
First Five Factors

Of Forever

The Vermilion Countess Series, vols. 1-5

Victoria L. Szulc

Copyright © 2026 Victoria L. Schultz/Hen Publishing, a Hen Companies Brand

All rights reserved. Although there are references to actual historic events, places, and people, all of the characters, places, and dialogue in this book and its related stories, are fictitious, and any resemblance to any person living, dead, or undead is coincidental.

A gentle word to my readers/trigger warning: although my pieces are works of fiction, my books and stories contain scenes and depictions that may upset certain audiences. 

Cover design, model and photography: Victoria L. Szulc

––––––––

ISBN: 978-1-958760-50-5


Table of Contents

Title Page

Copyright Page

To my polish ancestors | That paved the way with wisdom and humanity.

ACKNOWLEDGMENTS | Thank you to everyone who has read my books. I am delighted to share Stella’s stories with you.

Prologue

CONTENTS

1 the tease of memory

2 I was human once

3 embrace of the dark

4 snow falls at midnight

5 darkest after sun set

Books from Victoria L. Szulc

ABOUT THE AUTHOR

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

To my polish ancestors


That paved the way with wisdom and humanity.


[image: ]


	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

ACKNOWLEDGMENTS


Thank you to everyone who has read my books. I am delighted to share Stella’s stories with you.








[image: ]


	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Prologue



[image: ]


From the mind of a vampire...

I was already undead when they found me. They knew my powers. They took everything away from me. Erased my memory. Or at least, they thought they did. They didn’t count on me remembering everything else.

And when I did? The memories came in terrific floods that started as blinding migraines. I started to piece together my past and prepared a vengeance for those that tried to destroy me. 

I sit in the dark at a safe house at a window touched by rain’s streaky tears, waiting for the next call. It’s nights like these that I remember horrible things, like the first time I got shot, directly in my face, in the forehead. I stood there for a minute. I could smell the gunpowder, the heat of the metal. To feel the piercing was strange to say at the least. I stumbled back a little, it didn’t hurt but still surprised me.

It was a swap gone bad. I was delivering a pack of cocaine in trade for information. The target was someone I had been following for a while. This was long before Mark was my handler. 

They didn’t know who I was. And then, well, I couldn’t let them find out. The bullet stuck in my skull, I plucked it out and then held it in my hand. It was still hot. I tucked it in my pocket. I know it freaked him out when that happened. It should’ve gone much deeper and the hole closed up. 

I saw the fear in his face. In hyper reality I could see my reflection in his eyes. He tried to escape and instinct kicked in. He should’ve never run. It was easy to catch up with him, down and gone in seconds.

But I never again forgot the pop of the gun, the flash in my face. He’d have done better to have had wooden bullets aimed at my heart but lead and skull tissue are fine for a vampire. 

How did I become this creature of the night? I didn’t know how long I’d lived in darkness until I became darkness itself. 
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1 the tease of memory
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Memories, for one such as I, are complicated. My line of work is based on a web of lies. I dance along the kind of failed deceit that could trigger the famished spider at any moment.

Determining what was truly the past, what is forgettable, and what is buried, has kept me alive. Keeping secrets, even from those whom I trust for remittance, is my bread and butter.

Today’s assignment will be like many others I’ve had before. My instinct of human nature has made me a high-paid professional. I ease onto the street lined with silken strains of a rain that fell fifteen minutes ago and stroll towards my rendezvous point. My non-descript clothing helps me to blend into the grey buildings on the way.

I greet Mark like an old friend, returning his hug as we meet out in the open. We fake a few kind words and walk into a park to a specific area where, despite the best efforts of local community groups, they never can keep the streetlights on.

“Must we always meet at night, Stella?”

“Yes. Darkness conceals a lot of things.” Hell yeah, it does. “This must be a big one for us to meet out here?”

“As usual, you’re right.” At least Mark gave me credit. Previous handlers gave me only grief. Didn’t appreciate my skills or discretion. Or worse, tried to dig up my past with unpleasant, mixed results. “This one is tech savvy; however, we’re going with a human touch approach.” He hands me a plain beige envelope.

“Oh papers, so old school.” I slide the packet inside my jacket, cloak and dagger style with a stealthy grin that catches Mark’s attention.

“Obviously you’ve done this before.” 

“Yep. And remember you don’t want to know how.” I smirk.  

“Alright then. Any questions? You text me. Thank you, Stella.”

“Don’t thank me, yet.” I laugh. 

Mark pulls me close in a gesture meant to look more like a lovers embrace to the outside world. “Be careful. Will chat soon.” His lips graze my cheek.

He smells magnificent. More than just his cologne, breath, or body odor. It’s as if I can take in all his aura. Mark is an honest soul that has no idea who I am. And it should remain that way.

“Will do. Good night.” I step away and his hand lingers on my shoulder. It’s only milliseconds, but it feels like an electric lifetime. 

“Night, Stella.”

My typical lonely walk to the commencement of my assignment brings old musings to the surface. 

Why do I do this? I can leave at any time. Or can I? I have money. Some power. So many secrets. 

I ignore the stares of a few men at the hotel bar as I pass and stride to the elevator. They are distracted by a young server with perky breasts and flowing black hair. 

I’m grateful for her interruption. I’m pretty; can be made-up to be gorgeous. Just old enough to know better, but young enough to do it anyway. I don’t need interlopers when business is at hand.

Once upstairs I read over the memos from Mark. A flurry of pages covers the bed. My target, Joseph Mitigan, is a wealthy businessman slowly bleeding his parent company dry. But theft isn’t his only crime. He’s bedded most of the women in his office. The owners could overlook the clandestine entanglements, but not the loss of money. A man like him is stupid enough to keep up the charade if only because he hasn’t been caught yet. 

After reviewing enough of Joe’s filth to last a lifetime, I decide to rest my brain. With a gentle whoosh the papers are put away, the lights are out, and I slip into a sort of slumber. It’s a better sleep than I’ve had in a while. In the last few months, I’ve had hints of disturbed sleep from night terrors, so this night’s dreaming was a pleasant respite.

I felt softness first. Warmth, a fleece like blanket kissing my skin, and then tender lips grazing my shoulder. Hot breath tickling the back of my neck. A strong hand with nimble fingers cradling my abdomen causing a rush of heat below. Desire wells up in me like rushing waters in a small creek after too much rain. 

“Mmmm.” A throaty moan builds behind my lips. My eyes open to an exquisitely decorated room. Thick fabrics, a multitude of tasseled curtains opened just enough to let a sliver of sunlight blind me with the morning haze. 

An echo of church bells in the distance announce the top of the hour. Birds chirp merrily on the windowsill. There’s a clatter of hooves outside. They pause below as footsteps march in a corridor nearby. 

The man spooning against my body loves me. I can’t explain it, I just know. His hand becomes more insistent as his whisper tingles my ear. “You don’t have to wake.”

The fire in my groin intensifies, building, burning until I do wake with a pleasant panting. But I’m in a fairly sterile hotel room with generic furnishings. I am melancholy, trying to reach back into my emotions to find this man of my literal dreams. But it’s gone, like the fog rolling away outside. 

As the sun rises, I’m fully informed and ready to be Joe’s temp. A plain black shoulder bag holds all the information I need. I wear a grey skirt short enough to show that I’ve got legs. Black business pumps push my calves and tush upward. The otherwise prim white blouse is undone exactly one button too many. The lace of my bralette peeks through. My French twist contains most of my locks. I let a few strays frame my face along with a pair of ray ban glasses that are only for show. Men like Joe are enticed by the secretary fantasy. I will oblige.

I arrive at the office precisely ten minutes before my start time. The meet and greet with the receptionist is quick. I’m a temp. I don’t need to do much for the next twenty-four hours. 

“Here’s your desk. He’ll buzz you in when needed. Welcome to Scardale Properties.” The look of the receptionist’s face lets me know that she pities me. I’m not scared. 

The desk has its own alcove outside Joe’s door. Joe’s secretary is out of town with family. Her family pics reveal a grandma. The company figured they needed to hire someone out of his reach. They wanted him to be a little hungry. I’m the fresh meat. 

I sit at the desk, ignore the welcome packet, get comfy with my coffee, and wait for the buzzer. It’s only ten minutes before Joe calls. 

“Hi, this is Mr. Mitigan. Is this Angelique?”

“Yes Sir.” 

“Good, welcome. I need you to come to my office and take some dictation for me before my next meeting. You’ll hear a beep and that will release the door lock. Please come in.”

It’s go time. I open the door and slink in like a cat. I make eye contact and smile. “Nice to meet you Mr. Mitigan.”

“Oh, Angelique, you can call me Joseph.” Joe sits behind a massive mahogany desk enjoying coffee from a silver tumbler. His skin shows signs of sun damage from too much beach life and fake bake tanning. It also reveals a white line on his wedding finger. I’m certain that Joe is married and tucked his ring into his desk before he buzzed me in.

I stride towards two empty leather cushioned chairs placed in front of his desk before he stops me.

“Please, let’s sit on the couch, if you don’t mind.”

I ease onto the slick couch that screams high end. I pretend to have an issue with my shoe and uncross my legs long enough to show that I’m not wearing panties. “Of course.”

A sly grin crosses his face as he sits next to me. “Well, business first. Just write an introduction letter to this group. The basic hello, my name, my title, a few lines from my bio which you’ll find in a black binder in your desk, and close with a thank you, my name, address, phone number, and email.”

“Anything else?” I peer over my glasses. I can feel the sexual tension in the air. He hasn’t stopped looking at my decolletage since we sat down.

“No. That will be all.” His gaze continues to linger over me as he changes his tone. “Well, I would like to take you to lunch, at 11:30? For your first day. After my meeting, of course.”

“Why, thank you, Joseph. I’d be delighted.” I stand and deliberately smooth over my skirt with teasing hands. “I’ll have this letter ready for you by then.” 

“Excellent.” He saunters to his desk and whisks on his suit coat. “Let me walk you out.”

The space in between us narrows as he prepares to open the office door. His hand briefly grazes my shoulder then, inappropriately, slides to my hip. “Thank you, Angelique. Have a pleasant morning.”

“You’re welcome.” I fake bemusement as we exit, and head over to my desk. I watch him walk to the elevator. He has the stride of a man used to getting his way. He waves at me as the doors close. I return his glance with a tilt of the head and Cheshire cat grin. 

The moment he’s gone, my hands rifle through the desk and find the binder. As I suspect, it’s information I already obtained from Mark. I scan the pages in case someone is watching, then write his letter. Fortunately, Joe likes his privacy, so I have my own printer at my desk. 

I log into a dead woman’s social media accounts to check up on a few things. I know she’s gone because I assassinated her a couple years ago. She didn’t have any friends or family to delete her pages, so I conveniently took them over. I’m checking news and trends when I sense another person coming.

I’m right. An older black woman with short, cropped curls approaches. She wears a crisp navy suit that alerts me to her ‘I’m all business’ nature.

“Um, hi, I’m Bettany.” 

“Oh hello, nice to meet you.” My phone goes face down on the desk.

“May I ask you a question?” Bettany pries. 

“Of course.” I demur. Let the games begin. I’m bored.

“You’re a temp, right?”

“Yep.” I fake sip my cold coffee.

“Well,” Bettany lowers her voice, checks to see if anyone else is within range, and leans in. “I just want to warn you. Your boss, well, he likes to get around, if you know what I mean.”

“Oh, really?” 

“I mean, you seem like a nice person.” Bettany’s eyes fall to my cleavage.

I am not nice. Not today anyway. “What if I don’t care?” 

“Um, I just thought.” She flusters.

My blank stare makes her shift uncomfortably.

“Women like you make my job more difficult.” Bettany retreats with a nasty pout, and I turn back to my phone. 

Hate the player, not the game. 

I’m not here to make a good impression with the office staff. 

For the next hour, I’m playing solitaire on the company computer. I don’t like to hook my phone up to any external Wi-Fi if I can help it. 

Like clockwork, Joe is headed back to his office at 11:25. We lock eyes as soon as he approaches my desk. “Is the letter finished?”

“Right here.” I hand it to him, all perky like.

“Are you ready for lunch?”

“Of course.” I shut down my computer.

“I’ll put this briefcase down and we’ll head out.” Joe trots into his office while I get my bag together. By the time I’m standing, he’s already ditched his suit jacket. “There’s a car waiting for us.”

“Oh, lovely.” 

We’re silent as we leave. I can feel Bettany’s eyes on us. That’s okay. Again, I’m not here to be liked. 

Joe leads me through the glass adorned lobby, through a revolving door, and onto the sidewalk where a limo awaits. Joe is old school. I feel as if I’m in a gangster movie and a hit is about to go down. The driver holds the door for us. We slip in without incident. The limo pulls off into noonday traffic. 

“Well, Angelique, I trust your morning was good?” Joe motions to our driver to put up the privacy glass. 

I pretend not to notice.

“Yes. Quiet. I’m used to being much busier.”

“Well, we can arrange for that. I mean if that’s what you’d like?” Joe’s hand grazes my thigh.

Like getting busy. I feel as if I’m back in the 1980’s.

“I’m always looking for more opportunities.” I can be coy.

“Yes, a mature woman like yourself should.” The limo stops, effectively ending our flirtation. “Ah, we’re here. I think you’ll like this place. Quiet.”

The driver opens the door for us, and I’m suddenly overwhelmed with déjà vu. I pause as an odd rush flows through me. I’ve had doors opened for me many times before. But at the moment, I feel as if it’s been a very, very long time ago. Like horse and buggy time. I hear the clatter of hooves on cobblestones. I smell the horses. I’m taken aback by the unexpected dizziness. I shake my head and smile. Joe doesn’t notice my hesitancy, he’s too busy trying to catch another peek at my snatch. 

We’re at a little café. An odd assortment of folks dine at the front. Joe nods to a server and we are taken to the back room where private booths line the walls. 

“Ah, here you are Mr. Joe. I’ll bring you menus.” The waiter greets in broken English. Joe has done this before. 

“Thank you, Sven.” Joe waves his hand to one of the burgundy leather booths. I get in and Joe slides immediately in after me. “Isn’t this cozy?”

“Yes.”

Sven comes back with a bottle of wine and a basket of fragrant rolls. “Any appetizers, Mr. Joe?” He pours our glasses. 

“How about some stuffed mushrooms and calamari?”

“Good choice Mr. Joe.” Sven shuffles away.

“I hope you like it.” Joe puts his arm around me.

“Yes, it smells wonderful.”

“So do you.” He lifts his glass. “Cheers.” 

We faux drink in silence, and I purposely lean in. 

“You’re so lovely, Angelique. Intelligent too. I can tell.” He puts an arm around my shoulders and plays with one of my loose strands of hair.

Oh really?

“Thank you.”

Joe nods towards my ear. “I’ll order a light lunch for us, because I can fill you up in other ways.” Joe’s whisper comes through a dirty smirk. “We can get a room at a hotel nearby. The things I’ll do to you. I cannot wait.” His other hand has left the glass and his cold fingers have progressed to under the edge of my skirt.

“Oh...” I murmur. The rest of the room is empty. I have a feeling he’d bend me over the table if he could.

Sven arrives with our appetizers as Joe’s hand comes out of hiding. “There you are Mr. Joe. I come back for your order in a few minutes.”

“Thank you.” Joe hurriedly butters a roll and dips it in the marinara sauce of the mushrooms.

“Delicious. Best little place here. Try some.”

He takes another roll and butters it and feeds it to me. In any other circumstance, this would’ve turned me on. But not so much right now. This is business.

“Um. Warm and yummy.” I play along and giggle seductively. 

“Some mushroom?”

“Yes.”

He dips a cap into the marinara and brings it to my lips. A drip of the sauce lands in my cleavage. I swipe it with a flick of my finger and lick it with the tip of my tongue. Joe is about to lose his mind until his phone rings an urgent tone.

“This is Joe. Yeah, okay. It can’t wait.” Joe glares at his phone. I can hear the faint distraction of someone flipping out on the other side. “Okay, I’ll be there in about ten.”

“I’m so sorry, Angelique. I’ve got to go.” Joe clears his throat and motions to Sven, who rushes over like the world is ending. “Please put this on my tab, Sven. Wrap up the leftovers for my, uh, secretary.”

I shrug as he turns back to me.

“Please take the afternoon off. Meet me for dinner, I’ll make it up to you. You don’t even have to go back to the office. Here’s money for a cab.” Joe whips out a hundred-dollar bill and scoots out with a wink. 

I wait until Joe has cleared the room before standing. “Sven, you don’t have to wrap this, thanks.” I ease out and stand in the shade of a large tree to hail my cab. It’s a short ride to the hotel. 

Once inside the room, I check messages and slip into a tee shirt and panties for a nap. I rest during the day when I know I need to perform at night. 

I relaxed that late afternoon like I often do; flat on my back, tucked under the covers. But when I opened my eyes, to my complete surprise, I was somewhere completely different. 

A room with pink rose wallpapers came into focus. I sat up to get a better view of a man undressing near a wooden chifforobe. He’s facing away from me as he slides off his suspenders and trousers with ease. He turns to look at me while unbuttoning his shirt. I’m captivated. He is tall and muscular, his dark hair in a mop of curls. The musky scent of his body creeps to my nose. I lick my lips and pull aside a lace dressing gown to expose my breasts. I say his name, but it seems that the word echoes in my head rather than passing from my lips. 

He tumbles onto the bed next to me, unhindered by clothing. His hands slide all over me, my skin covered in goosebumps. Two heartbeats thump wildly in my ears. A cacophony at first, then united in a single massive pounding. I nuzzle his cheek, then bury my face in his neck. Our flesh molds together until he gasps. To one unpracticed, it would seem as this would be a climax of sorts. But the change to a hoarse, choking whisper assures a listener that death is imminent. I release my hold as he falls away. His face revealing deceit and pain. I observe for a moment as he passes. A trickling warmth causes me to pause. I am horrified as my hands are covered in sticky vermilion. I greedily slurp my hands clean. I glance in the chifforobe mirror, but my reflection is not there.

I sit up in the hotel, sweat soaking my tee shirt. I jump from the bed in a fury, double and triple check the room for other people. I peer from closed blinds and curtains to see the sunset. Purple clouds from an approaching storm give the sky a radiance that calms me. This is not the first time for nightmares. But they are increasingly real and disturbing.  

My line of work is bound to bring up repressed emotions, I tell myself as I splash through a cold shower. Collect yourself. Work to be done.

But the odd pit in my gut tells me something’s not right. I can’t quite place if this scenario was a dream or reality. I towel off and push my errant feelings aside.

As expected, Joe has texted me a time and place for our hanky panky. I screen shoot the text to Mark. I prepare for dinner with the goal of seduction. A slinky auburn dress with a deep v-cut neckline will give him more than enough hints that I’m ready to play. Thigh-high black sheer stockings encourage a long look at my legs. Black velvet pumps increase their shape. I’m a curvy girl. To some maybe a little too plump, but most of my targets want something fleshy. Real. Sturdy yet plush. I am all of those things and more.

I slip on a coat as rain begins to fall and grab a cab. I could walk, but I don’t want to look like a wet cat. Joe’s waiting just inside another hotel lobby. I’m barely through the door when he takes my elbow. 

“Hello Joe.” My voice is husky. My gaze is unflinching.

“Good evening, Angelique. I hope you don’t mind if we order room service.” We walk in tandem, our pace quickening as we near the elevator. 

“Of course not.” I know that dinner is not on the menu for this evening. 

“Good. Very, very good.” The elevator doors close and his hand slips from my elbow to the small of my back. He draws me into a deep kiss. His crotch hardens against my thigh.

Not bad. But then again, he fucks around a lot.

He pauses when the doors open. “This way.” He leads me to his room like a five-year-old dragging his mommy through a toy store. 

With a quick swipe of a key card, we’re inside a decent sized suite. An ice bucket with champagne awaits. 

“Drink, Angelique?” He uncorks the libation with zest.

“I think you’re thirsty for something else.” I tease while my coat whooshes to the floor.

Joe drinks straight from the bottle, then sets it back on the ice with a crunch. “Oh dear, I am. Didn’t you feel me when I held you close?”

“Just a little.” I giggle and crawl onto the bed while not losing eye contact. I open my legs without the least bit of modesty.

He peels off his suit jacket and shirt to reveal a hairy chest with flecks of grey amongst the dark strands. His fingers make quick work of his belt and zipper. His erection is exploding through the slit of his silky black boxers as he strides towards me.

Joe pounces, his hands pushing up my skirt then pulling my breasts from my dress. His mouth is on mine, his tongue flicking in and out. There’s no doubt in my mind that he’s done this before.

Moans tease out of me while I feel around his back, shoulders, and the base of his neck. My fingers trace his jawline. I grip tightly and succinctly snap his neck with two efficient cracks. He gasps, eyes wide, and collapses on top of me. 

For the next moments, I am not myself. Well rather, I’m someone that I used to know. I push him off, slide down to his crotch, and drink him. When we’re both finished, I adjust my dress, and throw on my coat as I take the stairs down to the lobby instead of the elevator.

The remainder of his flesh will die after I’m gone. If there aren’t arrangements for a cleaner, the body is either disposed of or left in such a fashion that the cause of death will not be questioned, even by the most brilliant of criminal research minds. And that is precisely why I’m brought in.

I’m quick, discreet, practiced. I hail a cab. Once inside, I text Mark with the usual confirmation, I broke it off with him.

As I exit the cab, I’m blinded by the headlights of a passing car. I blink, then squint, and a chill comes over me. I’m woozy, the ground seeming to fall from me. My leaden feet trudge towards a bench outside the lobby. I pretend to go through my coat pockets and play with my phone as valets shuttle cars back and forth. My vision is blurry, a high pitch squealing in my ears as my head aches. I fight a queasiness and resist the urge to vomit as thunder rolls in the distance.

What the fuck is this? A migraine? Stroke? Compose yourself.

I inhale the cool night air and try to focus on relaxing my gut. I can’t go to a hospital. I close my eyes for a moment. The piercing becomes a dull roar then silence. I open my eyes to clear sight. I pocket my phone and slip into my hotel room just as a storm blows in. I like the rain. It helps me relax. I rest easier. Off come the shoes. I slide in between cool sheets to rest.

Out of nowhere the bright lights return. But this time, I’m hot, my skin searing with pain. The whistle of a drill runs through my brain. I am bound, desperately trying to wriggle free of large bands holding my body hostage. They cut into my wrists and ankles. I hear snatches of conversations as I peer through the light. I am surrounded by shadows wearing masks and I can’t escape. I open my mouth to scream, but I have no voice. The immense pressure in my head builds to a massive crescendo. I feel as if my brain is going to explode at any second. 

I’m gasping for air, clutching my phone to make sure I’m here in the present. For the second time that day, I climb from the hotel bed weary from a night terror. Maybe choosing to stay in the room was a bad choice. Maybe it’s karma for all of my unlawful behavior. Unfamiliar surroundings can trigger some buried feelings. I’m not in the mood for this right now. I straighten up, shake it off, fix my face, and slide out into the early evening for a bite. I have the kind of hunger that fast food won’t satisfy. I remember a neighborhood pub a couple blocks from the hotel that is known for large portions even if you order at the bar. 

The Boar’s Head is not too crowded. A mixed group is enjoying the rest of the evening. I head for the end of the bar and scan the menu. There’s plenty to pick from, but I’m distracted by the sound of a boisterous group of frat boys. I shrink further into the corner, and I am grateful that they head to the back room of the establishment. They’re tailgated by a tall gentleman that I can’t ignore. 

He has an odd familiarity to his aura. There are more than several young, attractive women in the place, but after a quick scan of the room, his eyes meet mine. I look away, slightly embarrassed that I was caught looking. I hear his footsteps approach. 

“Come here often?” His voice is rich. Smooth.

“No.” I look up with a rueful smile. He’s in my wheelhouse. Good height, nice voice, younger. A lot younger.

Why am I bothering to engage in this? He probably wants the older woman experience. Welcome to the cougar club, darling.

“Neither do I. Traveling?”

“You could say that.” I lean back on the stool and cross my legs. I’m subtle this time. No flashing my muff. If he’s interested, he’s going to have to work for it.

“Alone?”

“Obviously.” I deadpan and look him over again. He might be worth it.

“You know, people like us, it doesn’t have to be complicated. I’m not looking for eternity.”

“What if I was?”

“Well...”

“I’m not. I can’t attach to anyone right now.”

“C’mon, not even for a little while. I can tell you’re interested.” He presses.

“Perhaps. But work to be done.” I retreat.

“You have a job?” He questions.

“Can’t say much about it.” My coyness returns.

“But you’re enjoying my company.”

“Yeah.” My fingers curl around a drink I don’t have an interest in.

“What’s your name?” He pries further.

“Angelique.”

“You’re lying.”

“Does it matter?”

“I guess not.” An uncomfortable pause hangs in the air between us. “I’m Kent. And you don’t need to be jaded.”

“Oh, but I do. I’m sorry, I need to go.” 

The touch of his hand makes me wince.

“Angelique, I can tell you’ve been around a while. Your age doesn’t matter to me.”

“It should.” Why are younger men my poison?

“No, I mean. I respect you. I’m looking for someone older. Wiser. Stable.” 

He leans in again. The tension between us is sweet agony.

“The last thing my life is, well, is stable.” My throaty laugh is a meek defense. I’m feeling more relaxed. The bar is beginning to fill with people looking for a last drink. 

“What about a temporary moment of clarity?” Kent’s hand intertwines with mine. “Come on.”

“Alright.” I begrudgingly give in.

“Your place?”

“Yes.” I’m brisk. Reality sets in. I scan the room for possible issues. Everyone appears to be wrapped in their own little drunken stupors and hookups. “Okay, come along then.”

“Alright.” 

It’s a brisk walk to my hotel. I’m flush with excitement. We head for the elevator and the adventurer in me smiles. “You think we could go to the roof?”

“Why not?” 

The smirk on his face tells me he’s into this. 

We burst off the elevator to the top floor and head for the emergency exit stairwell. As expected, there’s a last set of steps to the roof. A sturdy firewall door greets us.

“Um, think we could bust this open?” Kent questions.

I pull my keycard. It’s supposed to have all access to provide a quick retreat if deemed necessary. The scanner emits a chirp and a green light. I giggle and push open the door.

“Oh, that’s clever. And why I like older women.” 

“I’ll give you more reasons in a few.” I run for the roof with Kent in close pursuit.

“I love the chase, Angelique!” 

I hear his steps behind me as a blast of cool air refreshes my skin. I look for a sturdy place that would withstand two people. This is an old hotel. We don’t need to be falling through the ceiling of one of the penthouses. 

The magnificent skyline slows me. Buildings emerge like lusty spires through a swirling fog. An enormous golden full moon peers over the horizon. For a moment, I am caught by this clash of nature and mankind’s ever need to reach the heavens with architecture.

“Great view.” Kent whispers as I get close to the edge.

“Magnificent.”

“I imagine you’ve seen a lot like this.”

“Yes, many places.” I
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