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                      by G. L. Parry

It was a stormy evening well past midnight when the front doorbell chimed unexpectedly.  Clinton Ravenscroft was a light sleeper, and came awake with a jerk.    
     The phone was off, and he blinked irritably.  “Who could it be at this time of night?  They know we’re not on call.”   

     Gabriel, his Supertiger partner, sprawled belly-up beside him.  At his master’s words his eyes snapped open, nictitating membranes sliding back to reveal glowing irises blue as an alpine lake.  

     “Let me deal with it, Clinton,” he growled, upside-down.  “Maybe some children are out playing pranks.  If they are I’ll give them one to remember for the rest of their lives, mark my words.”

     With a sudden flex of his spine he bounced upright, twisted in mid-air and landed lightly on all fours before Ravenscroft had any inkling he was going to move.  The bed creaked in protest, but remained intact.  

     Being a 180-kilogram white tiger with muscles like an Olympic weight-lifter’s lent substance to the threat.  Ravenscroft pitied any unsuspecting youngsters who might be giggling in the front yard when he sprang forth with fangs bared, snarling like a Japanese death-god.

     Pulling on his dressing gown, he followed Gabriel into the living room.  It was a good night to be indoors.  As usual for late Aquarius, the Martian monsoon was in full swing.  As the door snapped open it admitted a blast of moisture-laden air into the house.  Gabriel charged out, and skidded to a halt in the shelter of the portico.  Disappointed, he looked around.  There was nothing suspicious in view, not even a damp footprint left behind on the concrete.  As if triggered by his arrival, lightning flickered through the low overcast.  The garden and the courtyard beyond were briefly revealed through curtains of rain before blackness descended.  Moments later a cacophony boomed above the deluge.  

     Both of them welcomed thunderstorms, and the more the better.  Heavy hail was best, because it lasted longer.  Covered by the din Gabriel could give full voice to his feelings as he climaxed, roaring with mouth agape in a savage rictus which under other circumstances might have been terrifying but was only one of the many bedroom games they played to spice up their love life.       

     With a shrug of his shoulders at the false-alarm, he turned to come back inside.  Before either could do more than blink a golden-furred body hurtled past and a leopard skidded to a halt on the carpet, dripping-wet and covered in mud and leaves.  Harsh from exertion, the stranger’s voice was barely recognizable as female.  

     “Close the door!” she cried. 

     Ravenscroft slapped the control, and sounds of tempest faded as the door slid shut.  Gabriel found himself taken completely by surprise.  He was in no position to protect his master, who quickly realised that if attack was the plan he would probably already be dead.  

     Their dishevelled visitor stood panting, tongue lolling from her mouth.  Anxious to redeem himself Gabriel crouched behind her, poised to spring at a moment’s notice.  Clearly exhausted, she was in no condition for a fight.  She looked around the room as if astonished to find herself safe, and collapsed on the spot without uttering another word.  

     Gabriel edged close and sniffed her cautiously.     

     Ravenscroft wished he had his gun.  “Careful.  She might be faking it.”

     “No, Clinton.  I think she’s unconscious.”

     “Is she injured?”

     “I don’t think so.  I’d be able to smell it if she were bleeding.”

     “Well, I’m too tired to do anything about it now.”  It felt callous, but his sense of self-preservation overcame his instinct as a policeman to stick his nose in where it might just get bitten off.  “As long as she’s not dying, she can stay there.” 

     They switched off the lights and retreated behind locked doors to let her recover in peace.  

