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      The stairway lay broken and gap-filled, and darkness rolled around it like an old, patchy cloth. The air was thick and cloying. It stank of rat feces and mold.

      Angela Neuman rubbed her hands. She was chilly. A little lost. Tired.

      And it was lighter than that, really.

      She stood on the fifth stair up from the landing. Each step was tiled with terracotta squares three inches on a side, with lines of dark, grubby grout between. The leading edge of each step had darker, ribbed tiles. Was ribbed the word? Ridged might be better. At least, they had raised lines along them for better grip while ascending or descending.

      The railing was made from thick, polished rosewood. It was calming to the touch. Substantial and reassuring in this poor old building. The railing curved at the corners. Someone skilled had made the pieces, perhaps even by hand.

      The supports were wrought iron, black with layers of heavy paint, peeling and chipped in places.

      Angela peered up the stairway. From above came a quiet groaning. It could have been the building, just settling on itself. Or perhaps there was something up there.

      The Pendleton Building, on Third Street. No one's favorite. Just far enough out of the way to be ignored, really.

      Angela was wearing jeans and her favorite Dernau boots. Reaching halfway up her calves, they were black with thick laces and thick soles. Don't mess with me boots. On top she had her old Led Zepplin tour shirt. She was too young, thirty, to have ever seen them play, but the shirts were still around. Then she had a light jacket, with a long black puffer coat over the top. It reached to her ankles and was nicely cinched at the waist so that when she closed up the domes it hugged her. Kind of like an adult version of a comforter.

      Her boyfriend Dex liked the coat. Said it suited her just right. And made her look perpetually cozy.

      He was out of town for a couple of days, climbing some insane rock face somewhere with some friends. Ropes and pitons and electrolyte drinks. The kind of thing that people with no fear of heights seemed to love.

      Not her.

      Angela's phone flashlight cut through the gloom. The walls were papered, but peeling. The lined patterns were faded, but once might have been chirpy and cheerful. Decades ago when the building had been inhabited.

      The stairway was a box-style that probably had a formal architectural name. Box-style worked for her. Three flights to each floor, forming three sides of the box, with landings at the back two corners and the building's floor on the fourth side. The center of the box was open, plunging like a chimney down through the building.

      She'd made it to the second floor. She shone the light up through the hole through the center of the stairway. Six more floors.

      Could she make a go of this?

      The anonymous building had gone up near the center of Rosenfield in the 1970s. The city's population back then had leapt from around eight thousand to close to thirty thousand. Investors saw the climb continuing, but even now, fifty years later, barely forty thousand people called the place home. And suburban sprawl and big box stores and malls, and now online shopping, had changed so much for a town that was really little more than a heartland rural service center.

      Angela loved the place. Loved the people, but sometimes she did long for some of the dynamics of a big city.

      A blocky, concrete thing, the building just about faded into the background. From the plans she'd seen, every apartment was essentially identical. Some with one bedroom and some with two. Some on the backside lower floors were just studios. Otherwise, the kitchens, bathrooms, and combined living room-dining rooms looked stamped out of a die.

      Had the building been recently vacated, she might have been able to immediately see the potential. Clean up the apartments, tidy the hallways, repair the stairway and do all the other stuff and she would have thirty places available to rent out real quick.

      But maybe this place was just too far gone.

      Her father would tell her to absorb the losses. That it could take ten, fifteen, twenty years realize a profit on a rental.

      She had three other buildings already, but nothing on this scale.

      The old Windsor building down on twelfth street. One story high, with four nice apartments. That was essentially her bread and butter. Low maintenance, simple utilities and in a nice area. Over the last six years she had been averaging fifty weeks a year of occupancy. The building was paid for and earning nicely. She was generous with her tenants, keeping the rents just on market, but spotting them full-service internet and streaming services, and she always delivered them Christmas care packages.

      The other two buildings, though, were less easy. A pair of eight apartments down in Springton, at the edge of the city. Water issues, power issues, drug issues.

      Some of it reminded her of her college days, when she'd shared an apartment with two other women. All three of them were studying history, with a likely view to becoming teachers. Their apartment building had been some kind of slapped-together concrete monstrosity with leaks and vermin.

      Sue was now off in England having changed majors and gone into marine biology. Inara was back east, on the coast, teaching history and geography to barely-present eleventh and twelfth graders. At least she'd followed her path there. Angela had graduated and almost right away gone into the rental business.

      Probably a reaction to how she'd lived while studying. Feeling that there was no need for people to have to deal with sub-par housing.

      And yet, now she had those two ugly money pits. She could sell the pair of them, and purchase this building. Maybe even have a little capital left over.

      Wouldn't that be something?

      Her phone chirped.

      Angela slipped it from her jeans pocket. It was Lee. The real estate agent. Angela swiped to answer.

      “Did you get held up?” Lee said. Her voice was soft and sensuous. She could have made a living doing voice-overs for soap commercials.

      “I should ask you,” Angela said.

      “I'm here already. Been waiting a little bit.” Lee was very good at not making is sound like a complaint. Real estate agents could be clever at making clients feel like they were royalty, even if the agent was a little annoyed.

      “Where are you?” Angela said. “I'm already inside.”

      “Inside?”

      “I'm up on the second floor.” She went back down the steps to stand against the horizontal railing that separated the hallway from the gap in the middle of the stairway.

      “Oh. All right. I'll join you. See you in a moment. Bye.”
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      Angela slipped the phone back into her pocket. This was a bust anyway. The building would cost her a few million easily, but then she would have to spend that again on clean up. It would be months before she could realize any income from it. She didn't have that kind of financial leverage. Nor the patience.

      This was something best left to a corporation. One of those with pockets that reached all the way to the bottom of the ocean.

      The groaning sound came from above once more.

      It had a mechanical quality to it, but there was also something almost animalistic.

      Maybe the building was haunted. Not that she put much truck in that, but others did. Perhaps that was some of the background to it lying empty now. Perhaps no one wanted to live in it.

      “You shouldn't have come in without me!” Lee's voice echoed up through the stairway. “Did you get a key somehow?”

      “The door was unlocked.”

      “No! That Gareth! I'm going to have words with him.” Even when she was angry, Lee still sounded kind of grandmotherly.

      Angela leaned on the railing and looked down. The light had changed. Outside the day had been gray and gloomy, but now there was sunlight. Rays of it.

      She looked up, and got a better look at the skylight that stood above the top of the stairs. Panels of glass, angled to a peak. Lichen growing on them, and grimy, but still letting in the sun. It shone down through dust motes drifting like tiny fireflies.

      There was actually a lot of light around. Or rather, was it her eyes adjusting to the gloom?

      Lee appeared on the left hand landing below. Ascending, the stairway ran clockwise. Lee was wearing black slacks, a white shirt and a black jacket. All tailored to her figure right down to the quarter inch. She probably never allowed herself to finish a scone or a Danish. Probably spent almost as much time jogging and at the gym as she did showing properties.

      She had a medium-sized black leather handbag on her right hip, slung on a thin strap which ran over her left shoulder and between her breasts.

      “There you are,” Lee said. “Impatient, are you?”

      “Well, maybe apologetic. I don't think I can make this work. I feel that I've wasted your time.”

      “Nonsense. In my line of work, no time is ever wasted.” Lee kept coming up. “I get a feeling for this building. I get a feeling for you. I do that enough times, and I can match a person to a property. I've already got a couple of others in mind for you. But still, while we're here, let's take a—”

      Another groaning came from above.

      “—look.” Lee stopped and looked up the stairway.

      “It's done that a couple of times,” Angela said.

      “Hmm. We might need to get a full report. Get some engineers in here to do fresh assessments.” Lee was nimble up the stairs and she joined Angela almost as if floating up.

      Angela caught a glimpse of something behind Lee. A break in the wall that had been hidden before.

      Before Angela could take a better look, Lee was on her, grabbing Angela's shoulders and holding tight. Staring into Angela's eyes with a commanding expression.

      Lee was a little shorter than Angela, but had such a presence that no one would really notice any difference in height. She actually came across as taller.

      She smelled of some expensive perfume. Something French. Her eyes were the deepest, darkest brown and her hair was lustrous black. She could do the voice for soap commercials, and the flick of her hair for 'salon-quality shampoo'.

      “This is the right choice for you,” Lee said. “Not buying this building.”

      “Do you think?”

      “I do. And you know, in real estate school they tell you to upsell everything. Tell the client how perfect any run down hovel will be for them. Lick of paint here, a little filler there. Take up the carpet and polish those wooden floors until they gleam and you'll add twenty-five percent to the value before you move in. Things like that.”

      “And you're going against those teachings? Like a Buddhist rejecting the faith?”

      Lee laughed.

      “Come up two floors. I'll show you.” Lee let go and stepped around Angela. Started up the stairs.

      There was grit on the treads and scuffs in the walls. As Angela followed, she remembered the odd break she'd
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