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“Good morning, Jessica,” my best friend breezed through the back door into my kitchen, smiling cheerfully. Her expression faltered when she saw the man at my side, “Oh, hi... Jack?”

I smiled and stood hastily, hurrying to greet her with a hug. Jack grinned and nodded.

“Morning, Liz,” he replied, draining the contents of his coffee mug, “You are getting better at this, I think.”

She frowned, and I sensed her unease.

“Did you stay here last night, Jessica?” she asked curiously.

“No,” I said, “We got here about half an hour ago. Danny had an early meeting, so Jack decided to come with me for a bit. But he’s off to work now, aren’t you, darling?”

My vampire stared at me with cold blue eyes, and I panicked momentarily when I thought he might retaliate. Liz glanced at him and then hurried into our joint office behind the shop, giving me space to calm the situation. I held Jack’s gaze, willing him to control his temper, and I stepped forward slowly, reaching for his hands.

“Liz is confused, Jack,” I murmured, almost touching his lips with mine, my stomach clenching with anticipation and desire, “Please be nice.”

He allowed me to kiss him, and then he groaned as though he were in pain, wrenching away from me and staggering backwards across the room. 

“I need to feed!” he gasped, his voice ragged. 

“Then go,” I instructed, standing firm, and giving him a wide berth.

The back door flung open with a bang, and in a flash of movement, Jack was gone. 

I stood in silence for a moment, breathing heavily, listening to the sounds of activity from the outside world. There were cars and vehicles driving up and down the street beyond my house, children shouting as they walked to school, people talking, and the general hubbub of a Monday morning. The sounds were louder to my sensitive ears, and I focused on tuning out the unnecessary interruptions. Then I roused myself, picked up the kettle, and proceeded to make two mugs of tea. Closing the back door, I carried the mugs through to our office, where I found Liz sitting behind the desk, staring into space, and looking decidedly unhappy.

“Sorry about that, Liz,” I said quietly, offering her a mug.

She shook her head and blinked rapidly, looking up at me.

“It’s fine,” she said in a falsely cheerful tone, “Honestly. I suppose I should stop walking in like that, now you have... boyfriends.”

My heart lurched only slightly at her words. Enough time had passed, and enough drama had happened, that I finally felt comfortable with my new life. My best friend, on the other hand, was having a completely different experience. This was her first day back at work, and already it was spoiled by me and my unusual lifestyle. I decided that humour would be the best option at this point.

“Hey,” I said with a grin, “At least you can tell them apart now!”

She looked up at me and I tried to smile. Her expression changed, and suddenly she burst out laughing, which set me off.

“Jessica Marie Stone,” she admonished when she could speak again, “Only you could start the week off with a flippin’ vampire in your kitchen.”

Her voice cracked as she uttered those words, and she gulped her tea, grimacing when the hot liquid scalded her throat. 

“Ok,” she said after a moment, “Let’s forget about that. We have work to do.”

I followed her through to our bookshop, inhaling the comforting scent of paper and ink. It always calmed my turbulent mind. Our shop provided an oasis, a calm space where we could retreat from the chaos of our domestic lives. And today, we were back at work together for the first time in six months. Her baby daughter was at home with Liz’s husband. She was returning to work, and I knew that it was hard. I had to try not to make it worse.

“How are you, Liz?” I asked gently after a while, watching my friend as she tidied the books on our sale table in the middle of the room.

She hesitated, not looking up, and I saw moisture in her eyes. Then she took a deep, shuddering breath and met my gaze.

“I’m struggling, Jess,” she admitted, “I really didn’t want to leave Amy this morning. But I did at the same time, can you understand that?”

I smiled and shook my head.

“No,” I replied, “I’m sorry. I suppose it takes a mother to appreciate that feeling. But I know what you mean. You need some time for yourself, to work on your interests. But you want to be there with her because it is your duty.”

“Yes,” Liz exclaimed, nodding vigorously, “That is exactly it. Wow, Jess, how did you get to be so wise?”

I shrugged and shook my head.

“Oh,” I said casually, “You know. A bit of magic, a little time with the wolf pack, a lot of meditating.”

She frowned.

“What do you do with the...werewolves?” she asked uncertainly.

I took a deep breath, chewing my lip as I tried to formulate a reply.

“Do you really want to know, Liz?” I asked.

“No,” she whispered, “I don’t think I do.”

“Then let’s start our work day,” I suggested, “And try to remember what life was like a year ago.”
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What life was like a year ago. Well, back then I was just another average single woman. My best friend found out she was pregnant. We got excited. I got a little bit jealous. And then I met a man and fell in love. Only he wasn’t an average man. He was a vampire, and by the time I found out, we were deeply in love and too close to separate. And that’s when his identical twin werewolf brother decided to make a move. Something about the Mason brothers called up a magic that had lain dormant within me since I lost my parents in a car accident at the age of six. 

“And then you found me,” my ethereal snow tiger purred inside my mind, “And our world was complete once again, Jessica.”

“And let’s not forget me,” my inner self chimed, sending my tiger running to her hidden forest for safety, “We are strong, together.”

The bell jingled above the door, and I roused from my memories, sitting up straighter in my chair, and fixing a professional smile to my face. Liz was still moving around the shop floor, but I knew she was stalling, unsure how to be with me after all that had passed. Our friendship was forever changed, and now we had to learn about each other all over again. She was a mother, and I was a witch. We had experienced so many completely different things during the past year. Did we even have anything in common?

“Good morning!” I greeted our customers as they entered the shop. 

The man and woman smiled politely and wandered over to the bookshelves in our non-fiction section. They avoided eye contact, and I realised with a jolt of surprise that I recognised them. They were werewolves. They were my werewolves. Well, technically Danny’s, but since he made me pack mistress and initiated me into the Redcliffe werewolf pack, I commanded them now. It had been a difficult transition, but the younger wolves accepted me. At least, I hoped so. These two were in their early twenties, and they worked in one of the amusement arcades on the seafront. Danny had brought them into the wolf pack not long after he initiated me. We had lost a few members through territorial battles, and he needed to grow the numbers. I watched them now, nervously trying to ignore their mistress. We were not in the pack now. We were in the human world, and I had to act like a human. I was human. Mostly. 

Liz asked if they needed help with anything and they muttered something I couldn’t distinguish. I remained at my seat behind the counter, watching steadily, and Liz glanced over, sensing my mood. She frowned at me, and I shook my head slowly, gesturing to the pair and mouthing the word “wolves.” Her face paled but she remained stoic, stepping away and returning to her seat next to me. Eventually, the younger wolves found their purchases. I watched as Liz served them, but they nervously avoided my gaze. They hurried out of the shop and down the street. Only when they were out of sight did Liz turn to me, her eyes wide and curious.

“Were they werewolves, Jessica?” she asked.

I nodded.

“From the Redcliffe pack,” I replied, “Yes.”

“They were terrified of you!” she exclaimed.

“I know,” I said quietly.

“Why?” she asked, and then she shivered, her eyes darkening, “Do I really want to know?”

I stared at her for a moment in silence. 

“Probably not,” I said in that same quiet tone of voice, “I am their Mistress in the pack. They obey my command, and Danny’s. That’s all you need to know.”

“Shit,” Liz uttered softly, “My whole world just collapsed.”

“I’m sorry,” I whispered, looking down at my hands, “I never meant for this to happen.”

I was aware of Liz staring at me, but I couldn’t meet her gaze. She didn’t deserve this. I didn’t deserve this. But I had made my choice. I willingly joined the Redcliffe werewolf pack, and I accepted all that came with it. This was just one of those things. 

Moments turned into a minute, and then Liz stood, clapping her hands, and exhaling loudly.

“You know what, Jessica?” she said, “This is ridiculous. I just came back from maternity leave, I am child free for the first time in months, and here we are acting like a pair of idiots. You are still my friend, aren’t you?”

I looked up at her, my eyes wide and hopeful.

“Of course I am,” I said, nodding vigorously, “I love you, Liz. You are like my sister.”

She smiled and touched my shoulder.

“Well then,” she replied, “Let’s have a proper catch up, and pretend to be normal human beings for the day.”

“Good idea,” I agreed.

And so, we began our day afresh. Business picked up later that morning, and both Liz and I began to settle more into our old routine. She spoke to her husband and daughter on the phone, I spoke to Jack when he called me later in the day, and we talked about our lives in general. It felt nice to be back in human company, when I had become so used to living with supernatural creatures. Liz asked a little about my relationship with Jack and Danny, but we skirted around the intricacies. She found it difficult to understand, and I found it difficult to explain. We settled on more neutral topics of conversation: the beginning of tourist season now that the weather was warming up, baby Amy’s development, Liz and Rob getting used to being parents. I managed to retain a mostly human appearance for the day, having learned to ignore my ethereal snow tiger and the voice of my inner self when they tried to interfere. They weren’t interested in boring human life, anyway. They only woke up when I was in the presence of werewolves or vampires, or if they sensed danger. With Liz I could be normal. I could be human. 
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My normal day ended abruptly just before five o’clock. I was in the kitchen making a cup of tea, and Liz was in the shop. I vaguely heard the doorbell chime as a customer entered the shop. Then I gasped in surprise when a cold shiver ran down my spine and a familiar voice drifted through my mind. I almost dropped the bottle of milk, the sensation was so intense and so painful, but in an oddly satisfying way. Damn those vampires! My inner self burst forward in my mind, laughing excitedly as she recognised the telepathic scent of an old friend. My snow tiger snarled angrily and retreated into her ethereal world. With a deep, heaving breath, I picked up mine and Liz’s drinks, and returned to the shop floor, bracing myself for the battle that would ensue.

“Hello, Marcus,” I said coldly as I approached our shop counter.

I placed Liz’s mug in front of her and made eye contact, mouthing the word “vampire.” Her eyes widened, and she almost scrambled out of her seat in fright. I put a hand over hers in a reassuring gesture, and then I turned around to find Marcus Scott almost touching my body. His ice blue eyes watched me with interest, and his full lips turned up in a suggestive smile. My heart sank when I realised that I was turned on by his presence, and he knew it. Crossing my arms, I side stepped and tried to put some distance between us, but he managed to move with me so that I couldn’t escape. 

“What are you doing here?” I demanded, “And where have you been for the past few months?”

His smile widened, and he stepped back a little, pacing in a small circle in front of me. With one hand tucked casually into his suit trousers, he looked every inch the playboy millionaire that he was. Marcus had a business empire to run, but he had people that could run it for him. It left him free to play games with other creatures, and to take his pleasure when he wanted. He had the annoying habit of appearing around me when I was vulnerable, and he had seduced me more than once. It made me angry, and my attraction to him made me angrier still. But I had missed him. I was a mess.

“I came to see you, of course,” Marcus said lightly, “And, your friend, Elizabeth, is it?”

Liz jerked her head up in surprise, her eyes wide, fear emanating from her body. She glanced at me and then I watched her fight very hard to regain her composure. She did a bloody good job of it as well. 

“Yes,” she replied cheerfully, “Hello.”

Marcus glanced at me and then approached the shop counter. He stooped down so that he could fix his eyes on Liz, and I watched in amazement as she fell under his spell. It was only when he moved in for a kiss that I leaped into action.

“Marcus!” I said loudly, “That is enough. Leave her alone.”

He turned his face towards me, his smile widening when he saw my reaction. 

“Is my little witch feeling jealous?” he drawled.

I clenched my fists at my sides, wondering where Jack and Danny were right now. Not that I needed their help, of course. But Marcus always knew how to get under my skin. He had a particular attraction to witches, I had learned, and had managed to seduce my coven priestess at some point in the past. She was not proud of the fact, and she only told me about it when I struggled with his attentions shortly after waking to my powers. 

“Of course not!” I snapped, “Now, what do you want?”

Marcus tilted his head to one side. It made him look young and very appealing, but I knew the truth. He was dangerous. 

“I want to see you, Jessica,” he said, “Perhaps we could catch up over dinner? I believe it is almost closing time.”

I narrowed my eyes and stared at him, almost forgetting about Liz, who still sat behind the counter, watching Marcus as though he were a dangerous animal. And he was, of course. He could be provoked very easily, and he thought nothing of feasting on humans whenever the thirst demanded. Which was most of the time, I had learned. I had to keep him away from Liz. 

The shop door opened, and both Liz and I jumped. 

“Rob!” Liz exclaimed, leaping to her feet, and almost diving across the counter to reach her husband. 

I hurried to hold the door while Rob tugged at the baby’s pram. He looked a little dishevelled, and baby Amy wailed from within her nest of blankets. Liz scooped her up and hurried away from Marcus and me. Rob smiled widely and then faltered when he recognised the vampire. He knew about them, and the werewolves, but he was not involved in their world. Rob was dragged into the supernatural world of Redcliffe town through his work as a university professor. Jack had called on him for professional assistance during a police case several years ago, and Rob had stumbled across the vampires. He promised to keep their secrets if they promised to leave him alone. It mostly worked. And I guessed that he recognised Marcus Scott, judging by the expression on his face. 

“Everything alright, Jessica?” he asked, his voice shaking only slightly.

“Yes,” I replied quickly, “Thanks Rob. Um, perhaps you and Liz should go home? I can lock the shop.”

Rob stared at Marcus, and then returned his attention to me, nodding slowly.

“Alright,” he agreed, “Amy needs her mother. I will take them home.”

Liz watched the exchange from her safe place behind the counter. She stared at me forlornly and I shrugged, feeling terrible for upsetting her like this. Rob gently took the baby and returned her to the pram, kissing his wife tenderly as he did so. Then he sent Liz to retrieve her coat and handbag, rocking the pram to settle the baby while he waited. Marcus watched with interest, but he remained close to me, in the middle of the room. 

“Your daughter is beautiful,” he remarked, nodding at the pram, “What is she now, six months old?”

Rob’s jaw clenched, and he moved imperceptibly closer to the pram, trying to shield it from the vampire’s gaze. 

“Yes,” he replied stiffly, “Thank you. Are you a friend of Jessica’s?”

My heart lurched, and Marcus glanced at me with laughter in his eyes. 

“You could say that,” he said, “She was in my home when she saw the true nature of the Mason brothers.”

Rob nodded.

“Ah,” he said, “I see. You must be Marcus Scott.”

Marcus smiled and nodded.

“I guess that Jessica has spoken about me,” he said.

“No,” Rob replied casually, “Your reputation precedes you. The Mason brothers warned me to keep a distance if you and I should ever speak.”

I held my breath, expecting an outburst, but Marcus laughed softly. The sound did not relax me, however. It promised of something dark and dangerous, and all I could think was that Rob and Liz had to get the baby out of here. It wasn’t safe. Fortunately, Liz reappeared, and I ushered the family out as quickly as I could. She hesitated on the threshold, not wanting to leave me alone with the strange vampire, but I reassured her. I could handle Marcus Scott. I sent my friend home to be with her husband and daughter.
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The shop door had barely closed when Marcus took his chance. I stood at the window, watching Liz and Rob walk down the street with their baby, and I jumped when a cool hand touched my shoulder. Whirling around, I gasped in surprise when his lips brushed against mine. 

“Marcus!” I exclaimed, “What are you doing?”

He smiled innocently, but there was nothing innocent about his body language. He was hungry.

“Reacquainting with a friend,” he replied quietly, “Like you said, I have been away for months.”

I pushed past him and strode across the room, rubbing my arms and trying to gather my scattered thoughts. My body was screaming with desire for him, and my inner self practically clawed her way out of my head to be close to him. Grabbing my hair, I groaned with frustration, forcing her to retreat and give me some space. Marcus stood watching, his eyes glowing with icy power. I shivered. 

“I need to close the shop, Marcus,” I said, trying not to throw myself into his arms, “Will you wait in the kitchen, please?”

“As you wish,” he replied, ducking his head in acknowledgment.  

With a whoosh of air, he was gone, and I breathed a sigh of relief, if only for a few precious moments. I took my time locking the shop and shutting down my computer. Let him wait for me. I didn’t know what to do with him, anyway. Picking up my phone from the desk, I saw that I had no new messages or missed calls. My boyfriends were oddly quiet today as well. So much for their help. Not that I needed it, I reminded myself sharply. I could talk to Marcus. He was supposed to be my friend, after all. 

I sent a text message to Liz, apologising for the weird things that had happened during the day. At least she could talk to Rob about the supernatural creatures. She wasn’t completely alone in all of this. I also texted Jack and Danny to tell them that Marcus was with me. That should get a reaction. Taking a deep breath, I gathered my thoughts and went to face the vampire in my kitchen. 

He wasn’t in my kitchen. I stood in the doorway, puzzled. Surely, he couldn’t have left already. We hadn’t finished speaking, or so I thought. Then I heard a soft whisper in my mind, and his laughter echoed from the living room above. Of course. He was playing with me. Shaking my head, I stomped up the stairs, muttering under my breath. I found him standing in front of my living room window, watching the door. His hands were tucked into his trouser pockets, he had loosened his tie, and his eyes glowed with ice cold power. His silhouette looked magnificent with the darkening sky behind, and I stifled a gasp. 

“Why are you doing this, Marcus?” I whispered. 

“Because you and I have history, Jessica,” he replied quietly, “And now we may add something to our story.”

“And what would that be?” I asked, forcing myself not to move.

He disappeared suddenly, and I squealed in surprise when he kissed me forcefully, slamming my back against the doorframe. My inner self screamed with delight, her deep voice echoing through my lips as I tried to break the kiss. A whirlwind of magical power whipped around me. Marcus staggered backwards in surprise, and then he chuckled, rubbing his lips when he realised I had bitten his skin. I watched him, smiling, not even trying to fight my desire. 

“What is this?” Marcus asked curiously, “No shouting, no argument, no accusations?”

I shrugged lazily, straightening up and stretching my back.

“No,” I replied, “There is no need to fight the inevitable.”

He frowned, and I smiled widely when I saw that I had beaten him at his own game. He relished the fight between us. He loved it when I tried to suppress my desire, when I pushed him away, when I threw myself at him and then accused him of playing dirty. Now that I was willing to succumb to his charms, he didn’t know what to do. 

“That is enough, Marcus,” 

We both jumped to attention as the voice growled from the top of my staircase. 

“Danny,” I said quickly, straightening my clothes and stepping away from Marcus, “When did you get here?”

My alpha strode towards us, glaring at Marcus with wolf eyes. 

“I got your message, Jessica,” Danny said, “And I guessed that you might need some help.”

I laughed, and then stopped suddenly when Danny turned his hot glare on me.

“Jessica needs no help with me, Danny,” Marcus said, sitting down casually on my sofa and stretching his arms out across the seat back.

“I beg to differ,” Danny replied curtly, “And you would do well to remember that she is now pack Mistress, Marcus. She is not your witch.”

It was on the tip of my tongue to argue that I wasn’t anyone’s witch, but then I saw Danny’s expression and thought better of it. He was my alpha wolf now. He was stronger than me, and he was used to the supernatural world. I had to pick my battles. I was learning. Besides, I enjoyed having the wolf and the vampire fight for my affections. Marcus stared at me with those glowing eyes, and I snapped back to attention, uncomfortable beneath his scrutiny.

“Au contraire,” the vampire murmured, “I believe she is willing to share. Am I correct, Jessica?”

I shifted from one foot to the other, lost for words. I couldn’t lie to him, and he knew it. Danny growled again, louder this time, enough to make me jump. My snow tiger emerged from her frozen forest, calling to the wolf, giving him strength. She refused to obey my command to retreat. 

“No, Jessica,” she snarled, “The vampire is trouble. He must leave us. Our alpha is here. He needs our attention.”

Marcus made a sound as though he were inhaling a potion, and I looked at him sharply, awoken from my brief reverie with my animal familiar. 

“Delicious!” the vampire said, licking his lips. I swallowed nervously when I saw his fangs glistening in the faint glow of moonlight that shone through my window. 

“Enough!” Danny growled, “Marcus, you behave, or you leave. Right now.”

“Oh, Danny,” Marcus said, “I am not leaving. I only just returned home from my travels. Don’t you want to hear my stories?”

Danny glared at the vampire, and then he reached for my hand, gripping my fingers almost painfully. 

“Do I need to hear your stories, Marcus?” he asked in a low voice. 

“Yes,” Marcus replied, “You do.”
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I looked from one face to the other, the wolf and the vampire staring each other down. The tension was so thick I could barely breathe, and my head was spinning as I tried to work out how to diffuse the situation. Danny squeezed my fingers so hard that I squealed with pain, yanking my hand away from his and staggering backwards, cradling my throbbing hand against my chest.

“Calm down, Danny,” I complained, “Please. You forget your strength.”

Marcus chuckled, and it was my turn to glare at him.

“The alpha does not forget his strength,” Marcus chimed, “He merely reminds you of it. And me. Do you want a fight, Danny?”

I shook my head slowly, pleading with Danny to keep his cool. The full moon was fast approaching, and it always made his moods unpredictable and erratic. I sent a soothing pulse of magical energy into his mind, asking him to relax, asking our pack wolves to support their master and mistress against the meddling vampire. Simon was alert instantly, and I sensed him at The Ship Inn, hard at work behind the bar. He faltered and almost ran to our aid, but I stopped him with a telepathic message. 

“We are safe, Simon,” I reassured him silently, “Just be available if we need you.”

“Yes, Mistress,” he replied in kind. 

Simon and I were friends before I learned his werewolf secrets. Back then I knew nothing about his double life. I thought he was a pub manager and my friend. Now he was my lieutenant, and he was in a long standing, yet casual, relationship with our alpha wolf. That had been going on for years, apparently. Danny was there when Simon became a werewolf, and he trained the younger man to rule the pack when he took an undercover police job in Scotland for four years. It was on the Mason brothers’ return that I met them, and all hell broke loose. 

“No, Marcus,” Danny said after a long and painful silence, “I do not want a fight. And you do not want to challenge me when we are so close to the full moon.”

Marcus inclined his head, and I saw that his fangs were still fully extended. He wanted my blood. I could not let him feed from me. 

“That may be so, Danny,” Marcus replied in a thoughtful voice, “Perhaps we could sit down together, as friends, and be civil?”

I laughed, and both men looked at me with a frown.

“Be civil?” I stuttered, “Marcus, you just tried to... abuse me, right here in my living room. And I made it clear that we are supposed to be just friends.”

The vampire grinned mischievously.

“I did not abuse you, Jessica,” he said, “I greeted you as I would any friend that I have not seen for a while.”

I laughed again and shook my head. Then I sobered up and decided to play my own game. Marching across to the door, I flicked the light switch, flooding the room with a bright, electric glow. Marcus hissed angrily and almost fell off the sofa as he tried to avoid the glare. Danny ducked his head and took a few moments to adjust to the brightness. I must admit, it even surprised me. I suppose I was growing used to living in the shadows with my supernatural creatures. 

“That’s better,” I said cheerfully, “Now, I need food. Anybody care to join me?”

Marcus stared at me with cold, blue eyes. He had regained his composure and sat once again in the middle of my sofa. Danny moved onto the adjacent armchair, and I perched on the arm, pulling out my phone and tapping the takeaway delivery app. We decided on pizza, and I placed the order, my stomach rumbling loudly at the prospect. I looked across the room at Marcus, my eyebrows raised as I waited for him to speak.

“Do you have any red wine, Jessica?” he asked slowly. 

I nodded and stood. 

“Yes, I do,” I said, “Be right back.”

I left them in my living room while I went in search of wine. I didn’t spend much time in my apartment these days. I had pretty much moved into Jack and Danny’s house, and then there was the wolves’ lair. The underground caves always made me feel claustrophobic, so I didn’t visit very often, but it was my duty as pack mistress to be present when the wolves needed me. I conducted most of my one-to-one counselling sessions above ground, in the main bar of The Ship Inn, and sometimes in the manager’s office on the upper floor. Not that I spent a lot of time with the werewolves. Most of them still mistrusted me, the witch in their midst. The only ones I could call my friends were Simon, and the new pack doctor, Sam Jones. But it was complicated, as was everything else in my life. I felt a bizarre attraction to the man, and Danny knew it. He seemed to take great delight in forcing Sam and me into compromising situations, calling it pack nature, and then he would separate us in a fit of rage. It was exhausting, yet still I went back for more. 

My phone rang while I was rummaging in the kitchen cupboards, and I almost fell back as I struggled to pull it from my trouser pocket. 

“Jack,” I gasped, “Hi.”

“Are you alright, Jessica?” my boyfriend demanded.

“Yes,” I replied, finally retrieving a bottle of wine from the back of the cupboard, “Sorry, I was just getting a bottle from the kitchen.”

“Ok,” Jack said slowly, “Are you at your apartment?”

“Yes,” I said, “With Danny and Marcus. Where are you?”

“I am at home,” Jack replied, “Wondering where you are. I will come to you now.”

I frowned.

“Didn’t you get my message about Marcus being here?” I asked.

“No,” Jack replied, “I would have been with you sooner.”

“I thought so,” I said, grabbing a couple of glasses from the cabinet above, “What have you been doing all day?”

“Field work,” my boyfriend said abruptly. It meant I wasn’t supposed to pry. His police work was strictly covert, and I didn’t want to know what kind of monsters he might be battling.

“Oh,” I said, “Well, I ordered pizza, so we’ll be here when you are ready.”

“Good,” Jack said, “Try and stop them from fighting, will you?”

I laughed.

“Already on it,” I said gruffly, “But you might want to hurry. Marcus says he has stories to tell. He is being his usual annoying self.”

Jack laughed, and a thrill of excitement shuddered down my spine. I loved his throaty chuckle. It drove me wild. 

“See you soon, Jessica,” he said, “I love you.”

“I love you too,” I replied, “Bye.”
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Returning to my living room, I found Danny and Marcus talking quietly, and I breathed a sigh of relief. They were friends, after all, I reminded myself. They were fine when they weren’t battling egos and fighting over me. I sighed heavily, fixing a false smile to my face as I entered the room. 

“Wine for you,” I handed a large glass to Marcus, who accepted it with a wide smile, “And beer for you,” I passed the chilled bottle to Danny, who took it without a glance, his attention still fixed on Marcus.

I moved to sit on a cushion on the floor in front of them, just in front of my TV unit. I could hear a knock at the back door from here if my pizza should arrive soon. Taking a long sip of my wine, I made a satisfied sound as it slid down my throat. This was my comforter, my relief in an alien world. 

“What did I miss?” I said brightly, looking from Danny to Marcus. 

“Not a lot,” the vampire replied, “Will Jack be with us soon?”

My smile faded when I realised that both men had heard my telephone conversation downstairs. 

“Yes,” I said stiffly, “He is coming over now.”

“Good,” Marcus said, “He can hear my stories as well.”

I frowned, gulping more wine.

“Why are you being so mysterious, Marcus?” I asked.

“No reason,” the vampire said, “I just like to take my time when catching up with old friends.”

I stared at him, narrowing my eyes. He seemed genuine, but then I couldn’t believe anything he said. Marcus always had an ulterior motive. And right now, my only concern was his bloodlust. He stared at me with wide, innocent eyes, making himself look as human as possible.

“Don’t worry, Jess,” Danny said, “He promises to behave. And I will not let him harm my mate.”

As I looked at the werewolf, my body seemed to move of its own accord. Without speaking, I stood slowly and sauntered across to him. In a moment, I was sitting on his knee, leaning in for a kiss, feeling his fingers entwine with my hair. The world melted away and it was just us, Danny and me, the wolf, and the witch. I was vaguely aware of Marcus watching us, but I didn’t care. He didn’t matter. My mate was here, holding me close, and I was safe. 

A loud knock on the door downstairs brought me straight back down to earth. Almost spilling my wine, I jerked to attention and scrambled away from Danny, shaking my head, and hurrying from the room. 

Opening the back door, I smiled warmly at the delivery man who stood there with a stack of boxes.

“Thank you!” I beamed and took the food.

He nodded and turned to leave, then seemed to stumble on the garden path. I jumped when Jack’s face appeared before me, looming white in the darkness. He watched the delivery man leave, and then he stepped into my kitchen, closing the door firmly behind him. His expression was serious, concerned, and he gripped my chin, lifting my face as he inspected me. 

“What happened?” he demanded.

“Nothing,” I protested, “Just, you know, wolf and vampire stuff. I need to eat, Jack. Come upstairs, please.”

He followed me up to the living room, and I took great delight in watching Marcus react to the smell of greasy food when I opened the pizza boxes. Danny had a large meat feast to himself, and I had chosen a vegetarian pizza, with fries on the side. It was delicious, and I plonked myself down on my cushion on the floor while I ate. I was always hungry these days, what with all the magic and crazy activity going on. Jack sat close to me, and I knew he did it so that he could watch the rival vampire and his brother while we talked. He put himself between us purposely, and I was glad of the distraction. He was my rock. 

“Well, Marcus,” I said after several moments of silence while Danny and I ate, “Will you tell us these stories of yours now, please? The suspense is killing me.”

Marcus smiled darkly at me, curling his lip so I saw fangs. The smell of food was very unpleasant for him, and I knew it. Jack was better at disguising his revulsion, although he sat still and silent beside me. He wouldn’t touch me until I finished eating. Danny swallowed the last of his pizza and reached for a carton of chips. I smiled as I passed it to him. He had a healthy appetite. 

“I went travelling,” Marcus began, and I made a rude sound.

“So what?” I replied, “We don’t need to know about your holidays.”

Danny chuckled and Jack glanced at me with an amused smile. I braced myself for an attack, but Marcus never moved. 

“It wasn’t supposed to be a holiday,” the vampire said, “But I needed some time away from you, Jessica. And from you, Jack, and Danny.”

He looked at each of us in turn and I suddenly felt like a naughty schoolgirl, squirming beneath his scrutiny. His lips twitched as if he wanted to smile, but he remained serious. 

“Your magic is potent, Jessica,” Marcus went on, “And I found myself addicted, I admit. It was time for a break. I went for a routine business meeting in Ireland, and then I took extended leave from work and found myself in Scotland. Glasgow, to be exact.”

Jack and Danny both snapped to attention at this news, and my heart leaped into my throat. Glasgow was the place where the Mason brothers had worked undercover for four years before they met me. They joined a rogue werewolf pack ruled by Seamus Tulley, who subsequently came to Redcliffe seeking revenge when they brought down his illegal business empire. He was the one who brought all the secrets out, on the night when he tried to kill me. My throat constricted, and my hand instinctively touched the faded scars on my neck. 

“And what did you find in Glasgow?” Jack asked in a low voice.

“Not a lot,” Marcus replied, “At first. But there was something calling to me, something mysterious, so I went hunting.”
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