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WITH AUTUMN FINALLY SETTING IN, Hadrian was able to make it in to the office just after 

six-thirty the next night. The summer was difficult in that respect, and sometimes he ending up 

staying at the office all day just so that he would not have to wait until nearly nine to arrive the 

next night. His former Second in Command, Garran, had often poked fun at that tendency.  

Striding through the halls of the Venaygo building, Hadrian felt his eyes drawn to Garran's 

office. Two months had passed since his friend's death. Two months since he stepped foot in the 

room. 

He was halfway down the hall before he realized where his legs were taking him. Instead of 

his office on the floor above, he was headed straight to the room that currently housed his new 

human liability. Stopping short by ten feet, Hadrian glared at the door. His actions the night 

before had been completely out of control. During the day, he examined his conscience 

repeatedly, trying to ascertain what he should have done differently.  

The pain had been substantial. Should he have stayed away from her? Let her die? Feeling her 

pain so acutely alarmed him. How could he know what her death might do to him? What if she 

took him with her?  

Continuing to glare at the door, Hadrian acknowledged that bringing her to stay in Genocide 

probably wasn't his best idea. He could have taken her to his home. He trusted Errin to keep 

quiet, but he worried about others finding out. Sarai would have to know, of course. She spent 

nearly as much time at the office as he did. The truth was, he didn't know or trust the human 

enough to have her in his home.  

The click of sharply heeled boots echoed on the floor in the main entryway. Turning away from 

the door, Hadrian backtracked to the main room. As he came around the wide staircase, he caught 

sight of Sarai Westcott, owner of the clicking boots, and his assistant. At just over five and a half 

feet tall, Sarai presented a very businesslike manner in her smart skirt suit and straight blond bob. 

She had just arrived at her desk off to one side of the main room, and was sitting down to power 

up her computer. 

"Oh, Hadrian, I have those materials you asked for yesterday." Her crystal clear voice seemed 

to bounce off the dome overhead and echo through the room. Opening a drawer on the right side 

of the desk, her manicured nails removed a manila folder labeled 'Pennington'.  

Hadrian crossed the room to her desk to accept the folder. "Thank you, that was quick."  
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"Did you want me to take my time?" A substantial helping of sarcasm was present in her voice.  

He ignored it, as usual. Sarai had been a young woman in a world that placed very little value 

on feminine input. It didn't seem to matter how he treated her, she was always struggling under 

the weight of her human life. Much easier to ignore it, and move on to the next problem.  

"I don't have any appointments tonight, do I?" 

"No." She didn't even bother to check the calendar. "Are you taking any?" 

One of the reasons he kept her on, despite her ever pleasant disposition, was that she was 

extremely good at her work. He wouldn't be surprised to learn that she had his entire schedule 

memorized for the next week.  

"No, thank you. I have a few sensitive issues to deal with." Removing a piece of paper from his 

coat's inner pocket, Hadrian passed it across the desk to her. "If you would be so good as to pick 

up these items and deliver them to the spare room, I would very much appreciate it. We have a 

guest staying with us. Her presence here is on a need to know basis. As of right now, only myself, 

Errin Kaye, and you, need to know." 

Sarai pursed her lips in irritation, but her forget-me-not blue eyes flashed curiously. "I 

understand."  

"Good. Thank you, again." He waved the folder and then turned to make his way up the stairs.  

The hall between the stairs and the double doors that led to his office was deserted this early 

in the evening. It was a waiting area, of sorts, and anyone positioned there would be waiting for 

him, as his was the only office on the second floor. The middle of the hall was actually open to 

the floor below, creating a sort of gallery on either side. Comfortable benches lined the walls, and 

landscape paintings gave those waiting something with which to occupy themselves. On nights 

when he held open office hours, the hall could get especially busy.  

Hadrian sighed. While he enjoyed his work, it seemed to double after Garran's passing. 

Nothing like dying to show your friend and employer just how much you did for them. He knew 

he needed a new Second, but it was not a choice lightly made. Garran had been his only Second, 

serving with him for nearly five hundred years. Not only that, Garran was his only friend. If there 

was one thing a person could be sure of, should he manage to live forever, it would be that every 

nation would crumble, every religion would fail, and every friend would someday betray you.  

He just hadn't expected Garran's betrayal to be dying first.  

Closing his eyes tightly for a moment, Hadrian pushed open the doors of his office and strode 

in. They clicked shut behind him, and he turned the lock to make sure he wasn't disturbed.  

His office was decorated in darker tones than the rest of the Venaygo building. The dark oak 

hardwood floors met deep taupe walls, and complimented the matching bookcases. A pedestal 

desk of rather substantial size was anchored by a high-backed tan leather chair. A few area rugs 

of gold and sapphire graced the room, bringing a welcome burst of color. Like the majority of the 

building, there were no windows. During normal business hours, he generally preferred the 
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overhead light on. As dawn approached he would switch to just the desk lamp, or settle in one 

of the overstuffed armchairs across the room and turn on a floor lamp. 

Across from the desk was the strategy table, and on the other side of that a small sitting area. 

The office was comfortable and well-ordered. It had grown and evolved with him as long as he 

had been leader of the Venaygo.  

Leaving the overhead light off, Hadrian settled into his desk chair and switched on the lamp. 

He left the computer off, and instead placed the manila folder on his desk. His eyes narrowed on 

it. He could still feel her, on the floor below. Her head ached abominably and it hurt to breathe 

too deeply. The fact that he not only sensed these pains from her thoughts, but also felt them 

echoed in his own body was troubling. She was scared, not frightened, just...nervous, worried. 

His right hand clenched into a fist as he physically restrained himself from going down there. 

Going to her. 

His foot tapped against the hardwood impatiently. He didn't like this, didn't like not being in 

total control over his inclinations. He didn't know her from Adam or Eve. There was no reason 

to be so stirred. Lip lifting on a silent snarl, he unclenched his fist and opened the folder.  

There she was. Small, but full lips tilted upward. Dark gray eyes set in a softly curved face. Her 

cheeks had the lightest set of freckles he had ever seen, human eyes might not even pick up on 

them. Her brows were sharply angled and dark in her otherwise pale face. Her hair, the color of 

well-aged claret, was straight and hung just past her shoulders.  

It wasn't precisely the face of the woman down below. No bruises or scrapes, a light coat of 

makeup. It must have been a few months old too, he picked up on the subtle changes that evolved 

since it was captured. Humans didn't seem to notice how much they could change in less than a 

year. 

Letting the picture slip from his fingers, Hadrian turned to the next item in the folder. A 

newspaper clipping from that day. It contained the same photo, as well as pictures of the car 

accident. The police theorized that she survived the wreck, but crawled off into the woods in her 

confusion. Behind that was a copy of the missing person's report. With the amount of blood found 

at the scene, the search for her would soon morph into the search for her body.  

The last items were a complete dossier of her college and high school transcripts, work history, 

a work up of her family tree, and a summary of social media postings. He took a cursory glance 

at each, but found no red flags on his first pass over. Nothing that pointed to why or how they 

were linked. Stacking the papers neatly in the folder once more, he stopped short of closing it as 

he stared at the picture. Her eyes seemed to be looking at him and laughing. Mocking him.  

How had he, Hadrian Catane, one of the most cautious, considering immortals in existence, 

become caught up in this mess? 

Hadrian sighed and closed the folder. How and why were less important right now than 

figuring out how to sever the connection. After that was done, there would be plenty of time to 

discover the rest. Understanding the bond they shared was paramount before he could even 
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consider moving forward. If he couldn't learn what he needed from Sarai's research, then he 

would have to go straight to the source.  

Locking the folder in the bottom drawer of his desk, he stood and straightened his suit. Hadrian 

shimmered to the hall below, just outside the door to the spare room. He knocked softly, but 

entered without waiting for a response.  

Next to the bed, Errin Kaye was rummaging through his leather medical bag. The Victorian 

was dressed in clothing that was about a hundred and fifty years out of fashion, and was telling 

the human some story about his time in school. 

Over his frock-coated shoulder, a pair of deep gray eyes met Hadrian's. Like a voice across a 

deep canyon, Hadrian could sense her feelings echo his. Relief, satisfaction, confusion. He held 

her gaze as long as he could, trying to puzzle it out. Why was it a physical wave of relief when 

he could see her, alive, well, and awake? He didn't know her. It made no sense.  

Errin, seemingly oblivious to the looks being tossed over his shoulder, was removing the blood 

pressure monitor from Aubri's upper arm. Without turning he said, "Good evening, Hadrian. Her 

vitals are much better tonight, and she is healing very quickly." 

A painful pulse went through Hadrian's head at the sound of Errin's voice, just as Aubri 

winced.  

"Keep your voice down," he murmured with a frown.  

Errin rolled his eyes as he closed the leather bag.  

"You've given her something for the pain?" The throbbing of his own head was distracting. 

"Just a mild pain reliever. Aubri said she is feeling much better tonight." 

Hadrian's eyes narrowed on the human. She was suddenly quite interested in the bed's 

coverlet. "Leave some extra, if you please. Just in case." 

Sighing, Errin opened his bag again and withdrew a bottle of medicine. "Two, every four hours. 

No more than that, and go longer if you can." 

Aubri nodded her understanding. "Thank you, Errin." 

Flexing his shoulders, Hadrian tried to ignore the way the pain spiked when she spoke. He 

would have to give her more time to rest and heal, if she was still feeling this poorly. "Errin, I'll 

speak with you in my office before you go." 

After a sly glance toward Aubri, Errin smirked. "Oh, I look forward to it, but it will have to 

wait. I have another appointment in ten minutes. Would it be acceptable if I returned later, maybe 

around ten-thirty?" 

"Fine." Hadrian stared at him levelly, adding silently, If anyone finds out she is here, I will hold you 

responsible. 

I'm not stupid, Hadrian. Errin picked up his bag and went to the door. I know you will explain 

yourself in due course. 

Hadrian was relieved when the door closed all the way. Dressed as he was in his Victorian 

clothes, Hadrian had worried that Errin might forget not to shimmer. Like he did last night. He 
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was certainly not ready to explain to the human just what she was dealing with. God only knew 

what she thought about his attire. 

"Why do I get the feeling that look you gave him had something to do with me?" 

He turned to find Aubri staring at him, one of her eyebrows quirked quizzically. Loathe to lie, 

Hadrian ignored her question. "Don't overtax yourself with speaking, I know it hurts you." 

She was silent a moment, then, "How do you know that?" 

"I—it is common with head injuries. Are you hungry?" He crossed the room to the small 

kitchenette, anything to get away from that piercing gray stare of hers.  

Her stomach growled in response and she laughed, then immediately sucked in a pained 

breath.  

Hadrian stumbled. He caught himself and pressed his hand to his ribs, just below his heart. He 

was still a few moments, as she pulled in some short, controlled breaths. When it was bearable 

again, he straightened and reached to open the refrigerator door. The night before, as she slept, 

he stocked the small fridge with food.  

It was impossible to know how long he might have to keep her in Genocide. Regrettably, he 

could not possibly allow her to leave until he could sever their connection. Until then, she was a 

weakness he could ill afford. There were sure to be other accidents in her life, and if one of those 

didn't kill her she would die in sixty or seventy years anyway. She was human, that was just how 

it worked. Hadrian couldn't be incapacitated every time her body underwent any sort of stress. 

Good God, what if she became pregnant and went through labor? Or developed cancer?  

He could not safely lead his clan and the rest of the immortal world if he was linked to her in 

this way. Frankly, he was amazed it had not been a problem earlier in her life. Had the bond 

always been there? Or was this a new development? 

Removing a plate from the refrigerator, he returned to the bedside and held it out for her. It 

was stacked high with ham, apple slices and a large bread roll.  

The food did not look appealing to him, but he supposed it must be, because when Aubri saw 

it her stomach growled again. So long had passed since Hadrian ate regular food he only vaguely 

remembered textures, impressions of taste.  

Wincing, Aubri put a hand over her stomach. As if that would quiet it. Her gaze flicked between 

his face, the plate, and the blankets covering her. It didn't require hearing thoughts to realize she 

was embarrassed.  

Please stop, body. Please. Her mind's tone was similar to her voice, though less cautious.  

Identifying her accent easily as Pacific Northwest, Hadrian carefully kept his face straight. A 

very long time had passed since he had been obliged to act 'normal', human-like, but he was 

reasonably certain he could make do for a few days. The plate of food passed into her hands 

without their skin touching. An accidental brush of his cool skin against hers could arouse 

suspicion. 

"Thank you." She flashed him a small smile.  
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He found his eyes lingering on her, not out of any undo sentiment. He was comparing her to 

the picture in the folder upstairs, again cataloging what had changed since its capture. The small 

lines around her eyes and mouth had deepened, though they likely still wouldn't be visible to 

human perception. Her skin was slightly lighter, as if the picture had been taken in summer. Her 

hair was three-quarters of an inch longer.  

Hadrian frowned when he realized she was still in the same long-sleeved blue shirt and jeans 

she had been wearing when he found her. The shirt was stained with blood and ripped in a few 

places. He couldn't see the jeans, wrapped up in blankets as she was, but he recalled they had 

been muddy and spattered with blood as well. Further evidence he hadn't been in his right mind 

the night before. After arriving, he slid her directly under the blankets and went straight for Errin. 

She must be terribly uncomfortable.  

I can only imagine what I look like, for him to be looking at me like that. 

Eyes flying back to her face, Hadrian realized with chagrin that he must have been staring at 

her for an indecent amount of time. The color was high in her fair cheeks, but she stubbornly kept 

her eyes fixed on the plate and taking small bites of the food.  

He cleared his throat and aimed for polite. "How is the food?" 

The side of her mouth quirked up. Weather and health. "Delicious, thank you." 

What in the world did that thought mean? "Good..." 

"Hadrian?" 

Flexing his shoulders, he grimly suppressed the uncomfortable fizzle in his chest region. The 

human must have been having some strange reaction to the food. Or maybe her bruised ribs were 

paining her. "Yes?" 

"What am I doing here? 

Against his will, his eyes closed. 

"Why didn't you take me to a hospital?" 

"Errin gave you better care than you would have received at a hospital." 

Frustration was welling up in her mind, he felt it both in her thoughts and in the short pained 

breaths she was taking in an effort to remain calm. No, not frustration. Fear.  

"When can I go home?" Can I? 

He felt like the basest sort of criminal. Was this what he was brought to? There could be no 

understanding for this, no satisfactory explanation. What would he tell her? By his own laws, if 

she knew what he was, where she was, she could not be allowed to return.  

"Am I a prisoner?" Her voice was quiet, deadly quiet. At that point he wasn't sure if she was 

more angry, or scared. Even her fear seemed to affect him. He felt a trembling within that he 

could not quiet. He had to stop it before it was visible. 

Self-hatred was not something he was well acquainted with, but Hadrian felt it now. It robbed 

him of all common sense as he forced himself to meet her stark gray eyes.  

"No," he spat the word out like it was poison. "You are not my prisoner."  
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Even as he said the words, he questioned himself. Was he letting her go? He couldn't 

possibly...Finally, he could wrestle within himself no more. Turning quickly away from the bed, 

he strode across the room. He turned around before he reached the door, but couldn't go back, 

neither to her, nor on his word.  

Hadrian felt weak, and despised himself for it.  

Aubri's mind was blessedly silent for a few moments. He felt her even as he did not look at her, 

still and watchful. Some of the fear seemed to abate.  

How long was it, before he could attempt to wrest his natural calm back? He hadn't felt so 

restless in hundreds of years. Stealing a look at her, he nearly cursed aloud. Her face had gone 

sympathetic and thoughtful.  

"You don't want to let me leave." It was a statement, but somehow also a question.  

"I cannot answer your questions. As a result, I cannot fairly ask you to stay." He crossed his 

arms over his chest, glaring at the floor.  

"Errin said I should have died." 

He closed his eyes tightly. 

"I should have died," she said again. He saved my life. 

He sucked in a deep breath, searching for patience. With himself? With her? Maybe both. "It is 

extraordinarily dangerous for you to be here." 

"You...need me? For some reason? To stay, I mean?" He looked up to see she was biting her lip, 

her brows pulled together in confusion. "Am I in danger from you?"  

She was mulling it over. Hadrian felt a spark of hope. Guilt filled him at the thought of taking 

advantage. Still, he was honest. "No. Not from me." 

Aubri nodded slowly. "Can you protect me?" 

"Yes." From his kind, definitely. From herself? He knew if she found out, he would have to 

follow the law.  It was the first law, the most important; humans couldn't know about the 

immortal world. Those who found out...His jaw clenched. 

Only the worst kinds of leaders made laws they themselves couldn't follow. 

"I'll stay, then." 

Expecting to be relieved, Hadrian wasn't prepared for the intensity of his guilt and anxiety over 

her declaration. "Are you sure? Isn't anyone going to miss you? At home?" 

Kael! Her eyes widened. 

Well done, he told himself. Right where he needed her, and then he reminded her of her 

boyfriend. Perfect. 

"Where's my phone? Was it with me when you found me?" She was reaching under the 

blankets, presumably to check her pockets. Judging by the worried look on her face, it wasn't 

there. "It must still be in the truck...Can I borrow yours?" 
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Tamping down his initial urge to agree, Hadrian scowled as he remembered calls could be 

traced. His should be nearly impossible, but was it worth the risk? "I don't have it on me," He 

lied.  

"I need to call my brother. He'll be worried sick. God, why didn't I think of that sooner? He's 

got to be going out of his mind!" 

"Why don't you write him a note, and I can hand deliver it for you?" In the middle of the night, 

when he was sleeping and would never know Hadrian had been there. 

"A note?" She frowned. "Wouldn't it be faster just to text him?" 

"I assure you, I can have it to him in a matter of minutes." 

"We're that close to my home?" 

"Yes." He was going to go to hell someday, for lying. 

 

 


