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HEAVY RAIN WHIPPED AGAINST THE glass, using the dark of night as 

cover for its violence. A freight train gathering steam, even the blackness could 

not mask the sound it made through the trees, as it flung pine needles down, 

bent the mighty conifers, and slammed heavily against the mountainside.  

Inside, the monstrous sound was only an echo. Aubrianna Pennington's 

forehead was freezing as she pressed it against the window pane. Her breath 

misted the glass every few seconds. In one hand, she held the phone loosely 

against her ear, wondering, if she put it down...would it be like this 

conversation never happened? Her other arm wrapped around her middle, a 

protective measure to try and keep her heart from sliding out from under her 

ribs.  

Her voice was calmer than it should have been as she said, "Just say it, 

Becca." 

On the other line, 500 miles away, Rebecca's voice tried to undermine the 

cold that spread within her best friend. "Aubri, please!" 
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The room was dark. The only light seeped in from under the door to the 

other room. Aubri closed her eyes to block it out. She felt the chill in her heart 

as it flooded her blood vessels. Her fingers were going numb from it. 

She knew why Rebecca called. The signs were there, but she hadn't wanted 

to acknowledge them. Now that the time had come, she was more and more 

impatient to get it over with. On the phone for fifteen minutes already, they 

were getting nowhere. 

"Becca, just say it." 

Rebecca sighed, finally blurting it out. "I want to go to Indiana with Jen, 

okay?! Are you happy now? But Aubri, listen, I want you to come with me!" 

Strange, she expected to feel relieved when it was finally said. Or 

upset...something... more. This numb detachment was not at all what she had 

expected. Aubri pressed her face harder to the glass, farther away from the 

phone. The cold was a part of her now. Her heart had turned to ice.  

"Aubri?" Becca's voice was worried. Well, more worried. 

Cracking open her eyes, Aubri watched as the storm raged on, pummeling 

the massive oak tree in their front yard. Its branches shook, but it did not bow. 

"Aubri, say something, please." 

She shook her head. "I don't know what to say to you." 

"Say you'll come with me! It's going to be amazing! We're going to get a six 

bedroom house, and it's going to be just us girls, and—" 

Like a forest fire creates its own wind, a torrent of black rage suffused 

Aubrianna's entire body with heat, burning out the previous chill. Within 

seconds, she was off the bed, away from the window, and pacing her small 

room. 

"Are you an idiot?!" Her free arm waved wildly about in the air. "I just got 

promoted at my job, I'm in the middle of a college semester, and my whole 

family is here! Why would I want to move to Indiana? That's insane!" 

Rebecca was silent a moment, then her voice returned, stunned, "You—you 

could get a transfer for your job! And college credits! Jen says we can get a six 

bedroom house cheap—" 



  SHANNON A. HINER 

© 2018 Shannon A. Hiner  

All Rights Reserved 

"There is only three of us. Why would we need six bedrooms?" 

"It would be coo—" 

"It would be cool?" Aubri was shaking now. Her heart felt like a volcano 

shuddering under the pressure of white hot lava. When she could find it again, 

her voice sounded deadly calm. "I cannot even believe you, Becca. I have been 

looking at apartments for us here for weeks. I almost signed for one today! And 

all along you've been planning on moving to Indiana? With Jen? And you didn't 

decide to clue me in until now? And you want me to come with?" 

She continued to pace back and forth. "My whole life is here!" 

"But in Indiana—" 

If she heard the word Indiana, one more time..."No! No, Becca. I am not 

going to Indiana. And if you choose that girl over me, I swear to God, we're 

done!" 

Rebecca had the audacity to sound offended. "Jen is my friend!" 

"For three weeks! You and I have been best friends for five years! We've had 

this plan since junior high! It was finally going to happen and you're going to 

throw it all away for Jen?" 

"We can still do it all in Indiana." 

Aubri sucked in a deep breath of the cold air surrounding her. She was 

almost certain she was going to asphyxiate from all the words she was holding 

back. "No." 

"Aubri—" 

"No. We cannot. I will not." She took another deep breath, trying to steady 

herself. "If you change your mind, call me. Honestly though, I don't think I 

could ever trust you again. Goodbye, Rebecca." 

Aubri drew the phone away from her ear and ended the call. She stood 

silently, staring at the phone screen. Her best friend... 

A soft knock came on her bedroom door, then the sound of it edging open. 

Aubrianna felt tears prick at the back of her eyes as she turned around. 

"Aub?" Her brother, Kael, held out his massive arms.  
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She stepped willing into his rib-crushing hug, burying her head in his t-

shirt as her shoulders shook. He always smelled like coffee and flannel. It was 

the most comforting scent in the whole world. 

Kael was a year older, but the two of them had always been especially close. 

Aside from the fact that he towered over her, they were often mistaken for twins 

with their matching auburn hair and dark gray eyes.  

When Aubri had enrolled in college the year before, Kael had offered to let 

her room with him. They shared the rented house for nearly two years, but now 

Kael was graduating at the end of the next semester, and moving away to start 

job-hunting in a bigger city.  

Aubri's plan had been to find a place with her best friend who was coming 

home to California at about the same time. Suddenly, Becca had pulled one of 

her normal stunts of "ooh something shiny" and pulled out of the deal. Now, 

Aubri was left out to dry with no roommate, no best friend, and soon, no 

brother. 

He rubbed her back soothingly. "I need to kill her now, don't I?" Kael sighed. 

"Plane tickets are so expensive these days." 

A bubble of hysterical laughter gurgled out of Aubri and she hiccupped. She 

squeezed him tighter for a moment, more grateful for their strong bond than 

she could ever express. 

Pushing out of his hug, she walked to the table by the door to grab her keys. 

"I need to go for a drive...I need to think."  

"Aub?" Kael's voice stopped her, his gray eyes concerned. "Please drive 

carefully. I know you're upset, but I don't want to lose you. Okay?" 

She smiled weakly and nodded. "Don't worry. One ex-best friend isn't 

enough to make me suicidal." 

He reached out and squeezed her shoulder. "She doesn't know what she's 

lost yet. You just watch, she'll try crawling back soon. Then you'll be in control, 

and you can crush her into little tiny bits of —why are you looking at me like 

that?" 
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Aubri was grinning now. "Kael, you have issues." She closed the distance 

between them again and wrapped her arms around his neck. "I love you. You're 

the best big brother in the whole world." 

"Love you too, Aub. I know you think I'm kidding, but I will seriously track 

Rebecca down and—" 

Aubri pulled away again, opening the front door. "Bye Kael. I'll be back for 

dinner. Don't forget to stir the soup. And don't buy any plane tickets while I'm 

gone." 

She slipped out the door and trudged through the rain and mud to her 

truck. 

♦ ♦ ♦ 

Fifteen minutes later, the windshield wipers of her Ford F150 were working 

overtime and the never-quite-bright-enough lights were flashing through the 

rain-slicked mountain roads. Carefully, Aubri steered the truck through the 

tears cascading down her cheeks.  

She was mourning more than the loss of a friend, but the loss of hopes and 

dreams. She had considered Rebecca a sister. Growing up in a family that 

moved at least once a year, Aubri became very close to her brother, and not 

very many other people. Rebecca had been her first, and only, best friend.  

When their parents had decided to settle down so that Kael and Aubri could 

go to one high school for a few years, Aubri desperately hoped to make long 

term friends. What she had gotten was even better. Rebecca came from a family 

that was the polar opposite of her own. They had lived in the same place for 20 

years, and they were cold. Cold people, with no love lost. Aubri's family had all 

but adopted Rebecca, opening their home and hearts to the young girl who had 

never had a Sunday dinner, or Girls' Night with her mom.  

When Aubri went to college, Rebecca followed her boyfriend to boot camp. 

What a disaster that had been...But with the boyfriend deploying, and Becca 

washing out, it seemed like a good time to go for their high school dream of 

living and going to college together.  
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Aubri blinked back more tears. She should have known. She felt them 

growing apart over the last year, but she had been in denial and ignored it. 

Rebecca was her best friend, surely they could have worked through anything, 

right? Maybe they could have, if Rebecca would have just talked to her sooner.  

The tightly twisted curves of the mountain road were unnerving for most 

drivers, even in good weather, but Aubri had driven them many times and 

under all sorts of less than ideal conditions. Ahead, the road narrowed and 

twisted even more than usual. Wiping her eyes clear, she took her foot off the 

gas and gently braked. The truck went smoothly into the corner and came 

around the bend with no trouble. 

What she saw next made her heart plummet to the floor mats. She slammed 

on the brakes. Trying to swerve out of the way, there was nowhere to go. The 

car careening out of control toward her was halfway in each lane. Three 

hundred foot tall pine trees lined both sides of the road.  

With nowhere to go, the brakes locked under the pressure of her foot and 

the bed of her truck swung around sideways.  

Impact came only seconds after rounding the corner. 

The crunch of metal upon metal shuddered through both vehicles like a 

ripple in a lake. It slid through the truck and down her spine, quaking every 

bone and muscle. Aubri's entire body was thrown to the side. Like a sick 

imitation of a rag doll, her head slammed into the window. Glass shattered, 

metal grated and tires screamed. Rain slicked everything with icy cold. 

The last thing she could coherently think, reverberated in the air around 

her;  

It wasn't her fault. 

♦ ♦ ♦ 

Hadrian Catane strode into the dimly lit office of Angela Estrada Mercedes 

Risqueen, one of his distant bloods. Windows lined the entire back wall, 

providing a view of Discord, the town she presided over. The office itself was 

decorated in deep blue tones, with dark oak accents. A single desk sat in front 

of the window, faced away from the glass.  
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If many had questioned the wisdom of a vampire who worked in a room with 

so many windows, more had wondered at her brazen disregard for safety by 

turning her back on those windows. Hadrian knew Angela better, though. 

While he did not precisely approve of the dare her actions invoked, he had 

never had cause to think her stupid. 

Already over 600 years old, Angela had proven her mettle and intelligence 

over and over again. She was one of the most promising bloods his line had 

sired, and he was more proud of her than he would ever care to admit. 

Speaking in terms of parentage, she would be his great granddaughter, a fact 

that made him feel older than he cared to dwell on.  

Rather short for a vampire, hickory brown curls obstructed her dark 

calculating eyes. Whenever she saw him, Angela seemed torn between dread 

and amusement. Her eyes would narrow with worry, but her lips seemed to 

twitch as if she had knowledge some great joke he would never know. Lately, 

however, the amusement had been less as she had struggled with an 

attachment to a doomed mortal.  

A human she tried to save was bitten by a werewolf, and rather than let him 

rise again as her mortal enemy, Angela had killed him. Even more impressive 

than her extraordinary good sense and dedication, Hadrian was convinced she 

had harbored an emotional attachment to the mortal. Her own strict code of 

honor had prevented her from turning the human into a vampire.  

Hers was the kind of strength that drove most vampires who had it insane 

by their three hundredth year. It was a deep, uncompromising passion that 

could move mountains. Hadrian envied her. Never letting himself be overcome 

by emotion, he could only guess at the depth to which she felt the loss. After 

killing the human, Angela fell into a deep despair. He hadn't seen her in a 

couple of months, hating to see his only promising blood falling apart.  

Now, as Hadrian entered her office, he realized something was different. Life 

in her eyes, she looked...happy. Even before the fiasco with the human, Angela 

had been possessed of a somewhat morose nature. That tended to happen 

when you were turned against your will and had to abandon all hope of 
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reconciliation with your human past. Tonight was somehow different. She 

lounged in her desk chair with a smile and one eyebrow slightly raised. 

"Estrada," he said, nodding respectfully. While below him in ranking, she 

was still an important figure in their society.  

Her smile grew mocking. Before killing her human, Hadrian had noticed 

that her sense of humor was growing. It was a strange development that kept 

catching him off guard, most vampires did not change much after their first 

hundred years. "Hadrian. To what do I owe the honor of you invading my city?" 

"Honor?" He narrowed his eyes. Very little 'honored' Angela Estrada. She 

was, at her core, a rather irascible, troublesome creature. Choosing to ignore 

her attempt to bait him, he crossed his arms. "I came to inquire as to yours 

and Reine's health." 

Damon Reine was Angela's Second in Command. Only a little younger than 

her, Reine wasn't nearly as mature. His home had suffered a werewolf attack a 

couple months before, during a meeting of the vampire leadership. Half in 

attendance had been killed, including all of his own household staff. Hadrian 

hadn't seen Reine since just after the attack, but he had heard some disturbing 

rumors. Between that, and Angela's own melancholy, Hadrian was growing 

concerned with the state of the Risqueen leadership. 

Angela's smiled faded. "I'm fine, but Damon is...awful." Her dark brown eyes 

flickered with a worry that normally she would not allow Hadrian to see. Too 

prideful to ask for help for herself, Angela would probably go to any length for 

Damon Reine. At one point, he had suspected a romance between the two, but 

as time had turned to centuries it had become clear that they were more like 

siblings than anything else.  

"I don't know how to help him," she admitted, clenching her fists on the 

desk.  

He frowned. "What is wrong with him? Has he not recovered from the attack 

on his home?" Maybe that was a stupid question. Had any of them really 

recovered from that night? Hadrian's own Second in Command had been 

among the slain. Garran had been his only friend. He tamped down on the 
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emotions that threatened to rise up and take control, keeping his expression 

even and not allowing so much as a finger twitch. 

Angela shook her head. "No, he was better about that, but then he went to a 

seer." She didn't need to say more. 

"Wonderful," he muttered, shaking his head. Seers were infamous in the 

immortal world for foretelling major changes in the world. Often those changes 

were hallmarked by death and tragedy. Perhaps needless to say, seers were not 

widely sought out. "Who's profoundly idiotic idea was that?" 

Angela made a face and was about to answer, when the door opened behind 

Hadrian. Turning, he pulled himself up short when he saw a light angelic. 

Angelics of any variety were a rarity on Earth, but a light angelic in a vampire 

city? Unheard of.  

Strangely, this one looked familiar even though Hadrian did not recall ever 

meeting one in person. 

Dressed in jeans and a plaid button up shirt, the angelic's enormous white 

wings stood out like a sore thumb in the dark room. A fantastic, brilliantly 

white, awe-inspiring sore thumb. He had short dark blond hair and eyes of 

light gray that seemed to emanate warmth and humor throughout the room. 

Why was he so familiar? Hadrian narrowed his eyes, thinking through the last 

thousand years in an attempt to place the being. 

Glancing between the two of them, the angelic turned to Angela. "Ange, 

should I be jealous?" 

Angela, in turn, grinned and shrugged. "Not this time. You remember 

Hadrian, right?" She looked at Hadrian, her grin somehow managed to be 

sheepish and smug at the same time. "Hadrian, you remember Connor, I 

believe." 

He remembered a human by that name. A human who had been killed. A 

human who, if still alive, should have been a werewolf.  

Ready to inquire further, a sudden spike of nausea knifed through his 

middle. Nausea? He didn't get sick. A river of pain suddenly overtook his entire 

body, knocking him to his knees as it crushed him in a torrent pain and fear 
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and the startling knowledge of impending death. Vision darkened, his head 

throbbed under the blinding invasion. Hadrian clutched at his chest, where his 

long dormant heart now spasmed as if someone had it in their hands and was 

wringing all the blood from it.  

He choked out a name, not even knowing what he was saying. 

Angela, horrified, sent a look to Connor before scrambling up from her desk 

to kneel beside her leader. "Hadrian? Hadrian!" 

He shook his head, only barely hearing her voice through the maelstrom. 

The pain was crippling, the worst thing he had felt since his death so long ago. 

Through it, a glimpse came to him of a wet road. Rain pounding down on 

twisted metal as trees bent in the wind. The pain originated there. Gathering 

up his remaining strength, Hadrian willed his body to that point.  
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ONLY TWO THINGS EXISTED FOR AUBRI now. The first; a suffocating and 

oppressive dark that she couldn't shake. The second; the blazing pain that 

enveloped everything. She couldn't feel her body, just a widespread, consuming 

burn that spread through every cell and beyond, taking with it the ability to 

move or breathe. Time didn't exist in the pain. Self-awareness was nonexistent. 

Only the burn of fire and fear stayed in the darkness with her. 

At some point, she grew aware of a low thumping sound. It was like a 

drummer just warming up. Thump...thump....thump.....thump. Instead of a 

rising tempo though, the sound was slowing. It soothed her, distracting from 

the pain. The steadily decreasing beat lulled her deeper into the darkness, and 

farther away from the pain. The darkness began to feel welcoming. As long as it 

was far away from the pain, she found comfort in it. As the thumping beat grew 

further and further apart, peace stole over her body.  

She almost couldn't hear the beat anymore.  

Light blazed in the darkness. It illuminated every corner of her mind, 

pushing her back into the burning. Aubri cried out, trying to flinch away. 

Slowly, the light began to fade, her world started to gray and darken yet again. 

Leisurely, the darkness returned and cradled her brokenness close. She clung 

to it, with everything in her, like a babe to its mother.  

With the same suddenness as before, light again shot through the dark. She 

whimpered as yet again she was forced into the pain. This time, it brought a 

new noise with it. What was that heavenly sound? Cowering against the pain, 

she tried to ignore the sound, knowing instinctively that it would bring her 

closer to the light and the pain. It rose and fell swiftly, whispering under her 

skin and sinking into her singed veins. 
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A voice. 

The thump that had nearly died out skipped one beat, then returned. It was 

coming faster now, tempo rising as steadily as it had fallen before. Light, again, 

behind her eyes. The voice sounded closer to her and, while the pain was still 

unbearable, she thought she felt it lessen some. 

Who was it that wouldn't let her go, let her leave this light and pain and go 

to the soothing dark? Against her better judgment, Aubri listened harder. 

It was a low voice, deep and soothing. He was very close to her. There was 

an accent she couldn't quite identify, and something was wrong...He sounded 

worried, or hurt, she couldn't be sure. A strange, desperate quality hung in 

that soothing voice. What a beautiful voice. She wanted to smile as she moved 

closer to it.  

Rapid fire pain engulfed her body with the same horrid clarity as before. She 

screamed. It was too much. How could anything, even the most beautiful voice 

in the world, be worth this pain? The world was back again, or she was back in 

it. Everything existed even as the darkness and pain shrouded it. Something, 

her chest? Spasmed. She gasped for air and the oxygen that invaded her lungs 

raced, burning, into every recess.  

Her eyes shot open to find more darkness. Wind, cold, wet and miserable life 

was all around.  

And the face of an angel, poised just above her, only inches away.  

Only a second passed before she was plunged yet again into the black, but 

this time it was riddled with the torturous knowledge that she would live. The 

steady thump of her heart beat into her ears the whole time, lest she try to 

forget. 

♦ ♦ ♦ 

Hadrian was still on his knees as he surveyed his surroundings quickly. His 

eyes took in everything from the rain soaked forest that reeked of wolf, to the 

boisterous tavern he could hear just around the bend. Directly in front of him, 

two vehicles were tangled up in each other on the road. As he stared into their 
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twisted metal souls, the vise around his chest squeezed even harder and he 

groaned against the unexpected weight of the pain. 

Shattered glass and shards of metal littered the road. Steam rose from both 

engines, and exhaust still poured out of the back of one. Despite the apparent 

recentness of the accident, the world around him was eerily quiet. The wind 

buffeted the trees and tossed his hair about. The rain came down in sideways 

sheets. But aside from wind and rain, no sounds rose to meet his ears.  

Straightening carefully, he examined the driver's side of each car. Helpfully, 

they had both ended up facing relatively the same direction, so he wasn't 

forced to try and navigate the narrow road around the warped vehicles. With 

his unnaturally good eyesight, he could make out the drivers of both vehicles. 

The closest, was slumped over the steering wheel of an early model green El 

Camino. He was dead. Neck snapped, likely in the whiplash of the collision. 

Hadrian stared at the body. Now lacking soul or heartbeat, it was simply a 

shell, shed and left behind. Rain soaked Hadrian's face, droplets flowing down 

like tears, though he hadn't cried since the day he himself died. 

His chest spasmed again, nearly knocking him off his feet. Fist clenched 

against it, as if that would help, Hadrian limped toward the other vehicle. What 

was he looking for? Would he know it when he saw it? With something akin to 

dread, he let his eyes travel over the early nineties Ford truck. When he was 

within five feet, he heard rather than saw it. Finally. The low and declining 

thumping sound that echoed the clutch of pain residing within his own body. 

As the human's heartbeat waned, his own body seemed to fail him more and 

more.  

Ignoring the glass and metal on the road, Hadrian made his way through 

the wreckage to stop at the truck's door. The human's fragile frame leaned 

against the door heavily. Her hair was dripping red on both sides of the 

window's glass—right through the crack it had made upon impact. An 

excruciatingly long moment passed as he inhaled the scent of her blood and 

felt his body tense. The scent assaulted his nasal cavities, making his gums 
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ache and eyes narrow. She smelled the way he remembered red wine tasting. 

An old vine Zinfandel. His mouth watered.  

Right on time, her heart thumped again. Hadrian gasped and leaned his 

shoulder heavily against what remained of the truck. She was fading fast. He 

didn't stop to think, just wrenched the door to the truck open, and caught the 

limp, cold body that fell directly into his arms. Ripping away the seatbelt that 

still held her firmly to the driver's seat, he lifted her body against his and tried 

not to inhale too deeply. Her head, sticky with blood, lulled against his chest. 

Hadrian locked his eyes shut and leaned away. Fire burned in his throat as 

he carried her away from the entangled cars, a short distance into the woods. 

Far enough from the road he didn't think he could be seen, he knelt and 

lowered her as gently as he could to the sopping leaves of the forest floor.  

The jostle to her limbs, though slight, moved through him like a lightning 

bolt. Along with the pain, a strange shiver raced down his arms. Goosebumps. 

A reaction his body had not felt in many hundreds of years. It couldn't be the 

cold, he barely felt it. What then, had caused the strange reaction? What did 

his subconscious fear?  

His eyes fell to the human again. Pale and bloody, she lay utterly silent in 

front of him. He did not know her, had never seen her before in his life. Why 

did her pain echo through him? Her skull appeared badly damaged on the left 

side, where it had cracked against the window.  The rest of her appeared to be 

in one piece, no more blood or bones protruding the wrong way. She was 

probably covered in bruises. 

Abruptly, he wished he had listened to Venaygo all those years ago. His 

predecessor had tried, unsuccessfully, to make him understand the importance 

of anatomy and healing. Hadrian had not listened, one of his few times of 

foolishness, because he believed there would never be any use for it. Now, 

nearly a thousand years later, he had no clue of how to help the human. 

His hand reached out of its own will and smoothed the blood soaked hair 

away from her face. Though bruised and bloodied, her face had the definition 

and clarity of a Roman sculpture. Having no idea who she was, or why her 
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heart had called out to his own, Hadrian could not know what her death might 

do to himself. She was near it now, his own chest felt tighter, spots danced in 

his vision. What was this connection? How strong was it? If she died, would 

she take him with? 

It was almost tempting... after all this time.  

He felt the years sweep over him like a tidal wave. Bowing beneath, he let 

the exhaustion have its moment. Just a moment. A few seconds to consider the 

end.  

Her heart hadn't thumped in a while, he felt darkness swirling around them 

with warm, welcoming fingers. He lowered his head a fraction of an inch, 

physically bowing before the onslaught.  

The thump returned, was it the last time? It didn't matter, it had done what 

was needed. The crippling wave of pain once more moved through him and 

Hadrian knew: she had to live. Because he had to live. This was no time to go 

accepting the end. 

Lowering his head beside hers, he whispered, "Wake up." Not only aloud, 

but pressing his mind against hers. "Wake up. Come back. It's not time yet."  

The smell of her skin was intoxicating. He couldn't let himself think as his 

nose skimmed the between her earlobe and jaw line. Unsure what would reach 

through the death in her veins, he tried again, "Wake, return. Heal." 

Beneath him, she suddenly cried out in pain. 

"That's it, fight. Fight." 

As he spoke, the numbness that had begun to steal over him dissipated, 

waking the pain, her pain, anew. Her body surged upward without warning, 

crashing against him. Arms clutching wildly at him, she trembled all over. Her 

grip on one of his arms tightened and her eyes flashed open.  

Storming gray rainclouds held him captive in their swirling confusion. Just 

as unexpectedly as she had woken, her body went limp again and her eyes 

closed. She sagged in his arms. He didn't even remember reaching for her.   

For a moment Hadrian feared he had lost her, then her heartbeat thumped 

once, twice...It strengthened by the moment. He could feel her entire body 
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waking up again. Adrenaline pounded through his own veins as the pain nearly 

disappeared. 

She was going to live. For now. 

Gathering her tightly against his chest, Hadrian took her home. She needed 

medical attention and soon.  
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UNFAMILIAR SOUNDS AND SMELLS   echoed through Aubri's jumbled brain. 

Old paper and dust, air flow forced through ducts. They never used the central 

air at home, what was Kael up to? She couldn't hear the rain anymore, strange 

how she was so used to it now, after a week solid of it pouring. Piecing through 

her memories was a painful process. Her head continued to ache sharply. 

Figuring out exactly what had taken place was proving to be difficult. She tried 

to narrow it down. What was the last she remembered? A fight. She had fought 

with someone. Pain. So much pain, within and without. 

Through the haze, one thought was clearer than anything else. In the 

darkness, there had been a voice. In the light, she had seen a face. Even with 

just the memory, her breath was taken away.  

Consciousness was gradually returning and with it, new pain. Her body was 

stiff and ached all over. It was as though her bones had been shaken to their 

marrow, muscles beaten and bruised. Any small movement felt like knives 

stabbing into her head. Thankfully, whatever her injuries were, they seemed 

much better than the last time she had been conscious. The aches were bearable 

now. She didn't wish for death. 

An unfamiliar voice was speaking. Gradually, she felt herself waking, though 

she tried not to move. This new voice was authoritative, but also gentle and 

refined. His steady, quiet tone reminded her of a doctor. Was she in a hospital? 

That made sense. Whatever had happened, she was in enough pain to warrant 

a trip to the emergency room.  

Aubri concentrated harder, wanting to know what they were saying. Maybe 

she could discover precisely what happened to her. 

"I cannot be sure, there was massive damage to her left temporal lobe. I am 
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shocked she lived through it. The blow should have killed her instantaneously. 

As for the rest of her, the upper three ribs on her left side are bruised, but not 

broken. There's going to be plenty of smaller bruises all over her." 

"Thank you, Errin." 

She recognized the second voice immediately. It was velvet and hot chocolate 

and made her heart beat faster. If the voice was exactly as she remembered it, 

could it be possible his face was also just as perfect as she remembered? She 

couldn't quite remember the details, they had started to slip away in the haze, 

but she would know him when she saw him. 

If only she could get her eyes open. Each eyelid seemed to weigh a ton. It was 

no use, she decided to start slow. Just lift a finger. The amount of concentration 

she was using made tears spring to the corners of her eyes. It hurt to move, it 

hurt to breath. She was almost positive that her smallest finger on her right hand 

twitched. 

"Errin." Aubri's heart thrilled again at the sound of his voice. "I believe she is 

waking." 

She could hear a pair of feet moving closer. The doctor, she thought, the other 

voice had come from a different direction. 

"Hmm, yes." The doctor was at her side. He must have been leaning over her, 

he smelled clean, like eucalyptus and mint. His voice was much closer too, and 

she realized he had a nice accent, like the British crime dramas her mother liked 

to watch. "Do you know her name? It might help if you called it." 

Seeing as neither of these men were at all familiar to her, she doubted either 

of them knew her name. 

The second voice was silent for a few seconds. "Her name is Aubri."  

Surprise made her head ache anew. How did he know her? Did she know 

him? He sounded distant in a way that had nothing to do with physical 

proximity. It was clear he wasn't going to be the one calling her name. Aubri 

wanted to sigh, but feared breathing too deeply with her bruised ribs. His voice 

had lost the urgency, the emotion it had possessed the first time she heard it. 

Had she imagined the almost frantic way he had called to her? 
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The doctor did sigh, echoing and giving voice to her annoyance. Something 

cool touched her hand. It was hard and smooth, with very little give, but 

strangely felt like a hand. Why was the doctor so cold? She shivered and tried to 

pull away. 

"Aubri, you can open your eyes now. Come now, no one is going to bite you." 

He chuckled a little bit at the last part, a mischievous tone in his voice.  

Aubri couldn't find anything funny in his words. She didn't know how he did. 

In fact, what a strange, inexplicable thing to say. Why would she have assumed 

someone would bite her? 

Across the room, there was an audible growl. Low, rumbling and with a good 

bit of threat behind it. The second voice, coming from that exact place, hardened. 

"Errin, that is not remotely amusing." 

The doctor didn't seem to react to the hair-raising growl. "Well I think it is. 

And I daresay she did too." 

No, Aubri thought, annoyed, she did not. She couldn't wait to get her voice 

and bearings back, so that she could tell the doctor not to speak for her. 

The second man gave a surprised bark of laughter. "Watch out, Errin. This 

one has some bite of her own." 

The doctor harrumphed. "Well I would thank you both to recall that I just 

saved her life. I think that deserves a little bit of respect." Air swirled about as if 

he had moved away. Not only could she no longer feel him beside her, but it 

seemed he wasn't even in the room anymore. How could he have left so quickly? 

Where did he go? 

Her fingers twitched again, trying to wake herself up faster. She needed to be 

a part of the world again, rather than just an outsider listening in. Aubri wanted 

to see, to exist again. Quiet footsteps approached from the other side of the room. 

They stopped and she could feel the air shifting again as the person bent down 

close to her. 

"Aubri?" 

Her heart fell all over itself as she heard him. A memory flashed through her 

mind. Wind howling, rain pouring down the face of a stone angel. It looked like 
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tears. He spoke to her. Commanded her to stay. 

"Aubri..." It sounded as if he smiled. "If you don't open your eyes, I'm just 

going to leave and let you sleep."  

She struggled to lift her hand. Again, she succeeded in only making a finger 

twitch. Something cool touched the back of her hand, stroking her skin with 

exquisite gentleness. The touch drew away, leaving her wanting. 

Sighing, Aubri concentrated on opening her eyes. Her lids were sticking 

stubbornly, but she wanted to see. Wanted to know if memory had distorted 

reality. Growling under her breath, she ran her tongue over the back of her teeth 

in frustration. 

Next to her, he laughed quietly, the sound sent a warm shiver racing down 

her spine. "Come now, Aubri." 

Irritation burned through her, both at her inability to control her own body, 

and at his goading her on. Her hands flexed into fists one more time, and her 

eyes burst open, the weight lifting without warning. She almost closed them the 

next second. The ache in her skull raged at her, the light of the room, the new 

sights, the man in front of her, it was too much, all at once...too much.  

Looking at him was like looking straight into the sun. Spots danced in her 

vision, and she feared they would never leave again. His hair was warm blond, 

almost gold in tone, and worn slightly long. His forehead was broad and his 

cheekbones and jawline squared off, drawing together at his strong chin. Brows, 

a slightly darker shade than his hair, cast a somewhat sardonic angle over his 

green-gold eyes. They were softened, however, by the straight line of his nose 

and wide, expressive mouth. Everything about him spoke of light and warmth. 

Even his clothing was white. Clean white and immaculately pressed dress 

slacks, button down white shirt, and a matching suit jacket. His tie, the exact 

shade of his eyes, was the only trace of color on his person. He looked like a 

young businessman...granted one going to a wedding. His own wedding.  

Who wore that much white? 

The side of his mouth quirked up in a small smile, showing a very intriguing 

dimple.  
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"How is the pain?" 

Her eyes finally drifted shut when she heard his voice again. Her own, raspy 

from disuse and confusion, cracked. "Not bad." 

Silence answered her. 

Aubri opened her eyes again and found he was simply staring back at her. 

His smile hadn't changed, but his brows had a quizzical tilt as he stared into her 

eyes. The scrutiny was unnerving. She looked away. She was lying on a bed, in 

what appeared to be a sparsely laden bedroom. Rather than a hospital, it had 

the feel of a private home. A tall door resided on one side of the room, but there 

were no windows. The walls were painted in a light creamy gold and on them 

were maps of countries and cities she didn't recognize. The floor was covered in 

rich dark brown carpet. Three bookcases held a variety of large, old-looking 

tomes.  

Her eyes came to rest on the framed map nearest her. It appeared to be hand 

drawn, and displayed a rather small city. In the upper right corner, the word 

'Genocide' was written and the year '1798'.  

What kind of person named a city Genocide?  

She looked back at the man finally gaining enough perspective and self-

awareness to realize their situation was not normal. 

"Where am I?"  

He was still staring directly into her eyes. "My...office building." 

Aubri blinked, feeling unaccountably dizzy as she stared back at him. "Who 

are you?" 

"Hadrian Catane." 

Aubri was quiet as she contemplated that. It was an old name, not used much 

anymore, and what kind of office building had bedrooms? Where in the world 

was she actually? Why hadn't he blinked in nearly a minute? 

Continuing to watch her closely, his eyes now seemed guarded. "You have 

many questions, but I cannot offer you many answers." 

She found herself disliking that guarded expression. It felt like a curtain had 

fallen between them. Whereas before, his expression had seemed open and light, 
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it was now unshifting stone.  

"I don't remember much..." She trailed off as a little of her memory cleared. 

Headlights in the rain. Metal screaming and glass shattering. Pain sliced through 

her thoughts and she flinched away from the memories. "I crashed, I think. 

Someone hit me, they were in the wrong lane."  

She bit her lip trying to remember more, something before the accident. When 

she looked up at Hadrian again she was searching for something familiar. 

Nothing in her patchy memories reminded her of him, and his wasn't a face she 

would have forgotten. "We've never met, have we? Before the accident I mean." 

He shook his head very slightly. "No. I found you after the accident and 

brought you here." 

"You saved me?"  

Not responding, his face displayed very little expression. Aubri frowned. His 

voice was always so level. Yet, she remembered how he had sounded after the 

accident. It was the same voice, she knew that, but it had been colored with pain 

and fear and worry. Staring back at him, Aubri tried to find that same person in 

the statue standing before her. It was long moments as they stared at each other, 

like a game to see who would blink first. Except, it didn't feel like a game.  

What was he hiding? She might have imagined it, but Aubri thought she saw 

something, a small twitch of his right eye, annoyance maybe? It was as if he was 

keeping himself under a great deal of control, so as not to speak of things he 

wanted to remain hidden.  

There it was again. This time, the crack in his stone was wider, his expression 

was briefly surprised, maybe even shocked. 

"What?" Aubri tilted her head. "What's wrong?" 

Expression slamming closed again, he shook his head shortly. "Nothing. I'm 

sorry, I should not be keeping you up. You should get some more sleep, it is 

nearly dawn." 

She watched him stride around the bed and to the door. His movements were 

precise, measured and graceful. "Doesn't that mean I should be waking up?" 

He looked back. Was it her imagination, or did his lips twitch as if to smile? 



  SHANNON A. HINER 

© 2018 Shannon A. Hiner  

All Rights Reserved 

"This city sleeps when the sun comes up. Now, sleep. Your health depends on 

rest." He opened the door and slipped out in one graceful motion. 

Aubri watched him go, pondering over his small collection of strange 

comments. The conversation swam in her mind. Underneath it all was the deep, 

unsettling conviction, that she did know him. Had always known him. Aubri 

simply had no clue how or from where. 
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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 
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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."  

"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."  
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"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 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. 
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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.  
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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 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 
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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 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?" 
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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 
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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.  

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.  
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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."  

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 
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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." 
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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?" 

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. 
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