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Chapter 1
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It wasn’t every day a girl got to meet an angel, or so the sign on his door said he was, anyway. Even less frequently did it happen in job interviews. 

Her potential boss seemed endlessly amused, his smile making small laugh lines crinkle around his enthralling eyes. Linda didn’t know that she could blame him. 

She doubted that she was really what the retirement village had wanted when they had advertised for an assistant. Her newly-dyed, indigo bob wasn’t really septuagenarian approved, however many blue-haired little old ladies might live here. Then again, maybe the 70-and-over set was wilder than she thought. She could only hope to be lucky enough to find out by getting this job.

Thus far, her interviewer — her potential boss — had made no comment. She supposed she was lucky he hadn’t just thrown her out. 

She’d done her best at appearing normal, other than the hair — her clothes the closest she could manage to professional businesswear without a fashion consultant. Her parents hadn’t been big fans of helping her fit in... although she was not going to think about the past. 

She was aiming for trophy-wife-meeting-her-friends-for-a-casual-lunch. That the hair made it feel more like failed-punk-rocker-with-identity-crisis probably wasn’t that much of a help.

The strangeness of her hair wasn’t really her fault, but she wasn’t going to get into that with this gorgeous guy — with anyone, if she could help it. Her history was nobody’s business. If she could forget it all herself, she would be a much happier woman.

Thankfully, Mr. Spear interrupted her thoughts. “How did you hear about us?”

At least he was starting her off easily. “I saw the description on Monster.”

Weirdly, he appeared to be stifling a laugh. It only went on for a second before he coughed the sound discreetly away, pulling her application toward him. “I see you’re not from the area?”

He didn’t look as though he was entirely focused on her answers, although he did seem quite concentrated on her. It was a little disconcerting but rather nice.

She remembered to smile, doing her best. “No, I just moved to Atlanta. I’ve been checking the want ads on the computer at the hotel.”

Unsurprisingly, he looked at her oddly. “You don’t have a cell?”

“I’m afraid not.”  

She knew what an oddity that made her. Finding an 18-year-old without a cell was probably harder than spotting Bigfoot. 

She made herself stop thinking about her parents again and tried to keep up the smile. 

Thankfully, he shrugged the issue away, as she watched him politely, dragging herself back from the past, determined to think that things would go her way, wanting to project to him the kind of worker he was searching for — whatever that might be. She needed this job. It was the only real prospect she’d seen. Too clumsy to wait tables, too quiet to be a persuasive saleslady, and too self-aware to strip, she didn’t have the education or experience for anything better. She would have to hope that personal charm would work.

Although she’d always felt fairly lacking in this department, she was doing her best to make up for 18 years of gloomy mistrust.  She did worry that her attempt at an eager smile was only making her look like an amphetamine-addicted Pollyanna.  

When she saw Mr. Spear’s obvious attempts to clamp down on his amusement, her fears were proved right. Of course, since the only look she’d ever perfected was the one that said, “Please don’t hit me,” she was left to work on what was probably a Stepford grin a while longer.

Another minute passed before the man’s more polite smile returned, which unfortunately, allowed her more time to gaze at him. He was just a little too beautiful — suited the construction paper sign on his door, the one that announced him as “Head Angel.” It wouldn’t have been hard to believe. 

Everything about him seemed special to her. His eyes were green but with little, lovely flecks of gold through them; his face was model-sculpted, body like some kind of classical statue. Even his hair was pre-Raphaelite, auburn curls a little long, just beyond his ability to control. If the aged residents put up with an “angel” with shoulder-length hair, one who enjoyed lounging around in a comfortable gray t-shirt and extremely worn blue jeans, then she might have some sort of chance of making them forgive her unusual hair.

He was more politely composed when he pulled over her job application again. Linda was just glad he was sitting down, even if he was only perched on the corner of his desk. Just following him into his office had been a menace. Surely angels didn’t have butts that nice.

She’d managed — as much as possible — to wipe her mind clean of such ideas by the time his questions continued. That was good, because her thoughts might well have become even less  professional, otherwise.

“I see you don’t have a home yet?”

Shaking her head, she hoped he wouldn’t ask why she’d move to an entirely unfamiliar city with no home or job prospects or plans.  It wouldn’t look good to be seen as the drifter her life was threatening to turn her into.

“That’s good, because we need our tenant manager to live on site. If you’re hired, we’ll be setting you up in one of our apartments.”

A million questions opened up with that fact — rent versus salary, whether she’d be on call twenty-four hours a day, why she’d need to be there if she weren’t. They were all the sort of questions she should have asked. 

They weren't what actually came out. 

“Do you live here, too?” 

Her naked curiosity created a desperate urge to kick herself in the head.

Fortunately, Mr. Spear’s smile was kind, keeping her from any further thoughts of gymnastic self-injury.

“I’m around.”

O-kay. Nothing like having your potential employer be open with you.

Her confusion over this triumph of ambiguity was probably obvious, but he didn’t enlighten her any further, and she told herself for at least the millionth time to stop questioning everything. After all, most people lived ordinary lives — she was certainly going to from now on, even if it killed her — and most bosses had no intention of answering such intrusive personal questions.

Mentally banging that truth into place, she was ready to hear the rest of what Mr. Spear told her.

He scanned her application, but she had a sense that he wasn’t really looking at it. “I see you haven’t worked as a manager before.”

Shaking her head, she waited, as his indefinable smile reappeared. She felt like he saw everything, which, given her previous life, was not a comfortable idea. Still, his look somehow warmed her.

“I think you’ll do for us nicely. Let me tell you a little about us and your duties.”

Her eyes growing wide, she managed to repress any squeak of surprise, wondering whether she’d misunderstood. She’d always been led to believe that getting a job was at least a little more difficult than this. 

As he began, she tried to listen. 

“The Roanoke is a retirement community, of sorts. It’s split into two different sections: East and West. Each has twelve buildings. There are two different Resident Coordinators, me and Damian. I’m the East Coordinator.” 

Linda nodded, trying to keep her thoughts in line enough to follow. Along with a general outline of the complex, which had seemed fairly sprawling, Mr. Spear’s explanation had answered another of her questions. It was the name of the West Coordinator, she was guessing, that had been the origin of this inner-office joke. Like Spear’s “angel,” the sign on the card on Damian’s office door read “Head Demon.”  

She forced herself not to glance appreciatively at her new boss. She was already glad to be on the heavenly side.

Her employer clearly hadn’t noticed her mental wanderings, since his explanation continued. “Damian and I handle all major decisions and any of the bigger problems the residents might encounter.”

She was managing, if only just, to pay attention — the man’s eyes alone entrancing her. Her sigh was wistful. No one this good looking should ever have been made a boss.

Really, she was attempting not to be an idiot, but her lack of experience with people, men especially, didn’t help much. His voice alone was enough to make her want to whine like a dog looking for a treat. When part of her mind started playing with the word bone, she nearly hit herself on the head a few times. Anything to force her well-scrambled brains back into line. 

Her mental slap did a little good, at least, some of his explanation sinking in.

“Both of us have a tenant manager working with us. You’d handle all the smaller details as well as any complaints from our tenants.”

Well, that told her a bit but had been pretty short on specifics. 

She managed to smile politely — or, at least, insipidly — as she worked on phrasing her many questions. “So, there’s a difference between the residents and the tenants?” All the duties seemed to overlap greatly, otherwise.

Unfortunately, she didn’t get an answer.

“Ah, another one.” The man who entered was almost a ringer for Mr. Spear, his voice warm and far too knowing. He was six feet tall, perfectly built, and looked to be made for fantasies of the most lascivious kind. The major difference was that he clearly knew it and expected his glamour to be rewarded.

“Damian,” Mr. Spear acknowledged with no sign of pleasure or warmth.

But the “Head Demon” ignored him to make a beeline toward her.

By the time he got to her, Linda was a little stunned. She couldn’t quite resist when she was led to her feet, her arms held out to the sides, as Damian inspected her. While she wanted to simply glare, he was a bit overpowering. Mr. Spear, undoubtedly too old for her and probably married to boot, had that distant sort of beauty which made her suspect that many a woman had lived out her life in long, unfulfilled fantasies about him. Damian had anything but. He seemed to project some sort of invisible sign that read, in 100-foot-tall neon letters, “Just Ask — I’m Available.” He grinned at her, as she shook her head, clearing it. Available for what, it was probably better not to guess.

He seemed to notice her bemusement, his words nearly a purr of satisfaction. “Look, a new little . . . ” 

She didn’t quite make out the last word, under Mr. Spear’s sound of extreme discontentment, but it sounded like “victim.” 

His grin widened further. “Helper,” he finished. 

Dropping her hands a moment later, a cat done playing with its new toy, he turned back to Spear. “Too bad about Clarissa.” Coyly, his look returned to Linda. “His last . . .  helper.”

Really, it shouldn’t have been possible for a man that flashy to also be attractive.  She’d never thought much of that lounge lizard type, not that she’d ever actually been in a bar. Must be the pheromones, she thought before pulling her mind back together. 

Once she did, she glanced at Mr. Spear, not even certain why she was asking. Maybe it was something about Damian’s tone of voice. “What happened to her?”

The West Coordinator grinned. “She’s dea—”

“No longer with us,” her new boss finished for him, pointing toward the door. “Now, if you’ll allow me to finish explaining her duties to my new assistant.”

A few moments struggle between the men followed, all of it carried out in an absolute, silent glare. 

The break wasn’t fortunate, Linda’s mind reeling, the thoughts warring with each other:

Did he say dead?

Who the heck is this guy, anyway?

I have to live here? How much do I get paid?

Did he say dead?

What’s up with me being attracted to these jokers? I’m never attracted to anyone!

Uh, excuse me—did he say dead?

Why the heck would these people hire me? I have no qualifications. I’ve never even had a job!

Hello! Did he say DEAD? 

Now that inner voice was shrieking at her.  Desperate as she was for a quiet, normal life, she found it impossible to ignore.

What’s wrong with that? People die every day. It’s a retirement home. Maybe she was 80.

Yeah, that’s likely.

It was only with serious effort that Linda tugged these mental wanderings back into line. Yes, these guys were a little weird, but not everyone had the blessing of being normal. Maybe the job was being given to her, as well — if she hadn’t just made some huge, unfounded assumption — because she was one of the few applicants? It was a retirement home, might seem boring to anyone else. 

Also, she had undoubtedly misheard those last few words. Clarissa might be . . .  desperate to focus on school or deleterious to the good name of the community. Heck, maybe she was dealing drugs. Who cared? Everything there was normal, darn it! Normal!

She was just recovering her Stepford smile, when the silent battle between the men ended, Damian looking a little weary as he shrugged before heading toward the door. 

He did glance back once before he left, though, focusing on her hair, his renewed smile knowing. “Why don’t you go back to your previous color? We all preferred it so.” 

When she started shivering, he’d already turned away, leaving her to the terrifying question of how he knew.

It took a while after his disappearance for her new boss to get her attention, something in Damian’s eyes much too disturbing for her to just wish away, something she remembered from . . .  

No, she was not going back into the past, refused to admit that she was trying her darnedest to forget everything he had just said. Mr. Spear had his hand on her arm, before she finally realized that he was speaking to her.

“Ignore him. He has no authority over you.” His touch was warm, tender. “You’ll work for me.”

That was the best news she’d heard all day. As he helped her to her feet, she felt more at peace than she had in years.

“You look tired. Let’s discuss the details of your employment in more depth tomorrow.” His smile alone was enough to comfort her. “Until then, I’ll show you to your new apartment, and you can get a little rest.”

That sounded like a wonderful idea. Apparently, this job-hunting thing really wasn’t all that difficult, but it was tiring. The day had taken more out of her than she had realized.

In a daze, she followed along, even her overly bright smile dimming. It took a lot to remember that she should be asking him questions. “Mr. Spear—”

“Geoffrey,” he interrupted, leading her into a golf cart and starting it. “There’s no need for formality.”

Feeling slightly loopy, she smiled. She liked that. She opened her mouth to try again. 

Her boss didn’t give her the chance. “The apartment’s already furnished. Everything’s ready for you.”

That statement nearly got her worried. She didn’t have a lot of good memories of things being specially prepared for her. 

Zipping around the circular driveway, they aimed for a building near the office. 

“By the way, why do you call yourself 'Linda'?”

She looked at him, her heart thumping — wondering why he’d ask. There was no reason for him to know . . . 

For a moment, he was quiet, almost looked worried, as though she’d caught him in a lie.  It was certainly the other way around.

She had chosen Linda to separate her from the past, as a way to kill the memories; it just seemed so nice and normal to her. Lydia had always been an extremely reluctant freak.  Linda would usher her into the world of normalcy she so desperately craved. 

It was going to work. She would be a new person. She had to be. The horrors she had survived as Lydia couldn’t be carried any further without crushing her.

“I saw Lydia on your license,” he said finally.

Right, she remembered that. A blink later, the idea was gone, her mind refocusing on his question. She couldn’t help how sleepy she was, even that one second of adrenaline fading quickly. Her words reflected it. 

“Linda’s nice. Linda’s normal.” Normal was good. Nothing that could be connected with her childhood was either.

She tried not to recall anything like a past, as he pulled up to a building. 

There were about three different styles of apartment blocks, interspersed haphazardly. She noticed through her mental haze that hers had the number 8 on it. It would be nice if she could remember where she lived.

She followed him like a puppy, as they made their way inside, stopping in the hallway for him to shut the outer door. Lydia — Linda, if she had anything to say about it— stared at the apartments, wondering which one was hers.

“The tenants won’t know about you till after you start tomorrow.” His voice was soft, calming. “You should be safe for the night.” 

She looked at him, confused, until he smiled and added, “No one will ask anything of you yet.”

Somehow, she wasn’t particularly reassured. Some hidden fears started to wake her up, the lifelong memories of growing up in freakland creeping out of their clamped-down place in her mind. She tried to push them back, craving dullness, managing to conjure up a smile.

He led her past the two apartments near them, up the carpeted stairs to another door, Apartment 885, and turned the key in the lock. “Here you go,” he murmured softly.

When she peeked around him into the apartment, she almost wished she was still as sleepy. It might have made everything look far more inviting. 

Barely noticing her guide, she wandered around to ponder the new space. A few words occurred to her. One was “sparse.” The other was “grandma decor.” 

She sighed. Well, she’d wanted dull. 

The couch and chairs in the living room even had doilies perched on them. All she needed was about a dozen cats, and she would fit right into the original designers’ plans.

She almost thought she heard Geoffrey laugh, but it wasn’t a harsh noise. “I know it’s not much . . . ” 

She turned back to see him give a shrug, clearly having run out of niceties. Agreeing with him, she sighed before quickly touring through the few rooms she was faced with. At least they were spacious, even if the mostly empty wooden floors gave the place a sort of abandoned, forlorn look. What the heck good all this room would do her she had no idea but supposed it would be better than being cramped. She hadn’t had much experience with living on her own to know for sure.

There wasn’t much to say to an introduction such as this. The phrase “beggars can’t be choosers” was all too appropriate. 

Trying to smile at him, she took the key, determined to resign herself to her new weirdness-free life. At least it would be better than her old one. Anything was better than that.

He made no comment, could certainly have no way of understanding her thoughts. “I’ll leave you to settle in.”

She wanted to say something but was at an utter, sudden loss.

“I’ll see you in the office at nine tomorrow.” Clearly, he felt he’d told her everything he needed to. 

She wanted to make things easy for him, but there were too many questions unanswered. “Wait!”

As he turned back, she had to remind herself that he was her boss. Definitely way too good looking.

“The tenants and the residents — is there a difference?” Maybe it had something to do with how active or indigent the elderly residents were?

His head rose, eyes regarding her far more seriously. It felt like quite a while before he answered. “Our tenants are short-term. You’ll be helping them come and go.”

That seemed odd. Maybe they were only there till they found more permanent residence in Florida? 

The silence lingering, his gaze grew deeper, as she waited for the rest. “The others are . . .  different.”

So many questions, so few answers. 

“Different how?”

His eyes probed, the long silences leaving her strangely unsettled. 

This one broke a moment later with his deep sigh. “Our residents never leave,” he informed her, opening the door.  “You’re finally here.”

Linda blinked. Those last words had been so soft she might have imagined them but was certain they’d been real. Her eyes widened. Given her life so far, she wasn’t entirely certain she wanted to understand.

When the door shut, she felt the terror begin, his absence making her desperately uneasy. She ran through the apartment looking for the bathroom. 

Once there, she stared intensely at her image in the mirror, her heart thudding heavily in her chest. “Everything is normal.” 

A small shadow flitted by, seen only out of the corner of her eye. 

She dismissed it and repeated the mantra. “Everything is normal.” 

Just believe it, and it would be true.  She would no longer be Lydia, would no longer live in a world where weird things reigned. Linda was going to be different.

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Chapter 2

[image: ]


Despite all her best attempts to believe in a beautiful new, mundane world, it took Linda hours to settle down.  She wasn’t helped by the fact that she was still in her interview dress, too lost in the daze of her last few hours to think clearly. And it didn’t make her feel any better when she finally remembered that she hadn’t checked out of the hotel, all her luggage still there. 

Strangely, that memory had only returned at about 2 a.m. The fact that it had been preceded by three hours when she’d tried to convince herself that she was not hearing strange noises coming from various areas of her new apartment had done absolutely nothing for her self-confidence.

Still, she’d done her best to live in ignorance, no matter how strange the night had become. That she’d forgotten about her comfortable hotel room and all her most basic necessities was the least of it.  

All night long, she’d heard them — the sort of sounds she’d come to dread throughout her childhood, the ones no amount of denial would make disappear. Scratchings behind the walls, voices in the pantry, an assorted odd crash or two out of nowhere. She wanted so desperately to believe that they were all easily explainable — the result of rats, drafts, or unbalanced knick-knacks — but she knew the truth too well. Had she gone looking, she would’ve found no easy answers, nothing out of place. The long years of terror she’d suffered through already told her that. All she would’ve gotten for her troubles was an ever-increasing fear of the dark, as well as the lingering chill of the unknown growing once again in her soul.

It always took a lot for her not to reflect on her past, her current situation changing nothing. There were times recently when she’d nearly yearned for a head injury. “Amnesia” was the most blissful word she could imagine.

She’d done her best to get as close to this state as she could, had stayed alone in that bed, staring at the ceiling, willing all those damn noises away as heartily as she could, determined that the shadows around her would not force her to investigate. But when a final sound had come from her bedroom closet — a small crash, followed by a muffled, “Oops, sorry” — she’d given up on even pretending to try to sleep.

Even without the noises, it wouldn’t have been a particularly restful night — the day before leaving far too many questions. The way she had gotten this job was the least of it, but that alone was just too weird, defied every bit of anecdotal evidence she'd ever heard. While having a hot boss might go along with a Hollywood interpretation of life, it didn’t match most people’s experiences — but that wasn’t the real question. Why she’d been given a job she barely understood — one she was utterly unqualified for — with no real interview, was the true mystery for her now.

All of these worries finally forced her onto one of the grandma chairs in the living room, left her staring at the wall. She’d tried to watch some television, desperate for even the illusion of real company. Still, at this hour, the news, reruns of bad ’70s sitcoms, and infomercials with various, rather aged, plastic surgery-or-Botox-victimized actresses hawking supposed beauty treatments had been all that was on. It was hard to say which was the creepiest option.

Although she hadn’t liked the silence, she was dealing with it — or, she was now that she’d finally found a way to gain it fully. Even once she’d gotten up, the unexplained sounds had continued, reoccurring whenever she was just about to relax. 

It was only once she had given up and announced, “Okay, I get the point! This place is creepy. My life is Hell, and denial is getting me nowhere. Now. Shut. Up!” that she gained her peace, the latest round of scratching ceasing in mid-slide. 

There had only been one more muffled, “Sorry,” from her closet, before she was finally allowed to think.

The silence helped her somewhat, the distracted state that her interview had left her in finally dissipating. Once it did, she realized when her deeper confusion had begun. True, she’d been nervous from the start, her general anxiety not aided by the fact that her hormones had been put on high alert by the mere presence of her boss. That hadn’t been her sanity’s real downfall, however. That had come with the entrance of Damian. Nothing she’d thought had been entirely clear after that.

This had probably been at least part of the man’s intentions, although why he’d wanted to disturb her was a perplexing question. None of her theories seemed to settle it. Clearly, he and Geoffrey had some sort of rivalry going, which she supposed might explain it. Maybe, too, the man just liked to see women fall apart around him. 

Heck, maybe I did. 

He was gorgeous enough, like some sort of male model just waiting for the next catwalk. 

But no — that wasn’t really the reason. While her entire body had been screaming, “Yes!” at the first sight of her boss, Damian only left her cold — chilled, to be exact. It wasn’t just his last statement about her past, although that was disturbing enough. No, it was something in his manner, his eyes. While he certainly seemed to want to inspire lust in everyone he met, the only message she’d gotten from him was very different, her soul screaming from that first instant. All she could read his invitations as were, “Abandon all hope, all ye who enter here.” Clearly, he was a man entirely lacking in mercy.

Compassion was the quality Linda needed the most nowadays — one she’d never really found. Bad boys certainly couldn’t attract her. Even her one, brief fling had seemed so caring, although she was convinced he’d wanted her more as a spiritual experiment than anything else. That he’d finally chosen the church had only been a blessing. He had been far too weak a man to ever be capable of supporting her for long.

Not really wanting the lingering reminders, she shook her head. Besides, there was way too much happening to allow herself to get distracted by history.

She rubbed her eyes, trying to focus, but it was hard to stay encouraged. What facts she could put together about her new job only chilled her more. 

She’d gotten hired much too easily, for one thing, especially given her lack of skills and experience. In some ways, it almost seemed like this job had been waiting for her, the interview perfunctory, at best. 

This apartment seemed to have been set aside for her, too, Geoffrey even hinting that he knew far more about her than was possible in any normal way. 

It wasn’t like he’d called her references, either. She had none. No work experience, no family, no friends — blanks as big as a desert on her application. 

Sighing, she massaged her temple with the heel of her hand. And yet, Geoffrey hadn’t seemed surprised by her arrival — kindly amused, yes, but not questioning. It was as if the whole experience had been predestined. A shiver went down to her bones. That definitely wasn’t good. Because the last time destiny had been involved . . . 

No. She wasn’t going there — ever again, if she could help it. 

Drawing her legs up toward her body, she buried her face in her knees. Maybe life was stupid and weird. Maybe she’d just have to accept how cursed she would always be. But there were some facts she refused to ever think about again.

Even knowing that there was a lovely, safe room waiting for her in the hotel didn’t get her to budge. 

It was fear, of course. It always was. The night was too bleak and too unknown to venture out into, and the retirement community had an unpleasant feeling after dark. While there was a decently lit parking lot clearly visible outside her windows, it wasn’t inviting. The whole place seemed to pull down its shades to hide. 

Maybe it was just the way of older people who were afraid of Atlanta’s generous crime rate, but it felt different here, was more the silence of some mythic Western town, as they waited for the gunfighters to stop shooting everything and finish passing through. Heading back into it, even to get to her car, was too big a test of courage for her to endure.

Exhaustion won out over the terror eventually, although even sleep didn’t help. She was still sitting in that apartment in her dream — just where she really was. She hated that — was wishing for some, any, other image. Even being on a ship boarded by pirates, or trapped in a dungeon, would have been more encouraging. This way, she didn’t feel like she had any escape at all.

All her life, she’d had far too many dreams like this, ones that gave her no way out. Apparently, her subconscious’s motto was “Screw symbolism.” It would have been nice to be able to change.

But no. There she was, curled up in a little ball on the grandmotherly chair, while all around her lounged some of those characters she’d seen in her dreams since she was a child. Fortunately, these were the better ones, but she wasn’t entirely happy to see them, anyway.

They were all arguing, but that was typical. As always, the little old lady was leading the offense. 

“Here? You let her come here, of all places? With a whole world out there, you should choose to meet her in the apartment complex from Hell?” Her gesticulations and noise of disgust took up the few seconds she wasn’t talking. “Angels!” she cried in exasperation. “Phooey!”

“Look, it’s not my fault,” the teenage girl near her feet sulked. She always sulked. It didn’t make it any better that she also looked a lot like an only slightly younger Linda. “I was overruled.”

A tiger-striped cat rubbed its face on one of the chairs. It too seemed to be part of the fray. “Nice furniture.” Its whiskers were nearly embedded in the cushion, as it stroked itself against the fabric incessantly. “Good smell.” 

Another cat, a midnight black Persian, turned away in disgust to go preen itself in a corner.

The comment only seemed to get the old lady started again. “Feh— smells! Don’t get me started.” She looked around at the room, sniffing in disdain. “Who decorated this place, a committee for the blind?”

Most of the usual oddities Linda was used to from these dreams were there, then — the friendlier ones, at least. One of the final regulars answered them all soothingly.

As always, the voice came from behind her, his face obscured. “It’s not as bad as it looks. This place has its possibilities.”

The old lady seemed to be sizing him up for a straitjacket. Linda felt him leaning on the back of her chair, felt it cradle backwards slightly. She hadn’t taken in that it rocked before.

“Besides, I can look after her . . .  finally.”

Somehow, his assurances brought the others’ complaints to an end, the dream now almost over. 

As she was starting to wake, she felt the man’s hand stroke softly over her temple, calming her to her soul. The words, “At last,” seemed nearly audible. Then she opened her eyes.

The sun was coming up, but that wasn’t what drew her attention. No, it was the sound of small, quickly pattering feet. She sighed. How nice it would have been to believe that it was merely rats.

This possibility dismissed — the dream too odd to focus on — she merely followed the sound of the steps. They’d seemed to be coming from her front door before scurrying through the apartment. 

Giving up on skepticism, she followed long and unpleasantly honed instinct by going over to open the door. When she did, she found her bag from the hotel in front of it, the bill on top, paid in full. 

Sighing, she brought it all inside with her. Evidently, even her dreams agreed. She was stuck here, so she might as well get used to it.

She did her best, neither entirely accepting the stranger aspects of her situation nor dismissing them completely. Instead, she pulled out whatever clothing was on top and dressed — a bit less conservatively, this time. Geoffrey hadn’t said anything about a dress code, so it was difficult to know for sure. Maybe it was really seeing Damian that had made her give up on primness. That man dressed to the nines, ready for his time in the runway spotlight. She liked her own boss’s approach better. Dressing down might well be the way to go.

She didn’t heed the instinct completely, but she did give up on her more Stepford wife attempts. Although she could wear a skirt and not be too formal looking, her hair didn't make it particularly easy to achieve professionalism, even at her best. It was too short to do much with. Any attempt at a ponytail looked lunatic. All there was to do was brush. She could only hope her indigo locks grew out so it looked like something other than a tween pseudo-rocker’s version of a 1920s flapper eventually.

Of course, there was no benefit in worrying about this now, too much else left to occupy her. Even if she didn’t want to think about her dream — and she never did — she would have been preoccupied enough with the fact that this was her first day at work, at a job she knew next to nothing about. 

Wandering into the kitchen, she was relieved that the apartment looked at least a little better in the daylight. Much as she would’ve loved to believe that everything from the night before had been her overactive imagination, she couldn’t. After all, the sounds had only stopped once she’d acknowledged them. She almost laughed. Maybe there was some sort of message about her weird life there, after all.

She wasn’t really surprised to find that there was already food in the kitchen. Her unflappable side reigned briefly, beating down her urge for mundaneness at all costs. It might not be much, but it was enough for a simple breakfast. 

As it was, her major hurdle turned out to be the stove. She’d never cooked with gas before — even the appliances looking like they were leftovers from the ’40s or ’50s. Harvest gold would have seemed trendy in comparison. 

She somehow managed not to set herself on fire, as she made some bacon and eggs. That small triumph accomplished, she eventually headed out to work. She even remembered to turn off the gas.

Finding herself in a much cheerier mood, she trotted down the steps toward the front of her apartment building, heading for the parking lot. Maybe it was finally getting a little sleep. Maybe it was just somewhat admitting that life was not anywhere near as normal as she would have liked. Of course, for Linda, even Norman Rockwell looked outré. Lydia was the one who’d learned to deal with life at its weirdest

It wasn’t Lydia who arrived at the office half an hour early but a newer version of Linda did, happy to see that her boss was there before her. She hadn’t stopped to think what would happen if she couldn’t get in, or, even worse, if she’d run into Damian. While that man would clearly be a daily presence, she wasn’t ready to ponder the fact. There was far too much else she had to contend with now.

She had primed herself to accept whatever the day tossed at her, far more so than last night. When he looked up to greet her, Geoffrey appeared every bit as casual, and as handsome, as he had the day before. He seemed pleased, and she assumed it had something to do with the fact that her own smile wasn’t quite such an effort in peroxide toothpaste marketing. When his gaze traveled along her briefly, she felt an enticing sort of shiver, not the kind she’d had the pleasure of getting used to previously. His glance only took a second, his eyes meeting hers again, his smile deepening.

“It matches your hair.” Fortunately, his humor was well outweighed by his warmth.

“Oh,” she murmured, looking down. When she’d first acquired the indigo dress, it hadn’t been a match. The particular hair color was too new for her to get used to. “Sorry.” She shrugged, glancing back to him. “Would you like me to change?”

“No.” As they caressed her face, his eyes had the sort of appreciative heat that could light fires. “I like it.”

Wow. 

It really shouldn’t have been possible for her to be feeling any more foolishly giddy about him. Apparently, she’d underestimated his charm.

Whatever he was thinking, his look became less delightfully fiery a moment later. He pointed at the chair in front of his desk, and she was almost thankful. When she was seated, Geoffrey not focusing on her, as he sorted through various papers, he began. “How are you getting along with your apartment?”

Huh. That seemed an odd, all-too-knowing bit of phrasing. 

She smiled, appreciating the irony. “I’ll get used to it.”

“Mm,” he commented, finally sitting down.

To her surprise, the forms he’d been shuffling weren’t for her. She’d been told that such things were typical for the first day, but, so far, she hadn’t filled out anything but a fairly cursory application.

“Most of what you’ll need to know, you’ll discover by doing. Today, I’m going to take you on a few home visits and introduce you to some of the residents you need to know.”

This seemed a little odd, since he’d already said that the residents were his affair, but she had the sense not to comment.

“This morning, I’ll need you to talk to some potential tenants. We have a vacancy that just came open.” There was a bit of concern in his eyes. “You’ll need to look after the applicants.”

His tone worried her. Well, that and the fact that she had no idea whatsoever what she was doing. 

She was trying to be professional but had no experience. “How do I do that?”

The sigh he let out said far more than he did. He pushed the papers toward her. “Just give them the paperwork on top of the packets there to fill out. Be friendly. If they ask more questions, go over the first page in the brochure with them.” 

Shrugging, he seemed to be trying to look reassuring, but his visible worry missed his mark. “Do your best to sound like you know what you’re doing. If they catch on, tell them that it’s your first day and refer them to me. That should handle most of the problems.”

She supposed so. Really, she had no idea, and his uncertain expression wasn’t convincing her any further. 

She looked down at the "Application for Tenancy" in front of her. “I wish I knew a little more about—”

Geoffrey’s hand covered the sheet, pulling it away. “I’ll be going over their applications later. You don’t have to bother with them.”

She stared at him curiously. Why wouldn’t he give her more information about the tenants?

He let out a sigh. “It wasn’t my intention to . . . ” The sound deepened. “ . . . have you start out like this. Clarissa . . . ” 

Again, he trailed off, one finger tapping on the forms his palm hid. “. . . became unavailable.” There was another silence, as she stared at him. “Sometimes, things don’t go the way you’ve planned.”

That last confession was nearly a whisper, and it worried her. The part of her mind that was desperate for dull routine tried to theorize; it was willfully forgetting the whole “might be dead” discussion. “Were you close to her?”

He stared.

“I mean, were you two . . . ?”

Once more, she was answered by his kind laugh, whatever facts had lowered him into distraction gone. “Hardly.” 

He pushed the papers back toward her, but only after putting the application on top upside down. Thankfully, he wasn’t angry. Even if the two had been together, it wouldn't have been any of her business. 

“The names of the applicants are on the forms. Just give the papers out as they come in.” He stood up. “If you get anyone whose name you don’t have, send them to Damian and Gail. They won’t be one of ours.”

Apparently, all the applicants had made reservations. She shrugged, guessing that made sense. 

As she rose with the various papers, she started to wonder. “Um, where do I . . . ?”

“Ah.” Getting up to lead her back out to the antechamber of his room, he took the stack she carried from her before placing it all on another desk. 

She blinked, not certain how she’d passed by before without noticing. It even had a small nameplate with the name she’d chosen: Linda Henderson. 

The personalization made her want to cry. It was so normal it could raise puppies by a white picket fence. The thought made her smile, as unlikely as that outcome was. There was also a lovely bouquet of flowers in indigo, white, and royal purple. When she leaned down to sniff them, even the smell of the pollen charmed her. She’d never before been welcomed anywhere, even in her own home.

It took a moment to draw herself away from the sight, her utter happiness clear. “Thank you.” Although it wasn’t enough, it was all she really had to give him.

To her surprise, Geoffrey didn’t seem anywhere near as pleased. His sigh was tight, his face grim, glare focused on the blooms. When he finally noticed her, he shook his head, his words sounding more like a reminder to himself. “They’re harmless.” 

When she just stared, he sighed more deeply, looking only a little calmer. 

“They’re from the community, not me.” He pointed her around to her chair, about to leave. “Just don’t eat them.”

“Wasn’t planning on it,” she murmured, wondering what the heck she had stumbled into. More than anything, his glare had worried her, the anger he was only barely masking. Although it didn’t seem aimed at her, for which she was thankful, still it bothered her. She almost wished she could pretend that none of it mattered.

She watched him start to go before he turned back to meet her eyes. He was a little calmer. Finally, he returned. When he touched her arm gently, it sent a delightful shiver straight down her spine, her brain suddenly wiped clean of any possible concerns. “Remember, I’m here if you need me.” Then, he retreated into his office, leaving her wanting much, much more.

God, that one touch had been nice. She wasn’t used to personal contact. In her past, if someone was touching her, something was terribly wrong.

As much as he attracted her, though, she couldn’t deny his mysteries. There had been more than enough of them in just the first few minutes of her new job. Somehow, none were as important as another truth that his touch had brought to her mind. It wasn’t entirely expected or explainable, but it was much too real to deny. The feeling of his hand against her was familiar — tenderly, achingly familiar, like finding a long-sought oasis only to realize that it had always been her home. No matter what she told herself, for at least this instant, she knew the truth. His was the touch — his was the voice — of that unseen man from her dreams.

Despite its sweetness, this was a difficult moment for her. The woman who was trying to redub herself Linda wouldn’t wholly accept the fact, as much as some much-repressed part of her longed to. It was too much to ask of her belief. Already her world view had been pushed way too far, none of her current reality making any sense. 

She started fighting the knowledge off, despite herself. 

Demons, yes. Angels, maybe. Personal divine protectors from my dreams coming to look after me in the real world — definitely not. 

Her gaze sought the door to his office. But that didn’t mean she felt any less comforted just knowing he was near.

Despite this strange revelation, the day did go on relatively quietly. Such peace was made all the easier by Linda’s decision to ignore any potential new knowledge. There was only so much oddity she was willing to accept anymore.

Her usual, self-constricted limits would certainly be challenged in her new job. As the afternoon approached, she discovered that fact ever more. By then, she
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