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As the shadows of the night cover their deepest scars.
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A hidden villa in Spain

Early evenings are the worst, some say it’s darkest before the dawn. But I believe its darkest after the sun sets. It’s pretty how the stars come out. I remember gazing at the heavens with Alexsandr, thinking we’d have unlimited years together, like the stars in the sky. 

But it wasn’t to be. I’m staring at a stunning twilight from a petite but ornate balcony in a secluded villa overlooking a shimmering bay in Spain. Even though it’s been well over two hundred years since Alexsandr was murdered, I remember him like it was yesterday. 

Our long walks in the woods, stolen kisses in the castle, and skinny dipping in the lake long after midnight. I still miss him terribly, my first real love. I lost Alexsandr the same day I gained my eternity, two events I had no choice in participating. 

I wasn’t allowed to make decisions in my loveless marriage to an older widow who only needed my dowry. I was terribly alone when I came upon Alexsandr. He was much younger, handsome, vibrant. He filled the ache, the romance that I desired for so long. 

I was wealthy. I was a blue blood. A Countess. I was spoiled, given everything I desired. Then, only a few weeks before my unplanned transition, I knew I’d die. I didn’t get to make that choice either. Casmir took that and Alexsandr away from me on the same night. 

I stand at the rail of this gorgeous balcony, frustrated, wondering if it’d been better if I hadn’t remembered my past and what they did to me, all these men. 

And yet again, I’m by myself, witnessing one of the most incredible spectacles that mother nature can provide. The tears come easily as I long for Mark to be standing next to me. I know he is close by, he always is, but it’s not enough anymore.

__________

A week before

“That was some bullshit, Stella.” Mark is fuming as we meet for recon. Not even a hello as we meet in a heavily forested area outside of Philly. We’re standing in near darkness on a narrow dirt path normally used by hikers.

“It had to be done, no other way, we were out of time.” I am stoic, far from my usual self. 

“We were not out of time. We had another twenty-four hours at least. You should’ve waited.” Mark hisses through clenched teeth. I have never seen him so angry in the couple of years we’ve been together.

“No, the transmission of information to China came earlier than expected.” I am in full argument mode. “He was to deliver the intel within an hour of getting off the podium. His schedule was to get to his office to debrief, during which he was likely to send the info, then he was to catch his limo, and leave for vacation in the mountains. There was a risk that he wouldn’t have Wi-Fi to send it then. He was sending the intel early.” I’m terse and agitated that my judgement is being questioned. 

“He wasn’t to be exposed like that.” Mark shouts. I am certain he caught hell for what went down, but the target was an utter asshole with massive intelligence issues. 

“Richards exposed himself. That’s not my fault. I saved the world a fucking headache of having military secrets sent to the wrong people.”

“He was a rising star in the political realm—” Mark begins to explain.

“Which means he would’ve captured additional secrets to steal.”

“Fuck it, Stella, he was a respected businessman and mayoral candidate of a major city and you assassinated him right as he began to speak. The crowd watched him die not to mention the trauma his team experienced. What was he doing that was any of their fault? Do you know how much heat I’m under right now? You don’t get to pick when shit goes down in cases like this.”

For a moment, I’m silent and concerned for Mark. I never intended to put a spotlight on him. I cave, my voice lowering, attempting to bring a sense of decorum to a convo gone wrong.

“I’m sorry how it’s affected you—”

“Jesus, Stella, they’d kill me. I mean, at worst. At best? They strip me of everything, my hard work. Demoting me to a desk job filling out reports on petty thieves and leaving me no protection. If I made someone really pissed? They’d leak my info. I’d be dead tomorrow.”

“Well, we’d all die tomorrow if China stole nuclear secrets.” I’m suddenly snide and instantly hate myself for not caring. How did we get to this?

“You know, they gave me the option of taking you out.” He pouts nastily.

“Like you could.” I snort. He still doesn’t know I’m a vampire. I’d drink him in seconds. Jesus, what the fuck is wrong with me? Why am I angry?

“This isn’t working. It’s best I leave.” He turns, walking away so swiftly that I’m in shock. 

“You know you shouldn’t turn your back on me.” I try to sound threatening, but my voice cracks. Like I’d do it. Nope, I love him. Idiot. Wait, do I? What the hell am I doing right now?

“You won’t like the option if I stay, Stella.” Although he’s moving briskly ahead of me, I can hear the hurt in his voice. 

“Wait, please. I apologize, this isn’t right.” I hustle to catch up. “Please, Mark. I’ll listen, let’s hash this out.” Why am I suddenly sorry?

He pauses in the opening of the trees, a backdrop of a million stars behind him. I swear I can see tears in his eyes. “Do you realize how hard this is for me?” he grumbles.

“It’s hard for me too.” I suck up. “We’re not in an easy business. Please tell me what you needed to say.”

Mark clears his throat. “A public assassination scared a lot of people. If word ever got out that it was government related? Even with his reported ties to China? We didn’t have the proof. It would’ve been better for an accident to have happened when he was camping.”

“I understand—”

“I don’t think you do, Stella.” Mark groans and runs his fingers through his hair.

“You forget I’ve been doing this a long time.” My voice is thin.

“Maybe too long? You getting jaded? Tired of playing the temptress? Enough hits under your belt yet?”

This stings and I can’t hold my audible gasp.

“I do this for the greater good. Don’t forget that,” I whisper. I am beyond livid at this point and that phrase, the greater good, throws me into a memory that initiates one of those weird remembrance migraines. I have to get somewhere alone, where I’m not exposed to the elements or humans. “I have to cool down. Can we meet in a couple of days? Please?” I begin to rub my temples hoping I can get ahead of the pain.

“I’m not sure I can.” He’s being an ass. I can’t even begin to deal with his attitude as the trees seem to sway. 

I hurry, begin to jog and stumble past him on the path. In short order I’m way ahead of him despite rapidly getting unsteady on my feet. I can get to the car, only a hundred feet away, dash off to the cabin safe house that’s a mile along the road, I’ll be alright. I left a few pints of blood in the mini fridge. I wouldn’t have to strain to hunt after the flashbacks. I’d sweat it out. 

“Hey, Stella...” Mark is closing in behind me, but his voice is muffled. “...hey, are you alright?”

Those are the last words I hear as I fall face down in the dirt, my body trembling with the full force of blinding lights and the sounds of a drill grating my skull.

__________

A week before the recon...

This was supposed to be a routine hit, an easy job after my extended stay up north. A wayward politician that had to be stopped. Brice Richards was a golden boy on the political fast track in Philadelphia. Wealthy by hard work, intelligent, and kind natured, at least in public. A cheerleader philanthropist wife and two cute young children rounded out the perfect family portrait. 

Mark and I meet in a nature reserve outside of Philly. I could barely contain my excitement as I hiked the trail. Months of anticipation made me giddy. Our rendezvous is at a ranger lookout point. I can smell him three minutes before I catch sight of
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