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CHAPTER 1
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“Seven, corner pocket.” Kevin called his shot with a point of his pool cue and landed it with one swift motion. He couldn't help but smile as he stood up straight, shaking the hand of his most recently defeated opponent. The guy took it in stride, however, and motioned for the waitress to bring Kevin another beer.

As he waited for the spoils of victory, he leaned on the edge of the pool table and folded his arms while listening to Trevor chat up the already inebriated crowd, preparing for the countdown to midnight.

“Come on, everybody, grab a drink and someone to kiss! It's about that time!” the grinning vampire called from the stage. Most of the crowd didn't see what Kevin knew, however. They only saw a lanky, good-looking singer, full of typical swagger and charm.

The crowd cheered and a redheaded waitress materialized next to Kevin with his drink, giving him a look and a smile that lasted a beat too long. He returned it shyly as he took the bottle and turned back to the stage, both embarrassed and intrigued at the same time. Girls didn't usually come onto him, and it always threw him when one did. The primal part of his brain reminded him of exactly how long it had been since he had that sort of company, and he swatted the thought away. Then again, maybe I should try to talk to her later...

“Here it is, folks! Count it down with me,” Trevor was encouraging from behind the microphone. “Five... four... three... two... one... Happy New Year!” The crowd roared again, and the band kicked right into its next song, with Trevor managing to catch Kevin's eye and give a little salute before belting out the first lines. He raised his bottle in response and then tilted it back to drain nearly a third of it. It’s hot as hellfire in this place... too many damn people.

A couple of guys walked up to start a new game, so he removed himself from the edge of the pool table, relocating to a stool on the end of the line of tables separating the games from the rest of the bar. Unfortunately, this put him in close quarters with a rowdy group of guys that all looked as if they were gunning for a fight. Their loud conversation was centered around their apparent dislike of the band, and of Trevor in particular. None of them could possibly be over twenty-two, maybe twenty-five, and one of them looked like he might have even faked his I.D. to get in. They were young, drunk, and dumb, and it all gave Kevin a sinking feeling.

It only took a minute of listening before he knew he was obliged to say something before this situation got completely out of hand. Swiveling on his perch, he threw up a quick and silent prayer that he did not get his ass beaten in the process of trying to keep the peace.

“You want somethin', shorty?” the mouthy, baby-faced one closest to him spat out. The odor of tequila rolled toward Kevin along with the words, and from the snarl of the speaker's lips, he knew he was on thin ice already. Four pairs of hard eyes looked back at him.

“I couldn't help but overhear y'all's discussion regardin' the band,” Kevin answered coolly, taking a swig of beer. Sam Adams, give me strength. “And... well... It's just friendly advice, but I don't think you really want to be steppin' up to the plate like that during the next break. You might be bitin' off more than you can chew.”

The werewolf's eyes flashed briefly gold, and he started to lunge for Kevin, only to be held back in his seat by a firm hand. Cowed, the young one turned to what was obviously an outranking packmate, snarling under his breath.

“You just gonna let him talk to us like that?”

The now apparent leader of the group let go of the overgrown pup's shoulder and leaned back in his chair, folding his arms to stare at Kevin.

“You obviously know what plate you've stepped up to,” he said, his voice cold. “So why should we listen to you? The way I see it, he's just one scrawny nightcrawler, and we'd be doing the world a favor if we got rid of him.”

“Man, I ain't tryin' to start any trouble,” Kevin sighed, leaning forward with his elbows on his knees in an attempt to keep their conversation semi-private, not that any of it would make sense to the drunks staggering around them anyway. “But I know how it works with you dudes. Trev doesn't look like much, but if you've never fought one before, they're a hell of a lot stronger than they look. And you probably can't tell with all the damn people in here, but he ain't the only bloodsucker on that stage. See the drummer back there? Jase weighs in at about 250 at least, and I can tell ya', he's been in a really bad fuckin' mood all night. It wouldn't take much to make him start rippin' arms off.”

The surprise on the faces of the underlings was obvious, but the leader remained cool and unruffled.

“Look, dude, you don't wanna do this,” Kevin chuckled nervously. “Come on: what's the best outcome here? Y'all hang out 'til they take a break, wait on 'em, try to get 'em outside... Then there's a fight, y'all get your backs all up, and even if the whole thing works out with y'all on top, there's like, two hundred people in this place! Somebody's gonna see you, dudes. You think all y’all are gonna get to fightin’ and you’re gonna be able to beat both of ‘em without one of y’all flipping the hairy switch? You can't fuzz out and not be noticed on a night like this. And you think your people are gonna appreciate it when you four land it all on the mornin' news? Or worse, the fucking internet? 'Cause you know somebody's gonna catch the whole deal on their phone. I know the rules, man, and the first one is stay outta sight.”

“You know an awful lot,” he finally growled, leaning forward. “Maybe it'd be better if we just took you outside. Sounds like you're nothin' but one of those blood slaves... a ghoul to handle their shit in the daylight.”

“Aw, man, they don't do that shit anymore!” Kevin scoffed, unable to hide his disgust. “I ain't nobody's nothin'! I'm just a dude that knows a lot about how things work where most people can't see. But I will tell you this: I ain't the guy that you wanna make disappear.”

He took another nervous swallow of beer and hoped they couldn't tell how much he was bluffing. Trevor and Jason were good guys, but they weren't nearly the sort of backup he would have if he were at home. The pair stared at each other, and the rest of the table was completely silent and still for the first time since Kevin had started speaking. After the longest five seconds he could remember, the leader's mouth opened again.

“Let's go,” he announced, looking around the table. The other three followed without question, giving a few pointed glances back at Kevin as he saluted them with his nearly empty bottle. He was glad to be sitting, because the rush of adrenaline during that conversation had left him more than a little bit shaky.  The waitress suddenly popped up again beside him, nearly startling him out of his skin.

“I'm glad to see them gone,” she sighed, gathering beer bottles and shot glasses off the now vacant table. “I don't know what was going on over here, but I saw some of it from across the room, so thank you for whatever you said to make them leave. They were assholes.”

“Oh shit, did they stiff you? I'll cover whatever they didn't...” He realized that the pack hadn't stopped to pay a tab and he didn't want her to have to eat what was probably a large bill.

“No, they paid as they went. We aren't running tabs unless you want to give a credit card to the bartender to hold. It's just too risky on a night like this. Not big tippers, but they're out of my hair, so that's enough.” She looked right at him again, and he couldn't help but notice her bright green eyes this time. Really kind of cute. “You need another beer?”

“Me? Ya' know, I think I'd better switch to Coke for now. I've gotta be upright when we shut this thing down. Won't be much help to the band if I can't load the equipment,” he chuckled, handing her the empty bottle.

“Be right back,” she smiled, disappearing into the thick crowd again.

Kevin rubbed his temples and checked his watch. 12:15. The band would break again soon, and then there'd be one more set before closing time. Maybe he was getting too old for this to feel fun anymore, or maybe he just wasn't cut out for a crowd this size. Too many beers had his protective layer nearly peeled off, and his head was starting to really hurt. Before he could ponder it too much, the redhead was back, a soft drink in one hand and a basket of food in the other.

“One Coke,” she announced, setting it all on the table, “and I brought you some fries, too. It's all on the house; I think you saved us from a lot of trouble by getting those guys out of here.”

“Aw, thanks, man,” he grinned, popping a fry in his mouth. Yes, food would help.

“My name's Katie,” she offered. “And I get cut in about a half hour, so if you'd like some company for the rest of the night, I could come back and hang out... if you want.”

“Kevin,” he hastily answered, reaching to shake her hand, chastising himself internally for not doing an introduction sooner. “Since I'm gonna be stuck 'til closin' time, I think that would be super cool. And thanks for all this; I really appreciate it.”

“No problem,” she smiled and headed back to the other nearby tables. Before he had managed to get through half of the basket of fries, the band wrapped up their second set, and Trevor meandered over to plop onto an adjacent stool.

“So, how'd we sound?” he asked as always, accepting with brief thanks a beer offered by a fan that walked by.

“Good,” Kevin answered around a mouthful. He decided against telling Trevor about the pack unless he had happened to see the exchange. Last thing he needed was anybody else getting pissed off. “Say, what's up with Jase? He's looked like he could spit nails all night.”

“Crazy ex-girlfriend brought her new boy toy in to see the show tonight, and she made a big deal of parading him in front of Jason during the first set,” Trevor explained, stealing a fry out of the basket.

“Not cool, man, not cool at all,” Kevin shook his head with a frown. “We gotta help him pick better women.”

“He just about always picks the crazy ones,” Trevor shrugged, tilting his bottle back. “He has some loony idea that true love is still out there. I keep telling him that it doesn't work that way for us. Have some fun and move on. Hey, I'm gonna hit the john before we start back up.”

“See ya',” Kevin waved him away and was left to finish his fries and Coke in relative peace. Well, as much peace as was possible in a crowded bar at nearly 1:00 a.m. on New Year's Eve. He watched the drunken revelry around him with detachment. People were already pairing up and drifting out, leaning on each other for support, some making out all the way to the door. Was Jase right? Was true love still out there, or was a little fun all there was to be had? He washed down a mouthful of fries and let out a sigh into the din. He knew he probably wasn't ready for a full-on relationship yet, but shit... he was so fucking tired of feeling alone.

Katie walked by with a tray full of beers and gave him a wink, raising his spirits by a notch, and he couldn’t help but smile back. Would it be wrong to let that go wherever she wanted it to, just for a night or two? Was the band-aid worth the temporary relief if he was just going to rip it off later? The music kicked back in, and he put the heavy stuff aside in his brain for the moment. Maybe he should slip outside and call home.

He polished off his fries and Coke and threaded his way through the crowd to the front door, checking the sidewalk and parking lot for looming, half-drunk werewolves before edging his way far enough from the door to make a call where he could actually hear. Several people stood around in groups talking, so at least he wasn't alone if those guys did decide to come back. Lillian answered on the second ring, and just the sound of her voice took some of the edge off for him.

“Kevin!” she squealed. “Happy New Year!”

“Hey girl,” he smiled. “Happy New Year to you, too. Y'all havin' a throw down up there?”

“Not really,” she snorted. “I mean, we did go out. Sasha and Paul had a little party. Tara and Stefan are in New York, so they're not here to hang out. You know, it's weird to go to a party in a house that you used to live in.”

“Wasn't all that weird at Halloween,” he countered. The yearly tradition had continued last year at the big house on Madison, even though the trio didn't live there anymore.

“I think it wasn't weird because we loaned them most of our Halloween decorations for the house, plus, Tara and I went over there nearly every night the week before, helping them get ready and plan,” she explained. “This time it was a catered cocktail party, and everyone was dressed up... I don't know... Anyway, we scooted out right after the ball dropped. Most people were leaving. OH! I almost forgot! There's big news!”

“What? Girl, spill it!”

“Sasha is pregnant!” Lillian practically yelled into his ear.

“Wow! That's awesome!” Kevin felt his own smile break wide across his face. Someone in their circle was really going to be a parent. That was simultaneously incredible and freaky. “You okay with that?”

“Yeah, I think I'll be fine with it,” she answered, a small sigh escaping her. He knew that she had always wanted kids of her own, but life definitely had other plans. “Paul is already on me about helping at night once the baby comes. She still doesn't know about us, though.”

“You mean after a year, she's still buying that sun-sensitivity excuse?” he laughed. “And what's T's reason?”

“She works nights,” she laughed back. “I know it sounds stupid to us, but Sash is soooooo naïve and sweet... I think she'd believe anything we tell her. I guess it will all come out in the open eventually, but I'd like to get a little more time under our belt. That way we can be like, 'Oh, it happened two years ago, and see, it doesn't really make a difference.' You know?”

“However y'all wanna handle it, man,” he shrugged. “Lettin' that kinda secret loose ain't my place.”

“When are you coming home?” she suddenly asked, jumping to the inevitable and always asked question.

“Lil! I was just there last week at Christmas!” he protested. Their annual Christmas Day brunch had been turned into a late dinner at Gabriel and Lillian’s house for the sake of the vampires, and they had also spent Christmas Eve at the farm with Lillian's parents, eating and opening gifts.

“I know,” she whined, “but I don't like it when you're not here.” He had been in Atlanta nearly a year but had never managed to feel quite settled. His friends didn't seem to want to accept the move as permanent, either.

“I've been doin' a little roadie work for a friend's band, and they've got a bunch of weekend gigs lined up that are gonna keep me tied for a while,” he explained, “but I am plannin' to come up on Easter weekend. I promised Mama B and Pops I'd go to church with them.”

“Guess you're the last man standing to do that,” she observed.

“I'm gonna try and take a couple of extra days and try and get up there on Thursday night and maybe stay 'til Monday,” he admitted. “Haven't asked off, though, so I'll have to wait and see. Don't make any big plans yet.”

“Easter is all the way in April,” she pouted. He could imagine her with her lip out and it cracked him up. She was very used to getting her way with him.

“You'll be alright, girl,” he assured her with a chuckle.

“Ooookaaay,” she sighed. “Oh, Gabriel says to tell you hi.”

“Give G my best, and hug each other for me, 'kay? I'd better get back inside and get ready to break down the band. Hopefully we'll be outta here soon.” He had turned to face the bar and could see Katie through the window, looking around for him where he had been sitting. She had her folded apron in one hand and was running the other through her hair.

“Love you, Kev,” Lillian said, her voice warming again.

“Love you, too, Lil,” he answered, and with that, the call to the family was over. Might as well go back in and see what kind of comfort he could manage to find a little closer to where he was.
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Lillian set the phone on the counter with a frown. Something wasn't right.

“What?” Gabriel asked, crossing the living room to meet her where she stood at the edge of the kitchen. “I know you'd rather him be closer to home, and you see him as a brother, but he needs to make his own life, Lillian... have his own adventures, make his own mistakes.” She remained silent as he continued. “He's a big boy; he can handle it. He will come home when he can.”

“Something's wrong in his voice,” she answered, mostly ignoring the advice of her well-meaning husband. “I could see it in his eyes at Christmas, too.”

Gabriel studied her for a moment, obviously carefully weighing his words. “What do you think it is?” he finally asked, moving past her to pull a glass from one cabinet and a bottle from another.

“I don't know,” she sighed, turning to hoist herself up to sit on the countertop while he leaned opposite her and sipped his bourbon. “He says he likes it down there, and I know he's made friends, but there's something... I don't know... melancholy in his voice. Whatever it is, I don't like it. It's not him.”

“Kevin has been through a great deal since he went to Atlanta last year,” he reminded her. “I'm not sure you can properly grasp the kind of internal transformation he has most likely undergone, and he may just be dealing with that.”

“Oh, and you can?” she snapped without meaning to. His eyebrow shot up. “I'm sorry,” she sighed, rubbing her face. “I don't mean to get all bitchy about it. I just miss his cheerfulness. I miss the old Kevin.”

“The 'old Kevin' was in denial about what he was, and was coping in a very poor manner,” Gabriel pointed out, downing the rest of his drink. “How often do you think you and Tara were around him when he was actually completely sober?”

“Probably not very often,” she admitted, feeling guilty. She stared out into the quiet nighttime street through their kitchen window. “He’s told me not to, but I still feel guilty that I never knew about his empath thing before he nearly fell completely apart. I’m surprised that living with us didn’t kill him.”

“Well, from what I understand from him, it wasn’t that much of an issue until the last couple of years,” Gabriel pointed out, pulling her off the counter and slowly toward the bedroom. “I think it only started feeling like a burden recently.”

“Maybe you’re right,” she sighed. “Wait, what are you doing? Are we going to bed? It’s not even two yet!”

“I thought we should finish ringing in the new year properly....” He purred, nuzzling her neck as he steered her down the hall. “We didn’t exactly get to do that last year, so I think we have a lot to make up for.”

Lillian rolled her eyes but grinned. She knew that neither of them wanted to dwell on the disaster of last New Year’s Eve, and she was more than happy to let him distract her from the worry over Kevin. It had been a long road, but she was very grateful to start a fresh year with him in a better place.

“Do you think our life is boring now?” she blurted out as they made it to the bedroom and Gabriel finally located the zipper in the side of her dress. He paused mid-unzip to straighten up and look at her strangely.

“Why would you ask that, darling?” His expression was thoroughly confused. 

“I don’t know...” she hedged, fearful of his reaction once she pointed out what she considered to be blindingly obvious. “I mean... we had this sort of whirlwind dating thing, and then there was all that bullshit with Richard, and then the cancer, and the wedding, and then my Change going kind of sideways... And now we just do normal, regular people stuff, like go to the movies, and concerts, and dinner parties, and work on our art, and live in a normal house with just the two of us. Aren’t you going to get tired of this sort of domestic crap?” She sat down on the edge of the bed, and he knelt in front of her, reaching for her hands with an unexpectedly content smile on his face.

“Lillian, my beautiful wife...” he sighed. “From the moment you showed up at the door of my apartment in that blue satin dress, all I’ve wanted is for the world to go away and leave us alone to live a quiet little life together. There are a lot of things I enjoy in this world, but my top four favorite things are to fuck, paint, drink bourbon, and be wherever it is that you are. How could I possibly grow bored of a life in which I literally have the time and space to do all four of those things, every day, as much as I want?” He gave her his patented grin and she felt herself blush. 

“Yeah, but you’re nearly two hundred years old! Don’t you want to go do... I don’t know... important vampire stuff?” She threw her hands in the air, frustrated that she couldn’t properly articulate her worry.

“The real secret is that there isn’t any ‘important vampire stuff’,” he stage-whispered at her, and she giggled slightly. “But there is something else that I’m sure you haven’t thought of: Our lives won’t look this way forever. Things here will change. Eventually, we will leave this place, take up a new adventure in a different town or country, and completely reinvent ourselves if we like. We are here now because people we care about are here, but immortality is a very long situation, darling. When and if we get bored, if a little travel doesn’t shake it off, then we pack up and move on. Simple as that. That is the real ‘vampire stuff’. We are nothing but perpetually young vagabonds.”

Lillian just stared at him for a moment, struck silent by his words. “So... you’re sure you aren’t going to get aggravated because I want to stay here for now with my friends and my parents?” she finally asked. She didn’t want to dwell on the fact that one day her family and many of her friends would be gone.

“I would be more upset at this point if you wanted to leave,” he confessed. “I haven’t had many close friends or any family in a very, very long time, and I’ll admit, I’m really enjoying how it feels.” He stood back up and pulled her to her feet, resuming his work on her zipper. “So, how about we stop over-analyzing things and just enjoy the fact that our lives have slowed down a little. Concentrate on my four things, if it makes you feel better. Or come up with your own.”

“Okay,” she agreed, trying to put her focus back on the gorgeous man that was in the process of undressing her. Gabriel was right, and she knew it. With a smile, he slid her straps off her shoulders and began to kiss down her neck as her dress slipped to the floor with a small sigh of satin.
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A soft knock at the door brought Poppy's head off her pillow. She wiped her eyes and sat up, not really wanting to answer at all.

“Come in,” she called, unable to hide a sniffle. The door opened and there stood her mother, lips in a tight and worried line.

“The first ball's about to drop, honey,” she said, obviously not giving voice to her real concerns. “You want to come out and share a glass of champagne with me? I have a small bottle I bought just for tonight. I didn't expect anyone to be home since your daddy is on the boat, but it's plenty for me to share with you. I've got dark chocolate covered strawberries, too.”

“Sure,” Poppy sighed, wiping her cheeks. Might as well stop. She could cry for the next month, and it wouldn't make a damn bit of difference.

She followed her mother out into the living room, where some typical New Year's Eve countdown show was on the television. Lynn disappeared into the kitchen, leaving her daughter to stare at the screen alone, watching Times Square in New York as it was crammed full of people, with confetti flying like snow and random up-close shots of kissing couples. Poppy let out a ragged sigh and looked away. Not what she wanted to see. In a moment her mother returned, setting two flutes of bubbly on the coffee table, along with a small plate of chocolate covered strawberries.

“Seems awfully fancy for someone that had intended to spend New Year's Eve alone,” Poppy blurted out, her tone more sarcastic than she had intended.

“I wanted to treat myself,” Lynn shrugged. “And I've always told you that you have to take care of yourself first, or you'll be no good to anyone else. Speaking of which, are you going to tell me what happened in Miami? You've done nothing but mope and cry since we picked you up from the airport.”

Her tone was mildly scolding, and Poppy felt herself flush with anger. The last thing she wanted to do right now was admit to her mother how stupid she had been. She grabbed one of the strawberries and stuck it in her mouth, just to avoid saying something she shouldn't. As always, her mother read her like a book and tried a different tactic.

“Let me see how that foot is healing,” she instructed gently, and Poppy reluctantly let her take her left foot into her lap. The starburst tattoo that crossed it was almost two weeks old now, and had finally shed its top layer, leaving the ink perfect and bright. “I like the way it turned out.”

“Yeah, me too,” Poppy agreed, but her voice shook. That ink came with a price, one her heart hadn't been prepared to pay, and she wondered how long it would be before she could look at her left foot and not be upset by it.

“Poppy, honey, please tell me what's wrong...” her mother began but was interrupted by Ryan Seacrest's countdown and the giant dropping crystal ball.

“This is it, Mom,” Poppy butted in, jumping at the chance to derail the interrogation once again. The pair dutifully took up their glasses and clinked at the appropriate time, even though the true turn of the calendar didn't happen for another hour for them in the Central time zone. A few sips later, the look in her mother's eyes told Poppy that nothing had been derailed after all.

“Fine,” she sighed, setting the glass back on the table. “Here's the short version: there was a guy I met in Miami. We spent several afternoons together, and I really liked him, but two days before I left, I accidentally discovered that he was involved with someone else. I got really hurt by the whole thing, and I'm just not over it yet. It was stupid to get in so deep with someone I didn't know, I know that, but I... I... I just couldn't help it, Mom! It was wild... and intense... and different...” Her words faded off into tears, and her mother took her head into her lap, stroking her hair as she cried.

“Oh, baby,” her mother cooed. “Sometimes our hearts are determined to run in a direction that we know is wrong, and there's nothing we can do to stop it.”

It didn't help matters that he started blowing up her phone once she refused to see him again. Since Poppy had been home, she'd kept her phone turned off during the hours that she knew he was awake and most likely to try and call or text, just because she didn't want to break down and answer. The reality was that she did really want to talk to him, but no, it was just too humiliating.

She hadn't been down there to fall in love or infatuation or whatever, anyway. She had been there to spend a week shadowing one of the stylists from a magazine run by her friend Rennie’s mother. Claudette had been generous enough to set the whole thing up, plus let Poppy stay with her for the week. But then again, Claudette had turned out to be part of the problem.

She had already missed enough over this whole mess: she was supposed to be in Nashville with her brother and some friends tonight, partying downtown. Instead, she was on the couch with her mom in the middle of nowhere, feeling like a complete idiot. Whatever. None of it matters now. In two days, she would be back in Chicago, back to her part time job at the cafe, back to her classes and her friends. Wiping her eyes one last time, she sat up to finish her strawberries and champagne. Might as well not let it go to waste. This guy wouldn't be a thought in her head in a few weeks. She was sure of it.
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CHAPTER 2

[image: ]


“Here you are, my dear.” Stefan crossed the suite's living room with a glass of champagne in hand as his wife gazed out over the city. She cut a striking figure in her emerald floor-length sheath, with her ears, neck, and wrists all adorned with recently gifted diamonds.

“Thank you,” she murmured as she took a small sip. “It really is beautiful from up here. I can't believe you brought me back to the same place... and the same room...” 

“I could not imagine a better place to ring in the New Year,” he smiled, slipping his arm around her waist. They were currently staying in the same corner suite which he felt had solidified their relationship just a year prior. “And considering we were going to be in town anyway, it seemed the logical choice. Did you enjoy the party?” The National Council’s New Year's Eve ball was one of the few large-scale vampire gatherings that he ever attended, and this one was the first one he had been to in at least a decade. 

“I did,” she smiled. That is all too rare these days, he thought idly. “It was a little unusual to be in a room with that many vampires, but it was sort of nice in a way. The cocktails were a definite bonus.”

“Bernard seems very impressed with your work so far on the mental health project,” Stefan pointed out proudly. “The farther this goes, I speculate you will be called to present in front of the National Council at least once, if not conduct meetings and such here. I've been considering getting an apartment in the city for us, what with all the time we seem to spend here. What do you think?” Their offices were in New York City rather than the human government's center of operations in Washington, because it made more sense to conduct vampire business in a city that quite literally never slept.

Tara was obviously thrown, and that was a reaction he had not expected. “Well, um, I guess that would be okay,” she answered, taking a pointed sip of her champagne to avoid saying more. She looked out over the city again, and the subtle stiffening of her back told him that there was something rumbling not far beneath the surface.

“What is it?” he asked, trying to keep the impatience out of his voice. She remained silent, refusing to look at him. “Is it so terribly troubling that I might want to create a second home with you? I simply thought it might be more convenient than having to haul luggage with us every time we need to be in town, either on business or for pleasure.”

“Are you sure you're not trying to find a way to separate us?” she asked, turning back to him with dark and accusatory eyes, but a bottom lip that trembled like a frightened child.

“Where on earth would you have gotten that idea?” he asked, aghast at the thought.

“Come on, Stefan,” she laughed bitterly, downing the rest of her flute of champagne in one unceremonious gulp. “We both know it's been less than stellar between us lately.”

He calmly took the empty glass out of her hand and sat it, along with his own, on the nearby window ledge. There wasn't much to say in the face of that. She was right: things had taken a sharp turn just before Christmas, and despite his efforts to charm her, nothing seemed to make the way smooth again. Instead of talking, he wrapped his arms around her, bringing his face close to hers.

“Stop this,” he insisted softly. “Stop over-thinking.”

“But how can I...” she began to protest, but he smothered her words with his mouth, kissing her fiercely until her brain yielded to the connection their bodies still held.

Hours later, it was his turn to stand brooding at the window of the living room as Tara slept in the bedroom down the hall. He licked a bit of blood off his lip and stretched his neck from side to side. Too much tension... or maybe it is just age. The evening's passage marked his entrance into yet another year of existence, bringing him ever closer to the three-century mark. He rubbed his temples and let out an unintentional sigh, downing the last of the blood in his glass. The sun was almost all the way up and was starting to hurt his eyes, despite the dark tint of the windows.

“You should come back to bed,” a sleepy voice called from the hallway. He turned around to find her leaning naked on the door frame, the faint sunlight illuminating her skin in a way he had rarely seen.

“You certainly know how to make a tempting offer,” he smiled, trying to ignore the faint throb of his head. As he crossed the room to meet her, she reached out her hand, deftly untying his robe as soon as he was within arms' reach.

“You need to sleep,” she said, pressing her skin to his as she wrapped the fabric around them both.

“It would seem that what you're doing would be convincing me to do the exact opposite of sleep,” he pointed out, running his hands over the top curve of her hips.

“Maybe I keep thinking that if I ever manage to wear you out, you'll rest,” she said with a sigh, pulling away from him. “You used to sleep just fine.” She started down the hall toward the bedroom, leaving him wondering how the moment had just turned sour.

“Do you actually think my insomnia is your fault?” he finally blurted out, catching up to her. There was nothing that seemed to happen these days that she did not find a way to take personally.

“Why not?” she threw over her shoulder, the bitterness palpable. “Nothing has changed in your life other than the permanent insertion of me into it. You're probably just tired of me being there all the time!”

“Tara, really,” he admonished. “I am nearly three hundred goddamned years old! This is what happens as we age. Go call Bernard and ask him how he is sleeping! I would almost guarantee he will be awake. He is two centuries older than I am, you know. This... this has nothing to do with you. It is just very unfortunate timing.”

“Whatever, Stefan,” she sighed again, using that irritating word so many people of this period favored. “Unlike you, I actually need some sleep. Goodnight.”

Without another angry syllable, she settled herself on the far edge of the king-sized bed, ensconcing herself in sheets and blankets, and for once, he simply didn't have the strength to fight with her. He stretched out on his own side and stared up into the darkened ceiling alone, praying that someone might grant him the mercy of a little rest, and hopefully settle her temper before the next evening.

********
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“We've arrived, ma'am.”

The chauffeur’s words woke Tara from her doze. They were under the protective cover of the rear parking area, and before she could get herself fully awake, he had the door open for her.

“Thank you,” she mumbled, pulling herself toward the house. Not since her Change had she even attempted to be awake at this time of day, and it was like walking through molasses. For a brief moment she wondered how she would make it up the stairs to the bedroom.

“Miss Tara?” The driver's words cut through her haze once again. “Do you need some help?” Walker had his hands full of her luggage but looked torn about whether he might need to drop them and support her before she hit the ground. From seemingly nowhere, Ronald had materialized and was suddenly at her side.

“I have her,” he quietly assured the young man. “You see to the bags.” He turned his attention to his mistress, draping her arm over his shoulders. Tara couldn't help but think that he certainly felt much stronger than his small frame would indicate. “Alright, Miss; let’s get you upstairs.” With his assistance, they made their way up to the master suite and he gently deposited her on the bed.

Ronald studied her in the dim, pursing his lips for a moment. “Do you need a glass before you sleep, Miss?” he finally asked, forgoing anything else that he wished to say.

“No, Ronald, I'm good, thanks,” she mumbled, curling up on her side. The butler nodded and backed out of the room, but once the door was closed, the emptiness and silence hit her like a wave. She was alone, and nothing she could do would stop the tears.

When she had awoken in New York the previous evening, Stefan had an entire itinerary already planned: a realtor to meet and three different ridiculously expensive apartments to view. He had proceeded with the whole plan as if her concerns from the night before had never been voiced, he wouldn't hear anything she had to say on the matter, and by the time they reached the third apartment, they weren't even speaking.

Once they had returned to the hotel, she couldn't stand the thought of staying there one more minute. So, after the predictable argument, she had packed her suitcases, and much to her husband's dismay, left him there. Without thinking of the actual consequences of being a vampire and charging into a public airport at midnight with no flight reservation and no real plan, she hailed a cab and headed to LaGuardia. Lucky enough to get a flight to Nashville that landed just before the sun would rise, she called ahead, and Walker was there to meet her as soon as the plane landed. They had made it onto the road before the first rays caught them, and the car pulled into the garage by mid-morning. But being as young as she was, Tara typically went to bed every night long before the sun made its re-appearance, and she had never tried to be up and around in the early daylight hours. It felt nearly impossible. 

Surely, Stefan had spoken to someone on the staff by now. He probably called the house after she left the hotel room, and she would bet that Ronald had called him back to report that she’d made it home. The look on Ronald’s face as he had helped her to bed spoke volumes. Of course, the entire household had heard them fighting for the past month or more. This whole situation felt like a spiral she had been sucked into, with no method of escape.

She still couldn’t believe that he hadn’t followed her out of the hotel or showed up at the airport. She suspected that his pride got in the way of that. And, he was probably calling her bluff, not believing that she would actually get on a plane. But she had done it, and in all honesty, she did it partly just to prove that she could.

There was a part of her that feared Stefan’s reaction when he finally arrived home. Would he throw her out? She doubted it, but she did expect him to be very angry. But what was done was done, and it could not be undone. And if any of it could be undone, this whole mess would be a lot easier to fix.

******
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Tara had woken alone, albeit slightly later than usual, and had gone through her routine robotically. Ronald had been pleasant but more quiet than he typically was, and none of the other staff seemed to want to look her in the eye. They’re all afraid of what’s going to happen this time, she reasoned.

She showered and dressed and went into her office to pick up where she had left off, trying to outline the pilot program of the new mental health objective. Bernard wanted to test the whole thing out in New York City. It was a logical idea: a large population of vampires lived there, and therefore they would have a good cross section of clients, hopefully. But despite her efforts, she couldn’t concentrate. She just kept watching the clock, waiting for the time when he would arrive home.

It was around eleven when she heard his voice across the hall, addressing Margaret as he came into the office. Her nerves instantly went haywire, and she was struck at her reaction. Having anxiety without a heartbeat to pound in one’s ears was very, very strange. She braced herself for the oncoming storm, and within a few minutes he appeared around the edge of her partially open door, his face unexpectedly the picture of calm and control.

“I thought you might want to see which apartment I settled on,” he said, laying a folder on her desk, but she couldn’t help but take note of the crisp edge to his voice. It was the same tone he usually reserved for business dealings. “I chose the third one. Despite the fact that we did not actually discuss it, that was the one you seemed the most interested in, and I favored the location, especially the view from the living room. I have made an offer, and hopefully it will all be settled in a couple of weeks. Once the purchase is complete, we can return to the city and meet with an interior designer to discuss any renovations or changes you might wish to make.”

Tara stared at him blankly. She didn’t know what to say. She should probably just be thankful that he didn’t blow into the room like a raging hurricane, but then again, that wasn’t really his style. His style was the dismissal, the mask, the complete ignoring of the problem in the first place.... and before she knew it, she was sniping at him yet again.

“So that’s it? You just walk in here and inform me that you bought an entire goddamn apartment in New York City, regardless of the fact that I didn’t want to? And are you not even going to address the fact that I left in the middle of last night and came home alone??” The incredulity dripped off her tongue, but all he did was stand there, a mild look of annoyance settling on his face.

“Tara,” he began with a sigh, “You and I both know that an apartment of that size in the most metropolitan city in America is a good investment at the very least, and when you engage your rational thought processes rather than your emotions, you will see its value in our lives. And as far as anything else is concerned, I refuse to stand here and waste my time discussing teenage level theatrics. Now, is there anything else?” His expression was now one of impatience, and she wanted to slap it right off his face.

“No.” One word was all she could manage through gritted teeth. He gave her a slight nod, and left the office, shutting the door behind him. All she could do after that was put her head down on the desk and cry.

*******************************
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“So how does that sound?” Randall set the papers down on the desk and looked at Kevin expectantly.

“Could you go over that one more time?” Kevin asked in disbelief.

“What do you find so hard to believe?” he asked.

“I think I just want to hear it all again. You know, just in case I was dreamin' for a second,” Kevin answered, trying to inject a bit of levity.

“Alright, I'll humor you,” Randall chuckled slightly and picked the evaluation forms back up. “We are offering a 25% increase in your hourly pay right now, with another 25% increase at the time of your one-year anniversary with the organization, provided that you continue to assist us with patients and perform additional duties outside of your original job description.”

“The money sounds good, man, but I gotta say, those parameters are a little loose for my taste,” Kevin admitted, finally recovering from the shock of the initial offer enough to think about what was being presented.

“Well, first of all, you should feel honored: we don't usually offer raises at all at the nine-month evaluation,” Randall pointed out. “And honestly, I've never presented anyone with this level of increase. Usually we start out at 5-10% at the one-year mark.”

“Usually, you don't ask the mail guy to diagnose patients in the cafeteria either, do you man?” Kevin volleyed back. He wasn't trying to be difficult, but he wasn't going to let these people chain him to a job that might make his brain explode, either.

“Kevin...” Randall sighed, taking off his glasses to rub his face tiredly, “we aren't trying to chain you to anything.”

“Stop readin' my mind, man, that's just rude,” Kevin frowned.

“Sorry, force of habit,” the supervisor apologized. “Let's just step back and look at this from a broader view: We hired you to deliver supplies and the mail and run errands and help keep any extraneous people away from the building. You've done that very well, and everyone that has come in contact with you seems to have nothing but kind words to say. But you have a talent... a gift. Like mine, it is a very tricky gift to manage at times, but it is one we don't see very often. You are more than the 'mail guy' and you know it. That disaster you prevented last week in the cafeteria proves it.”

Only a week prior, Kevin had sat down to a slice of pizza only to discover that a skinny teenager at the end of the table was about to have a meltdown. Kevin felt it and intervened, talking to the boy and finally convincing him to tell the truth to his counselor. Turns out, he had been unable to cope with the fact his family had disowned him in light of his new-found 'gift' and had been planning to set the building on fire.

“And I know that's not the only time you've gone out of your way to help,” Randall continued. “In making my rounds and gathering information for this performance review, I discovered that you have a particular knack of knowing just when to offer a kind word or a suggestion to someone.”

“I read people without thinkin' about it. Just body language and stuff... I can tell when somebody is hurtin'. Most of the time I don't even use my thing, especially since I learned to keep my guard up,” he shrugged. “I wanted to go into psych, but I knew it would kill me. I picked business and minored in sociology instead, but I never knew what to do with it.”

“I know you do this very naturally,” Randal agreed. “And I know that most of this building just sees you as the delivery guy. That’s fine with me and with my superiors, because you’re more useful to us if you fly under the radar. We need someone on the ground, so to speak, someone with eyes and ears and a mind open in places like the cafeteria, and the offices, and the hallways. Someone that will let us know when something isn't right or someone is in danger, especially when that person may be too afraid or too caught up in something to tell a counselor or a doctor.”

“I don't mind being that person for you, Randall, but I gotta say, I'm kinda scared about what it's gonna do to me after a while. I can't just walk around with the windows down all the time,” Kevin pointed out.

“I agree, that would be a bad idea,” Randall assured him. “I would recommend keeping yourself guarded, but just do what you're doing now, continue to use your skill at reading body language, posture, expression.... These things will tell you who needs further examination. We don't expect you to become a counselor for the entire building. Just help us identify those that are in trouble and let us know what we, as an organization, can do to help our test subjects more effectively. If we need your assistance with a particular subject, we may ask you to approach them and take a real reading, but that would most likely be all.”

Can I do that? Can I be the unofficial eyes and ears of the department? Does that constitute spying? Kevin mulled it all over in his head as he looked around the office. Sweet Louise, this place is ugly. Beige walls, crappy sage carpet with some hotel hallway-esque diamond pattern, and a shitty pressboard desk and filing cabinet set that looked like it came from Wal-Mart. Secret branches of the government must not have a big budget for decor.

Finally, he decided that they weren't asking him to do anything that he wasn't doing already, or that he wouldn't do out of instinct. They were just going to pay him for it. That wasn't so bad, was it?

“Sure man, I'll do it,” he agreed. It made him feel a little weird, but he guessed it was because this was the first time anyone had wanted to put his so-called gift to work.

“Good!” Randall said with visible relief. “Let's get this eval paperwork all signed, and I'll get it over to HR so your pay increase will start immediately.” He pushed the stack of papers over, and Kevin picked up a pen, anxious to get it done as well.

In another five minutes, he was out in the hallway, headed back to the mailroom for his afternoon run. Phil met him halfway, a cup of coffee in hand.

"So, how'd it go?" he asked, a slightly anxious look on his face.

"Dude, you know how it went," Kevin laughed. "You've probably already seen the paperwork."

"No, really, man, I haven't," Phil disagreed. "Randall said he was reviewing you today, and all he would tell me was that he was 'very impressed' with you and then he thanked me for bringing you into the organization. I was hoping they'd offer you something good, but I wondered, since you aren't at your one-year point yet."

"They offered me something, alright," Kevin muttered, trying to keep his voice low enough that curious ears didn't hear. "A decent increase and a promise of more if I agree to stay on as their underground man. They want me scopin' the halls and the caf, keepin' my ear to the ground and lookin' for signs of trouble. Said I might get asked to help with special patients once in a while, but other than that, I'd just be more like an informant."

"And you said...?" Phil asked, eyebrows raised in surprise. Apparently, he really didn't know any of that was coming.

"I said yeah and signed the damn papers!" Kevin laughed. “I mean, who wouldn't?”

“Wasn’t sure you’d want to commit to all of that,” Phil pointed out. He still looked worried.

“I don’t,” Kevin admitted. “Not sure about it at all, but what I settled on is the fact that even if I stay here as just the delivery guy, I’m gonna naturally be keeping my eye out anyway. Guess there’s nothing wrong with makin’ it official. Nobody says I’ve gotta do it for the rest of my life.”

“Well, alright, man,” Phil shrugged, finally looking as if he believed him. “I guess you’re in this with me for real now!”
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Unlocking the door to her apartment in Chicago was perhaps the best moment of Poppy's entire winter break; the moment it was officially over. She had barely managed to set her rolling suitcase down when a squeal erupted from the kitchen and Rennie came running.  

“Oh, I'm SO glad you're back!” She scooped Poppy up and twirled her around, positively giddy at the sight of her returned roommate. “It has sucked being here without you, and nobody else is back in town yet. I've been completely bored!”

“We've got nearly another week until classes start, Rennie,” Poppy laughed. “I didn't think you were coming back until the last minute.”

“Carlos and his entire family were going to Puerto Rico for a week to see his grandma, and Claudette 'had plans', natch, so, I figured if I was going to be alone, I'd rather do it in my own space. I just didn't know that I'd be so bad at being by myself,” Rennie sighed, taking the backpack out of Poppy's hands and following her to the bedroom. Her resentment toward her mother was palpable and obvious in the frequent use of her name rather than her maternal title. “So, are you feeling any better yet? You were still pretty puny when you left Miami.”

The question instantly made Poppy feel guilty. She had never lied to Rennie before, not in the three years they had known each other, but to keep from causing a scene while in Miami, she had fabricated a mild stomach bug to account for her sudden antisocial behavior and desire to do nothing more than stay in bed. Mechanically, she had finished her week of job-shadowing, passing off the lingering gloom as still not feeling well. She plopped the large suitcase onto the floor and herself on the bed before turning to face Rennie with a sigh.

“Ren, there's something I need to tell you,” she started, causing her friend to sink next to her on the comforter with a worried look. “I didn't have the stomach bug.”

“Did something I cooked make you sick? I'm not always the best with that fresh seafood...” Rennie began, and Poppy waved her concern away.

“No, it wasn't you, your cooking, or anything you did. Um.... remember those three afternoons at the beginning of the week when you were with Carlos and I told you I was shopping and exploring the neighborhood?” she asked, hesitantly.

“Yeah...” Rennie answered slowly. “Why do I suddenly have the feeling that wasn't what you were doing?”

“Well, remember that guy that gave me my foot tattoo?” she asked, wincing at the memory of him. She didn't want to own up to any of this, but she couldn't hide from her best friend.

“Yeah, and I remember you mentioned him when you saw that picture of him on the side of Mom's fridge... Oh no, Pop... that's why you looked like you had just been shot!”

Poppy swallowed hard. “His name is Dash. We exchanged numbers after he did my foot, and he called me after he got off work. We talked for a long time that night, and he asked to see me again. I knew you'd be tied up with Carlos, so... yeah... I started hanging out with him in between when I left the magazine and when he went into the tattoo shop.”

“And by hanging out, you mean...” Rennie pressed, wide-eyed.

Poppy just hung her head, unable to even answer. After three afternoons of she and Dash being wrapped up in each other, she had made a horrifying discovery: there was a picture on the side of the refrigerator of Claudette and some girlfriends at a local nightclub, and there was Dash with his arm around her friend's mother. When Poppy carefully asked Claudette about the picture, she had gone on and on about the fantastic young bartender who “lit her world on fire” and went on to say they had been seeing each other periodically ever since the night of that photo.

The feeling of lead in her stomach that had hit her at that moment would never be erased from her memory. Rennie had caught the look on her face, and all Poppy could manage to spit out was “He's the guy that gave me my foot tattoo,” and then she made some excuse about not feeling well, retreated to the guest bedroom, and silently cried herself to sleep.

Rennie had known something was up, but Poppy wasn't going to admit to anyone that she had been foolish enough to let her heart get in deep with a guy she had known for four days. Rennie had a boyfriend at home and tended to spend most of her free time on breaks with him, and Claudette worked late most nights at the magazine, so neither of them knew or cared what Poppy had been doing with her early evenings. But now they were back in Chicago, and she couldn't hide things any longer.

“Oh, good grief, Poppy, I'm so, so sorry! Why didn't you tell me while we were there?” Rennie asked, pulling her in for a hug.

“Because your mother had gone to a lot of trouble to set up that job shadow for me, and I didn't need to mess that up over some guy I'd only known for a few days.” Poppy fought off the tears as best she could, pulling away to wipe at her eyes. “The whole thing was stupid anyway. I mean, what do I really even know about him? It was just crazy. I shouldn't have let myself act like that in the first place.”

“Well, you don't have to worry; he's just the newest toy for Claudette. She'll move on to something else within a month, I'm pretty sure. She's just in a bad-boy phase right now and his tattoos and stuff seem exciting,” Rennie assured her. “Now come on; let’s go decide what we're going to order for dinner.” She pulled Poppy to her feet and the pair headed for the drawer of takeout menus in the kitchen.
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“Are you nervous?” Lillian asked as Gabriel tried to choose between two different sweaters. “I mean, I don't think I've ever seen you worry so much about what you were going to wear.”

“I need to make a good first impression,” he said, finally settling on a cream-colored fisherman's sweater.

“Put it over a button up,” she suggested. “It's rugged, but still professional-ish.” Her smirk made him roll his eyes. “Oh, and don't forget your glasses.” She handed him the pair of tortoise shell glasses she had bought for him, to 'help him look scholarly and mature'. They held no prescription in the glass, but he humored her and had agreed to wear them anyway.

“Lillian, this isn't a fashion show,” he began, pulling out a striped shirt to wear underneath it, but she cut him off.

“Now don't let any of those college girls get too close to you,” she warned, coming over to do his buttons up for him. “You make it very clear that you're married, and your wife is a jealous psychopath.”

“You're not a psychopath,” he chuckled, “but you can't eat every student that develops a crush on the cool new drawing teacher, either.”

“Who said you're going to be cool?” she snarked, and he reached to grab her, eliciting a squeal and a wiggle. His kiss made the squirming stop very quickly. “I really am nervous about this,” she admitted, backing up so he could put on the sweater. “I never thought about one of us going off to work a regular job.”

“Even vampires have to go to work, sweetheart,” he said, arranging his collar. “But I know what I have at home, and you know my eyes are only for you.”

“Alright,” she finally agreed with a slight pout. “Just no private tutoring, okay?”

“I promise,” he agreed, kissing her on top of the head. “Now I'd better go, or I'll be late.”

She walked him to the door, handing him his messenger bag, now stocked with teaching essentials.  “Here's your snack.” She forced a smile as she handed him a large travel mug full of blood with a lid.

“Thank you,” he answered, kissing her fully. “I'll be home in a few hours. Don't worry.” Lillian stood in the doorway and waved until he had pulled out onto the street, finally relenting to go back inside.

It was his first night teaching as a part-time art instructor at the local community college. He would teach two classes a week, both at night, and not have to keep any office hours outside of that. Marie had alerted him to the opening, and he jumped at the chance. He had never taught anyone anything before, but it sounded easy enough. And even though he was by no means bored with their routine and quiet life, he figured that something to break it up would do both him and Lillian a bit of good. A little resume tampering and some fake references provided by friendly Council associates was all it took to get him the position.

The classes were currently held downtown for the local school of art and design, which was a division of their local community college. It was a second level drawing class, and he figured with as much experience as he had, he ought to be able to handle whatever they threw at him. He had been honing his syllabus and course requirements for the past two weeks, and finally felt that he was ready.

As he turned toward that part of town, he felt a strange bit of nostalgia for his old apartment near the riverfront. Surely, he didn't miss the bachelor life... no, that wasn't it. But he had to admit, that apartment had been a perfect space for a single artist. Shaking off the troubling thoughts, he parked and got out, heading in to greet his students.

After he had unpacked his own materials and placed a syllabus at each workstation, he settled on the edge of the desk to peruse the roster, making sure he wasn't going to butcher anyone's name. The students began to filter in, and he watched them over the top of his superfluous glasses as they sized him up as well. Mostly young, recent high school graduates to early twenties... It was an eclectic group that reminded him very much of his first meeting with Lillian's friends. There were a few older students, however; two that looked about thirty-ish, and one lone woman that appeared to be at least fifty. His advanced hearing allowed him to hear the whispers, and he could already tell that the pair of young ladies on the right side of the room were going to prove a challenge. That would have to be quickly squelched. His nose also told him there might be a larger issue than that duo, but for the time being, even that would have to be set aside.

Once everyone appeared to be in place, he moved to close the door and the chatter quieted. The nerves wiggled through his stomach, and he internally chided himself: why in the world was he anxious in front of fifteen measly humans? Not much of a public speaker, he thought ruefully, never have been.

“Good evening,” he smiled, doing his best to start out cheerfully. Perhaps they were as nervous as he was; after all, he was a brand-new teacher. “Welcome to Drawing II. I'm Mr. McGonaghall. Yes, just like the Harry Potter professor.” The expected chuckle rippled through the room and took some of the tension out of the air. “You can call me by my full name, or Mr. M, or perhaps we can negotiate some other title, if it's complimentary. To begin, however, let's go through the roster and make sure everyone is here.”

He called their names one by one and made small notes beside each as they raised their hands, hoping to help himself remember their names. He avoided eye contact with the giggling pair of young women, realizing that Lillian may have known more about this situation than he did. After all, she had attended university at this age. Perhaps he had underestimated the psyche of nineteen-year-old girls.

“I'll do my best to learn all your names, but you might need to give me a little while. Now let's take a look at the syllabus.” Everyone dutifully picked up their copies and Gabriel began going through the course requirements, grading, project schedule, and supply lists. The whole process took only about twenty minutes, and no one made a peep.

“Are there any questions?” he asked as he closed his copy of the packet. As expected, the blonde to his right eagerly raised her hand, and without another option, he nodded at her.

“Can you tell us about yourself?” she bubbled, a look already in her eyes that he did not like. “I mean, you're the brand-new teacher and all, and nobody here knows anything about you yet. You know, stuff like where you're from, how old you are, what you do when you're not teaching...” Her words hung in the air with all the intended innuendo awkwardly there with them.

“Well,” he began, intentionally shifting his attention to the rest of the room. “I'm originally from Scotland, as you can probably tell, but I've been in the States for quite some time. My age is not up for polite discussion, but I guarantee it's more than you think.” That earned him light laughter, especially from the older members of the class. “Outside of this class, I am a working artist here in LowerTown. I live nearby with my wife, who is an accomplished potter. We show mainly at Nightshade and at The Speckled Mushroom, but we do a fair amount of online business as well. I've been part of the Paducah art scene for about three years, and I am very grateful to be in a community that supports art so well. Now... does anyone have any questions that might relate to the course?”

He glanced back at the blonde and she was already pouting, having had the wind taken out of her overly aggressive sails, but he had bigger fish to fry than worrying about some little tart looking for an easy A. It was hard to suppress his smirk as he looked around the room for more questions. Thankfully, there was one toward the back.

“When we get to figure drawing, will we, like, have nude models here in class?” a mousey looking young man in baggy clothes asked. Gabriel couldn't tell if the kid was intrigued by the idea or terrified of it.

“We will have models, yes,” he confirmed, “but I doubt we will do completely nude figures. Especially considering that the female model will most likely be my wife.” He grinned at the kid to show no harm was done by the question, and the student ducked his head sheepishly. “Is there anything else?” Once again, he was met with silent faces. “Well, consider yourself released for the evening, then. I'll see you on Wednesday. Please have all your required supplies, have your first sketch assignment completed, and be prepared to work. We will make full use of the studio time from now on.”

The students rose to make their way out and Gabriel glanced at his roster again. “Mr. Turner? May I see you for a moment please?” As the class drifted out, Gabriel was left with one solitary student that seemed very reluctant to approach his new instructor.

“Stephen Turner?” Gabriel clarified, looking up at the young man. He was average height, slightly wiry, and had the same eyes as his brother, but his hair was blonde rather than brown. There was no reason to think this kid was as much of a jerk, though. At least not yet.

“Yeah, that's me,” he answered, shifting uncomfortably from one foot to the other, all while keeping a good ten-foot distance from Gabriel.

“I'm sure you already know why I asked you to stay behind,” Gabriel began, trying to keep his tone cordial and non-threatening. “Are we going to have a problem? If you're uncomfortable, I can help you reschedule with a different instructor.”

“I don't have another place to take this class and I need it this semester,” the kid sighed, sounding defeated. “If you can stand me being in here, I really need to stay.”

“Unlike what you may have heard, it's not an across-the-board prejudice,” Gabriel countered. “Natural aversion, perhaps, but some of us are known to be friends of a sort. I know your brother, actually.”

“Matt?” Stephen's face perked up considerably. It was obvious that the younger brother held him in a place of hero worship. “Y'all are friends?”

“We are... friendly,” Gabriel acquiesced, even though the word alone was quite a stretch. “We have a close mutual friend, and we occasionally play poker together. Regardless, I thought you and I should clear the air from the start. You're a student, and that takes precedence over anything else. I don't want you to think that other things might cause me to unfairly evaluate your work. Do we understand each other?”

“Yeah,” he nodded, obviously relieved, but still afraid to look Gabriel in the eye. “Thanks.”

“Just do your work,” Gabriel warned, “or else I'll have to rat you out to your brother.”

Stephen gave an embarrassed smile and slipped out of the room, leaving Gabriel to gather his things. It was barely an hour into what would normally be a three-hour class, but he was happy to be back home early. Lillian would be bouncing off the walls waiting to hear about his first night and his students. Within a half hour he was home again, and she met him practically at the door.

“Tell me all about it,” she begged excitedly, dragging him to the couch.

“We didn't do anything tonight other than go through the syllabus,” he said, taking the glass of bourbon she had poured for him. Coming home from work to a woman is such a weird feeling; nice, but strange. Very domestic.  “I answered some questions about my background, mentioned you... by the way, would you be interested in doing some figure modeling for me later in the course? Clothed, of course. At least mostly.”

“I guess so,” she answered, brushing the request aside. “Come on, there had to be something interesting. Weirdos? Trashy girls? Something?” she pressed. He didn't want to tell her about the blonde. The last thing he needed was Lillian freaking out on him.

“It was a standard mix of artistic types. Oh, well, there's one strange thing: there's a wolf in my class.” He took a long sip of his drink while the sentence sank in. Her face was priceless.

“You have a werewolf in your drawing class?!?” she repeated, eyes wide. “Are they even artistic?”

“Lillian, be nice,” he reprimanded. “They have all sorts of talents, just like we do. It's Matt's younger brother, anyway. Kid's name is Stephen, and he seems alright. We had a little talk after everyone else left. Had to get that sorted from the beginning.”

“Well, okay,” she said, unconvinced. “I hope you guys can stand it.”

“I'm a lot better at it than you are,” he countered. “I'm more used to being around
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