behind him. My breathing was still heavy, and I realised I felt a mixture of guilt and distress at Danny’s sudden departure. Was this Suri or was it me? I had no idea. Searching for Suri, she seemed invisible in the forest. Then slowly she padded out from among the trees, her tail swishing from side to side, her eyes blazing with defiance.

“Jessica,” Simon said from his position in the living room, “Are you alright?”

Suri heard him, and she turned her head. I turned to face Simon, and I could feel the heat of my eyes as the power swirled hot and heavy around me once again. Simon’s expression changed from concern to alarm, his eyes widening. He held out his hands in a submissive gesture as he recognized the tiger in my gaze. I smiled, and I knew it was more of a grimace by the tightness of my lips. I advanced slowly upon the wolf lieutenant.

“I am well,” I said in a silky voice, “But I am hungry.”

Simon backed away, walking behind the sofa, preparing to fend me off as I approached.

“Jessica,” he said, “Jessica, please don’t do this. I am not the alpha. I am not Danny. I cannot give you what you need.”

Shaking my head, I licked my lips, swaying my hips as I moved closer to Simon. He now looked terrified. I had never seen this expression on his face before, but it increased my excitement. We could play with this wolf. He would sate our desire.

“On the contrary,” I said, “You will be a worthy substitute, lieutenant.”

Simon had backed right up against the wall in the corner between the windows of my living room. As my body pressed against his, he grabbed my arms, trying to force me away from him. He fought the urge to hit me, knowing he could never injure his best friend. I saw the turmoil in his face, mixed with fear as the tiger advanced upon him. Something stirred in my mind, a reminder. Simon didn’t want this. He didn’t want me. He didn’t want us. Summoning all my remaining strength, I forced my power against Suri, trying to send her back into the forest.

“Leave me alone, Suri,” I said through gritted teeth, “We are frightening him.”

“I want my payment,” she hissed, “I will take the lieutenant in the absence of his master.”

“No!” I shouted, clutching my head.

I wrenched myself away from Simon, throwing myself to the floor, landing heavily on my knees. The burning sensation of the carpet scraping against the denim of my jeans was enough to jolt me awake. Suri screeched, rebounded back at the force of my magic, and retreated once again into her sanctuary.

“This is not over, Jessica.” She shouted as she ran.

“Jessica?” Simon knelt beside me, tentatively touching my shoulder.

I heaved a huge sigh and nodded, my hair hanging over my face.

“It’s me,” I said, “Properly this time. Suri has gone. I banished her into the forest.”

After a minute I shook my hair back, lifted my head, and looked at Simon. He knelt beside me, holding the same position far longer than I could manage. I hefted myself back into a more comfortable sitting position, stretching my aching legs out in front of me. Then I flopped onto my back until I was lying on the floor. Simon landed beside me, and we both lay silent, stunned, staring at the ceiling. We were exhausted.
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I drifted into a light sleep, breathing in and out deeply to calm my body and disperse the excess energy I had summoned. Later my muscles would ache, and I would need a good soak in the bath with some lavender bubbles, but for now I needed to rest. I was aware of Simon lying beside me, one arm flung across his face, the other resting on his chest, his own breathing deep and steady. I listened to the reassuring thump of his heartbeat and focused on my own as it slowly returned to a normal rhythm. I was roused by the distant sound of a phone ringing, and at the last moment my mind woke up and jolted me awake.

“Liz!” I cried, sitting up, “That’ll be Liz.”

Scrambling to my feet, I dashed out of the room and down the stairs, almost slipping in my haste. Cursing loudly, I grabbed the banister and forced myself to slow down and think about my movements. I was still a little unsteady from the magic episode, and Suri had exhausted me physically. Ignoring the sensations of cramp in my legs, I forced myself to hurry across the kitchen and retrieve my phone from the table. My head was spinning.

“Liz,” I gasped, answering just before the answer phone kicked in, “Liz, I’m here!”

“Jessica?” Liz’s voice was quiet and uncertain.

“Yeah, it’s me,” I said, “Are you alright? How are Amy and Rob?”

Liz hesitated.

“They are fine,” she said in a subdued tone, “I’m not sure about me. Are you home?”

“Yes,” I replied, “Shall I come see you? Do you want to see me?”

My heart was pounding so hard I was sure she heard it. I was aware of Simon standing near the stairs. I hadn’t heard him approach but he must have followed me.

“No,” Liz said, “I will come round to your house. Rob has taken Amy out for a walk, and I need to get out.”

“Ok,” I said, “I’ll wait here for you.”

Liz ended the call with a quiet ‘goodbye.’ My heart was racing. She was never distant with me. Even when we had argued in the past, we always made up very quickly and could never be cold on the phone. It was as if she had put up a barrier between us, and it was my fault. I choked back tears that stung my eyes suddenly, and I hiccupped loudly as my body shuddered with heartache and pain.

“It is alright, Jessica,” Simon said.  

I jumped as he tentatively put his arms around me from behind. After a moment I relaxed into his reassuring embrace and rested my head against his chest. His voice rumbled through me as he spoke.

“Liz will forgive you,” Simon said, “It will take some time. Be honest with her now, and you can repair the damage.”

Closing my eyes, I sighed deeply, and it rippled through my body. All my scars seemed alive, as though they were reminding me of what had happened recently. My neck felt thick and uncomfortable as though I were wearing a collar. That was where a werewolf who tried to tear my throat out a couple of months ago had bitten me. On the opposite side I felt a throbbing sensation where the echoes of vampire bites haunted me. They were more recent scars, although they were healing properly and soon there would be no trace of them. Low down on my stomach I felt the faint sting of werewolf claws. Again, these were healed wounds, but the red scars were still vivid on my white skin.  

I lifted my hands to hold Simon’s arms where they wrapped across my chest, and I drew him as close to me as I could. My best friend had loved and supported me for all the five years I had lived in Redcliffe. He had kept his werewolf heritage a secret for all that time, but I could not be angry with him. If he had tried to tell me the truth, I wouldn’t have believed him, and would probably have suggested he see a psychiatrist. Unfortunately for me, I had to discover Simon’s secret during very stressful and horrific circumstances. It was the only way that would have worked for me.  

I lost track of time as we stood there in my kitchen. Eventually Simon slowly loosened his hold on me and stepped back. He was looking at the door and I followed his gaze.

“Liz is here.” He said quietly.

Moving to look out of the window, I saw my other best friend walking slowly up the garden path. Her face was pale, and her dark eyes were dull. Her short black hair was dishevelled, and she wore grey jogging trousers and a baggy, faded blue t-shirt. It was a shock to see Liz looking anything but vibrant. I knew that she was still struggling with a newborn baby and the shock of becoming a parent, but my heart thudded painfully with the knowledge that I had only exacerbated her stressful situation. She reached the door and opened it cautiously, stiffening when she saw Simon standing near the table.

“Hi, Jessica,” she said, “Hello, Simon.”

Following her gaze, I understood that she knew his secret too.  

“Hi, Liz,” I replied, “Do you want a drink?”

She nodded and stepped into the room, not sure whether to approach the table or not. I could see that she was wary of Simon, and the pain was clear in her face.

Simon cleared his throat and stepped slowly toward the door.

“Hi, Liz,” he said, “I will leave you to talk.”

As he walked towards the door, he hesitated when he passed Liz. She visibly froze when he approached, and he carefully moved past her and out of the door. Just before he left, he turned round, staring at me.

“I will go and help Danny at the lair,” he said, “Phone me if there are any more problems.”

I nodded.

“Ok,” I replied, “See you later.”
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Liz looked pale and anxious. Her shoulders were hunched, her head stooped, and her energy was a vortex of exhaustion and pain. She walked with a slight shuffle, which I knew was partly due to her recovery from childbirth, but it still hit me that I had wounded my best friend so terribly. Liz was always the level-headed, confident person in any situation. She had a quick mind and an even quicker tongue, which sometimes landed us in trouble. The revelations that her best friend was involved with supernatural creatures had clearly upset her very deeply, and my heart lurched with grief and guilt. My mouth was suddenly dry, and I didn’t know what to say. I swallowed nervously, and then mentally shook myself. Liz was my best friend. No matter what happened, we would always survive.

“Um,” I said, coughing to clear my throat, “What do you want to drink?”

Liz sat down carefully at the table.

“Tea will be fine.” she said quietly.

I turned round and busied myself with the kettle, clattering mugs and jars as I prepared our drinks. I reached into a cupboard for some biscuits and handed the packet to Liz. She automatically opened them and started nibbling one. I was relieved to see her sitting at my table doing something normal and routine. My heart hammered in my chest as I tried to decide how best to begin explaining my life of the past few months. Where did I even begin? What would Liz want to know?  

“Jessica,” Liz said. 

I jumped, almost spilling the tea which I realised I had been stirring methodically for at least a minute or two. I turned round to look at my friend, carefully carrying the two mugs and placing them on the table.

“Yes?” I asked.

We stared at each other for a long moment, and finally the tension broke. I saw Liz’s lips twitch as she began to smile, and I instantly responded. We both broke into a fit of nervous giggling, and I sat down on the chair opposite, sipping my tea, and reaching for a biscuit. I wiped my eyes with the back of my hand, and Liz began the conversation.

“Flipping ‘eck, Jessica,” Liz said, blinking away tears and smoothing her hair, “I haven’t been this nervous since my first date with Rob when we moved to Redcliffe!”

“I know!” I replied, “This is ridiculous. I didn’t know what to say to you, or how to act even.”

Liz stopped laughing and looked at me more seriously.

“We will always be friends Jessica,” she said, “You know that.”

The nervous twist in my stomach finally unfurled, and without thinking I scrambled up from my chair and flung my arms around Liz, burying my face in her shoulder. She wrapped her arms tightly around me and our laughter turned to tears of pain and heartache. We held each other tightly for several minutes, neither one of us wanting to break the closeness that had been so sorely missed recently. Eventually I drew away from her and returned to my seat. We both automatically picked up our mugs of tea, cupping them in our hands for comfort as we spoke.

“Liz,” I said, “I am so sorry about everything. I hated keeping all these secrets from you, but I didn’t want you and Amy to get hurt, and neither did Rob.”

Liz blinked a few times and I saw moisture in her eyes again. Her voice was steady as she replied.

“I know, Jessica,” she said, “I understand that you both care about me. But it works both ways. Do you have any idea how devastating it was when I saw you in the intensive care unit after your incident? And now I find out that it wasn’t even a stab wound that caused all that damage to your neck. It was a werewolf.”

She choked on the last word, and I knew how hard it was for her to accept the truth of the formerly human world in which she existed. I nodded.

“Rob told you the truth then,” I said, “Did he tell you everything?”

Liz sipped her tea and fixed her clear brown eyes on me.

“He told me that you were attacked by a werewolf,” she said, “And that he attempted to tear your throat out,” she stopped and swallowed a few times, fighting her emotion, “He said that Jack gave you his vampire blood to save your life.”

“Yes,” I replied, “He did. I didn’t find out until I was at home. I was barely conscious in the wolves’ lair at the time.”

“You were dying.” Liz said quietly, not looking at me.

A cold shiver ran through me, and I fought the rising panic that I had battled so hard to subdue. Silently I repeated to myself, ‘I am safe. Seamus Tully is dead. He cannot hurt me anymore.’ I looked at Liz, formulating the questions in my mind.

“When did Rob tell you all this?” I asked.

“Yesterday,” she replied, “When we got back from my parents’ house. I needed to hear the truth, and I made Rob tell me what he knew.”

“OK,” I said, “What do you know now, and what do you need me to tell you?”

Liz stared at me for a few moments.  

“I know that Jack is a vampire, and that Danny, Simon and Sally are werewolves,” she said slowly, “I know what really happened to you, and I know that the two women who came to our shop were also werewolves. Rob told me that much. Can you tell me exactly what has been happening while I had a baby?”

I smiled at her, and my heart lifted a little. Liz was still able to offer sarcasm, even in such a small amount. We would survive this test. She returned my smile and some of the light returned to her eyes. I realised that she was genuinely interested to hear my story, and she wanted to be a part of it. Her responsibility now was to protect her daughter, her husband, and even her best friend if she could. The least I could do was prepare her properly, although I didn’t know what I was expecting.

“Did Rob tell you anything about me?” I asked.

Liz shook her head.

“He said you had problems,” she laughed, “That was an understatement! He said it was your story to tell, and he wouldn’t say any more than he felt obligated to. God, that man can be so bloody annoying!”

I laughed, and Liz smiled.

“Yeah,” I said, “But you still love him.”

“I do.” she agreed, “Though sometimes I do wonder why.”

I took a deep breath and steeled myself for the story I was about to tell. As I closed my eyes, I saw Suri walking amongst the tall, frozen pine trees in her forest. She was prowling for food and ignored me. That was fine. I did not need her distractions right now. Opening my eyes, I stared at Liz.

“Well,” I began, “It turns out I might not be exactly human myself.”

“I knew it!” she said, “Oh god, Jessica. Please tell me you haven’t been turned into a werewolf or a vampire. I don’t know how all this works.”

I shook my head and smiled.

“No,” I said, “Don’t worry. I was confused as well once they told me what had happened. I thought I was still human until something happened about a month ago.”
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