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      The lights were too bright, too white, as they flashed above my head at regular intervals. The soft murmur of panicked voices talked over top of me. It sounded like they should be shouting but their voices were muffled in my head, softening the blow. I couldn’t move; my limbs felt as if they were tied to bricks. I was confused. How did I even get here?

      As if thinking the question triggered it, a flash of what I remember slammed into me.

      You’re fucking worthless. I don’t know why I ever put up with you. I think it’s time to teach you a real lesson, Vega.

      If I could move, I would have flinched at the memory of a raised fist, or the pain that blossomed after. Screaming. Had I been screaming as he rained down blow after blow on me, as he hurt me, as I realized he wasn’t going to stop this time? He hadn’t even been drinking. This had all been pure rage, and I’d suffered the price.

      Someone began hooking things to me; an IV in my arm, oxygen at my nostrils, something that made a beeping noise that was too slow, much too slow. And then everything started to fade, grew black, and a sudden weightlessness came over me. Was this what death felt like? It was almost comforting.

      Is this what you wanted? You made me do this? This is all your fault.

      The flash of the knife had been a surprise. It’d been an even bigger surprise when I realized it was me holding the knife, barely sitting up against the cabinets, my hands shaking and weak. I couldn’t breathe. Why was it so hard to breathe all of a sudden?

      What are you gonna do, hm? Stab me? Laughter. Amused laughter even as I bled on the floor. My hand shook harder. He lunged at me.

      The beeping turned into a long, drawn out whine beside me. I could still see the lights, the flashes of worried professional faces over me. Was I in the hospital? Is that what was happening?

      “Code Blue! Code Blue! Grab the AED!”

      “Move!”

      “Clear!”

      Something cold touched my chest, so cold, and then violent pain exploded outwards, bringing all my injuries back to the forefront. Still, I couldn’t move, couldn’t breathe, and the few mechanical beeps turn into the long whine again.

      “Again!”

      Bright light flared above me, comforting, beautiful. I reached for it, but not physically. It’s a mental reach, a knowing that I’m almost home, the finale. If I could just get there, the pain would go away, the hurt, the abuse; it would all disappear.

      A face moved into the light, a beautiful woman with her hair in large curls that spoke of another era. Her lips were painted bright red. A nurse? But her uniform was old fashioned, not anything like the other faces wear. I can see her with eyes wide open but the long whine of the machine beside me tells me I shouldn’t be able to.

      “Sweetheart, if you go into that light, he’ll have won,” she said, her voice thick with the southern accent I was accustomed to hearing. Her eyes shone almost brighter than the light still beckoning me forward.

      But it hurts, I wanted to say, but I couldn’t speak. All I could do was reach for the light.

      “It’s going to hurt for a while, and once the physical pain fades, the mental pain will still take time to overcome, but, sweetheart, if you follow the pull to the light, if you die, he won. Consider this your last chance to fight, to shove it back in his face that you’re alive. Live. Live for you. Live for all of us.”

      Her words slammed home into my heart. Live for all of us. Live for all of us. How many women had been in my position? How many died because of assholes and abusers? How many didn’t have the chance to fight at all? Was I going to let Derek win or was I going to fight against what he did to me?

      “Fight, sweetheart. Fight to live.”

      He would not win. After everything, he would not win.

      “Clear!”

      With the words shouting inside my mind, I shoved away from the light above the woman, and with that came excruciating pain as electricity was shoved inside my heart, as the whine turned into a consistent beep. I still couldn’t breathe, not through the pain, but I was aware of every single wound, every bruise, the broken bones.

      “She’s back. Hurry, move her. We need to get her to surgery.”

      I was jostled as people lifted me on all sides, as I was slid to another bed, and the woman was still there, watching, looking down at me. Now, it was easy to see the haze to her and my eyes focused on her features.

      “Vega, can you hear me? Vega?” someone else said but I was only looking at the woman as she moved back, a smile on her face.

      “Good girl,” the old-fashioned nurse said. “It won’t be easy, but you’re a fighter. Live for all of us.” And then she walked through the door, but everything was kind of hazy, I didn’t think anything of it. After all, I was dying, the hospital trying their best to save me, and I was going to help them as best as I could.

      “Vega? Can you hear me, Vega?”

      I worked my mouth, tried to answer through the pain, the man in scrubs coming into focus as he asked me the same question over and over again. Can you hear me? Can you hear me? I need you to acknowledge you can hear me.

      Live for all of us. I will. I will. I will.

      “Vega, can you hear me?”

      I met his eyes and focused, and with every ounce of strength I barely possessed, I opened my mouth to answer him.

      “. . .yes. . .”
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        One Year Later

      

      

      I stared up at the Paragon for too long, glad I’d given myself plenty of time for this very reason. I was early for the day, needing an extra fifteen minutes to stare up at the historical music hall in front of me. The Paragon was all art deco on the outside, a large marquee sign flashing above modern LED screens, a bit of history with a bit of the twenty-first century. The LED screen flashed the names of tonight’s headliners, announcing them for the rest of the week, too. It was a beautiful display of technology as short clips of bands interspaced the lineup, drawing the eyes. I didn’t recognize all the names of the bands, but some of them I did. Then again, this was a Wednesday. The bigger acts were probably saved for the weekends, the ones that would draw crowds from around the country rather than just the local fans.

      I smiled up at the Paragon, basking in its shadow in the early afternoon sunshine. Tennessee was beautiful this time of year, hot but no where near the heat of Georgia I was used to. The air was crisp, and every so often, I got a whiff of exhaust fumes or a vanilla cigar, but it didn’t bother me. It’d taken entirely too many years to reach this point, too many years before I was brave enough to take the plunge.

      Dying tends to change someone’s concept of life, after all.

      Julie, my best friend, had let me stay with her for far longer than she should have, allowing me to get back on my feet, nursed me back to health. It had taken months of rehab to be able to move without pain. It had taken another three to come to terms with what I went through mentally with the help of a therapist who assured me the strange things I’d been seeing or feeling were only remnants of PTSD. I believed her. Someone didn’t go through abuse, didn’t die, without having some form of trauma responses. So, when the strange haze of a man leaning outside the Paragon flashed and disappeared, I ignored him. He wasn’t real, just as none of them were, so there was no use wasting energy on him.

      When I’d applied for the Assistant Manager position at the Paragon, I hadn’t expected to land a call back. I certainly hadn’t expected the immediate move to the interview level. I’d nearly fallen over when I’d been offered the job. The Paragon was a historical music hall, had been around since the twenties and some of the greats had played on its stage. I’d be standing in the same places as some of the greatest headliners in history, the perfect first step into the music industry for someone who wanted to be a songwriter. If I wanted to rub elbows with the greats still alive, if I ever wanted to get up the bravery to show my songs to agents, this was the first step. This was the first true step after surviving Derek. Now that I was free, physically and mostly mentally, I planned to pursue all the passions I’d had to put on hold while I’d been with him, the ones he called a waste of time. I hated that I ever listened to him. I hated that it took dying to get me here.

      But here I was, twenty-eight years old and pursuing my dreams. The other employees would probably be younger than me, knowing from the get-go what they wanted to do. They would already have their feet in the door as they worked their way through college, but I wasn’t going to let my age or lateness to the game deter me. It was never too late to pursue dreams. I had to believe that. I refused for it to be too late.

      Live for all of us.

      I’d never found her. I’d asked every nurse I met, asked if they’d seen the woman dressed in a nurse’s uniform better fit for the forties, but not a single person knew who I was talking about. It hadn’t made sense, still didn’t, and my therapist believed it was just an image my subconscious supplied while I’d been dead on the table, but I refused to believe that. She’d been so clear, her words so strong, they couldn’t have come from my mind. I wanted to thank her, to tell her I would live for every woman who’d suffered abuse, but I’d never been able to find her to do so.

      Realizing I needed to head inside if I didn’t want to be late on my first day, I moved beneath the large marquee and opened the heavy door, absorbing everything like the sponge I was. The flare of the brightness of the outside and the darkness of the inside took a moment to adjust to before the beauty came into view before me. It was just as awe-inspiring inside as it was on the outside. The red velvet walls meant to accentuate the music while also blocking some of the sound from leaving the building made me ache to run my hand along it as I walked inside the ticket area. Through large doorways, I could see the stage, the floor meant for standing room, the rows and rows of seating higher up. The stage was polished mahogany, sparkling and well-cared for. To the left and right were narrow stairs that led to the upper levels. One day, I hoped to experience everything the Paragon had to offer. The floors were smooth as I moved across them into the main stage area, finding the very modern bar added in and built to look as if it has always been there. There was a man there carrying kegs and hooking them up, his muscles bulging thickly. I moved through the music hall toward him, ignoring the flashes from the corner of my eyes, knowing nothing was real. I couldn’t wait for the first band to come onstage, to witness what the Paragon turned into once it came to life with music and fans. I knew it’d be beautiful.

      “Can I help you?” the man behind the bar asked, pausing his work long enough to look at me and wipe his forehead on his bicep.

      “I’m looking for Danielle. Today’s my first day,” I replied, shifting uncomfortably.

      He raised his brows, studying me, but then he smiled warmly. “You’re the new Assistant Manager! We needed some fresh meat in the Paragon. Danielle should be in her office. I’ll ring her and let her know you’re here.” He picked up a phone I hadn’t noticed and tapped a button, speaking softly into the phone.

      While he called Danielle, I turned in circles, staring up at the tall ceiling, at the inserts meant to turn the Paragon into an immersive concert. The music hall was massive once you stood inside of it, enough space for plenty of customers, whether you preferred the mosh pit or the seating. Back before it became strictly a music hall, the Paragon was a theater, and all the golden elements and accents were still left, carved by a painstaking hand and well cared for. The box seats overhung the bar, so I moved further down to get a better look at it all. Besides actual row seating, there were also VIP boxes, the perfect places to see the show. If I wanted to purchase tickets, I’d probably be in the nosebleed section, too limited on funds to splurge for the best experience but at least I’d still be part of it. At least, I was alive to see it. I could barely afford my one-bedroom apartment eight blocks up the street I’d managed to snag the moment it came on the market.

      I was so intent on studying the music hall and the large stage in front of the currently empty room, I didn’t even realize anyone was standing beside me until she spoke.

      “She’s beautiful, isn’t she?” I jumped at the sudden voice and turned, the new woman laughing at my reaction. She was dressed in a t-shirt and jeans, so casual compared to me, I immediately tugged at my blazer. “Sorry, I didn’t mean to startle you,” she said, smiling. “You must be Vega. It’s nice to finally meet you in person. I’m Danielle.”

      I grinned. “I’m so excited to be here. The Paragon is. . .”

      “I know. I’m still struck by the beauty of her and I’ve been here for almost ten years now. She never fails to impress.” Her eyes trailed down my clothing and flicked back to my eyes. “Before I get you started on your training, I have to ask, what are you wearing?”

      I looked down at my outfit. I’d dressed in a blazer and button-down shirt combined with nice slacks. I’d expected the assistant manager to need to be more formal but looking at Danielle now, the actual Manager for the entire music hall, I knew I’d chosen wrong. I wanted to make a good first impression, but apparently, I should have gone with casual. “I figured I should dress professionally. I really care about this job, so I wanted to make a good first impression.”

      Danielle smiled, her head tilting to the side. She was a beautiful woman, somewhere in her late forties, her eyes showing the beginnings of age, her hair expertly straightened and black. A single grey streak ran from her temple, reminding me of one of my favorite superheroes, and though it should have belied her age, instead, it only made her seem cooler.

      “It’s a nice sentiment, Vega, but this isn’t an office gig. You’re gonna sweat and a blazer will probably slow you down. At least you wore flats rather than heels. Do you have any band t-shirts?”

      “I used to, but. . .” Derek had thrown them all out when we were dating, saying they were trashy and the uniform of a whore. I haven’t been to a concert in so long, before Derek and I started dating, and I’ve never had the chance to replace them.

      “Don’t worry.” Danielle turned and gestured for me to follow her. “We have a stock of shirts from the bands that play here. They usually leave some behind for the staff. They’re fans of the free promotion. You can pick as many as you’d like. Tomorrow, come dressed in jeans, a band shirt, and slip-resistant black shoes. Tonight, just take off the blazer. I’ll have someone show you to a locker you can store your stuff in.”

      I quickly shrugged free of my blazer and folded it over my arm. I should have known better. The email had said I’d be here until three in the morning each night, closing up the hall with someone else, a rookie job and a welcome one. I didn’t mind working hard. I was chasing a dream, after all.

      “I’ll make sure to wear proper clothing tomorrow,” I promised. “Thank you for taking a chance on me.”

      Danielle took me into the back, where fans never got to see, and pointed to the lockers. “Your passion came through easily in your resume. Even without the experience, I knew you’d be a perfect fit. You’re knowledgeable about music, learn fast, and I just like you.” Danielle winked. “It was an easy choice.”

      “Still, there had to be hundreds of applicants for this position, so thank you.”

      During our interview, Danielle had asked about the gap in my work history, the time I’d been dating Derek, and after trying to talk around what happened, I’d finally admitted what I’d been through and why I was trying to get a job at a music hall. As much as I hated it, Derek would always be a part of my past, and that work history gap spoke of it. It would always be the reason I started later than I should have. It was better to be honest about it rather than lie. I’d left out some of the worst details, only explaining the situation, and Danielle had understood, explaining she understood the situation exactly. I didn’t know if it was that connection that landed me the job, but I was thankful for it regardless.

      I moved over to the locker and hung my blazer inside before storing my purse there. I closed it and locked it behind me, storing the key already strung on a wristlet on my wrist. Danielle patted me on the shoulder, smiling cheerfully. “You’re very welcome, Vega. Make sure to roll up your sleeves, too. You’re gonna break a sweat tonight. We put rookies right into the thick of things, so you’ll be running hard. You’ll start off in every other position before you shadow me for the Assistant Manager as part of your training, so get ready for a night of hard work.”

      Following her orders, I rolled up my sleeves, revealing my forearms and some of the scars there. Most of them had faded but the worst ones still marred my flesh, always would. It was a reminder to live, to keep living. I could only get the sleeves up so high—button downs didn’t have the best stretch—but I did as far up as I could go. Everyone would eventually see my scars once I was wearing t-shirts anyways.

      “I have to go check and make sure the liquor order came in, but if you need anything, either find me or ask Rob, the bartender. He’s a Manager, too, and trustworthy. If at any point, things get overwhelming, don’t feel bad if you need to take a moment to breath. This place gets pretty crazy once it fills up.”

      “Thank you.” I couldn’t stop the grin from spreading across my face. “I’m really excited to start tonight. I know you said I’ll be starting as a drink runner for the band rooms, but I’m really happy to do any job I can.” I was practically bouncing on the balls of my feet with how pumped I was. We only had a few hours before the hall would fill up and the bands would take the stage. This was the high I’d always wanted. This was what I was missing.

      Danielle nodded, her smile gentle as she turned to leave. “That’s why you’re going to be great at this job. That enthusiasm is infectious. Keep it up, Vega.” She paused and turned back to me. “Oh, I almost forgot to warn you. Be sure to mind the ghosts.”

      I paused in my step toward the bar. “Ghosts?”

      “Yeah. Everyone says the Paragon is haunted. We’re old enough to have the history, I guess. So if you believe in that sort of thing, be warned. Some of the others swear their things get moved and that they hear sounds during closing. I wouldn’t want you to get spooked.”

      I did believe in ghosts, but not because I’d ever seen one to my knowledge. It was more like a healthy respect for things I didn’t understand. “You don’t believe in them?”

      Danielle shrugged. “I think if there’s ghosts, then the least we can do is give them a show every night.” She winked. “The first band comes on at seven. Someone will show you how to prep the rooms and the system in place for running the drinks. Good luck, Vega.”

      The moment she was out of sight, I couldn’t help the little excited jig I did. Luckily, no one saw me flailing around like a lunatic, but I headed on over to the bar to ask if Rob was going to be the one showing me the rooms. I was prepared for my first night taking on the Paragon Music Hall.

      I was excited for my first night of chasing my dreams.
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      Danielle wasn’t kidding. My first night at the Paragon was a mad rush of learning and taking care of the bands who use the band rooms. There were ten in total, but this first night, only four of them were in use. The headliner, Hollow Nightmares, would be the last of the night, but there were other bands who were their openers. One of the bands, the first one to go on stage at seven, were clearly amateurs, but their eagerness to rock the Paragon was infectious. They declined any alcohol and instead requested soda and water. They spent their time in the band room going over their set again with each other, all while I brought in their drinks. They were polite, said thank you, smiled gently at me, and I was happy to tell them good luck when they were going on stage. I could tell this was their first big gig and I was just excited for them. I ended up asking them for one of their homemade shirts at the end of their set. They gave me two, one to wear and one signed by each one.

      “One day, we’re gonna be big,” the lead singer said as they packed up their gear.

      “I don’t doubt it.” I grinned and shook his hand. “I can’t wait to hear your songs on the radio.”

      And they would be soon. Their songs had been beautiful, even if a few lines here and there could have been written better. They were raw talent, untapped, and I couldn’t wait for them to make it big just so I could say I saw them at the beginning of their careers.

      The other bands weren’t anything like the first one. The two opener bands Hollow Nightmares brought with them had already been corrupted by being around such a large band. They were assholes, demanding alcohol and letting girls come and go. Every time I went into the rooms with more drink orders, there were new girls sprawled across laps, doing things I really didn’t want to see. I drew the line at walking in on one of the girls giving the lead singer of Hollow Nightmares a blowjob.

      “Oh,” I flushed. “I’ll come back.”

      “No need, darling. We’ll take a couple bottles of the best vodka you have.”

      The other band members laughed as I scrambled out of the room, hurrying to get out when the sounds of her sloppy blowjob reached my ears. When I told Rob, he laughed as he prepared the drinks.

      “Be glad that’s all you’ve witnessed so far. The bands party hard, and you’ll no doubt see worse things. Sometimes, they end up having orgies in there. Though Danielle puts it in the contract, some of them still bring drugs. I tend to think it’s a part of the rock ‘n roll lifestyle.”

      “Great,” I groaned. “Sounds like I’ll be seeing lots of tits and dick.”

      “Yep. It’s not all bad, though. Sometimes the tits are nice.” He grinned, winking with his tease, and I shook my head.

      “I need a few bottles of the best vodka. So I can walk it back into what’s probably now evolved into a suck fest.”

      Laughing, Rob pulled down three bottles of expensive alcohol I knew I could never afford and set them on the tray. But I was staring at the tray in confusion. I’d set it in front of me, but now, somehow, it was two feet to my right. I moved over to it, thinking maybe Rob had moved it and I just hadn’t noticed. It was such a small thing, I dismissed it as quickly as I noticed it.

      “Thanks,” I said, hefting it up and making my way through the crowd back to the band room for Hollow Nightmares.

      I knocked this time before walking inside, but it didn’t change anything. This time, the lead singer had the girl on his lap, stroking inside of her.

      “Jesus Christ,” I mumbled, quickly setting the bottles and glasses on the bar area and keeping my eyes averted. “Is that all you’ll need?”

      “That’s it,” the drummer replied, handing me a wadded up hundred-dollar bill. “Something for your troubles.”

      “Thanks.” I’m out the door quickly, before checking on the other rooms. They were a bit tamer than the headliner, but I’d take the lewdness over the asshole attitudes from the other ones who demanded way more alcohol at a discount.

      I spent the night running back and forth, and by the time the bands were done and the crowd was out, I was tired and covered in sweat. Danielle hadn’t been joking. I was fairly sure my button down was sporting horrible stains at my pits and lower back. The glowing flashes out the corner of my eyes had grown more frequent the longer I worked, but they hadn’t bothered me enough to worry about. I just followed my therapist’s instructions to take deep breaths and count to ten. It helped mostly. A few times, my tray would be somewhere I didn’t leave it, or it felt like someone was tapping me on the shoulder only for no one to be there. I thought someone was fucking with me until the third time it happened and still no one was around me. But if that were the worst thing to happen to me on my first day of work, I’d take it. The whispers and flashes couldn’t diminish my excitement for the job.

      The bands had been great all night, but my favorite had still been the first band. Hollow Nightmares had gotten the crowds good and riled, and, even though they’d drunk their weight in alcohol and fucked their way through the groupies, they were still professionals on stage. Their songs were locked down tight, sounded great, and I hoped one day to work with such a band, maybe next time without the naked girls around them.

      Since I was the rookie, it was my job, along with Monica, the Manager I would eventually be replacing, to mop the floors one last time and close the hall. Monica was nice enough, happy to show me where the supplies were and helpful for my training.

      “Danielle is a firm believer in the higher up you go, the more work you do to make sure things run smoothly. You’re probably wondering why we’re mopping the floor. It’s because it’s the last job of the night, and rather than make the clearers wait around for the final cash count, it’s more efficient for the job to be split between the Manager and helper. It switches around for the employees, but once you take on the Assistant Manager role completely, you’ll be doing the mopping each night you work, or half of it. Your closer will also be doing it as well.”

      “That makes sense,” I nodded. “I don’t have a problem with mopping.”

      “Good. If you want to go mop the band rooms, I’ll get the main floor in front of the stage and the aisles. I’m sure by now you’ve realized the bands can be pigs. So forewarning, be careful you don’t slip on the unmentionable fluids.”

      I grimaced but grabbed the mop and smaller bucket, heading to the band rooms. Though the trash had already been cleared, Monica hadn’t been lying. The Hollow Nightmares room was the worst, alcohol spilled on the floor, fluids spread out that I really didn’t want to know which girl or man it came from. I dutifully dropped the mop in the bucket and wrung it out before scrubbing the disgusting floor. The least I could do was make sure to clean it all up as best as I could. Thankful I’d left the headliner room as last, I paused long enough to wipe my forehead on the back of arm and nearly screamed when I looked at the mirror. I certainly dropped the mop with a clack on the floor.

      There, standing behind me, was a man, an extremely attractive man. The quick flash I caught of him was a picture of a white t-shirt, a leather jacket, a square jaw, and a pompadour haircut. His face was just as surprised as mine was. I whirled, thinking one of the band members had come back in because they forgot something, but there was no one there.

      “What the hell?” I turned back to the mirror and the man was gone, no evidence that he’d ever been there at all. I rubbed my forehead. “I guess it’s going to take me a while to get used to working late nights.”

      I was mumbling to myself, shaking my head, when I bent to pick up the mop from the floor where I dropped it, but it wasn’t there anymore. Instead, the mop was leaning against the nearest wall, upright, exactly how I hadn’t put it.

      “I don’t believe in ghosts.” I felt the need to say out loud as I grabbed it, narrowing my eyes on the mirror and around the room. Still, I didn’t see anything else. The ghosts didn’t need to know I believed in them. Belief was power. Besides, this job was too important for me to be spooked off. “Just chill out,” I grunted to anything listening. “I gotta get my work done.”

      I took a deep breath in, blew it out, repeated it as I mopped for my sanity. No one ever answered me. Of course, no one answered me. But regardless, I turned out the lights and joined Monica in the other room.

      “Any problems?” Monica asked, smiling.

      “Nope. Easy as pie. Is that it?”

      “Yep. Now, we just turn out the lights as we head out. I’ll let you do the honors.” Monica steps out the door after she points to the master switches. “Make sure you get them all. Danielle is anal about the lights being left on.”

      I flicked each one down, double checked them to make sure I didn’t miss one, and headed out the door. Monica locked the door behind her, and I’d never been so thankful to walk the eight blocks to my apartment, take a shower, and collapse in bed.

      Even after all the hard work, I fell asleep with a smile on my face.
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      “Didn’t someone tell you to turn off the lights before you left?” Danielle asked the next morning, her brows raised.

      Monica was across the room, but she must have heard Danielle’s words because she turned and frowned in our direction. Panic filled me and I searched my memory, knowing I double checked it for the sake of doing so. Monica had warned me. Hadn’t I double checked?

      “I’m near certain I turned them off as I left,” I answered, twisting my fingers together. Monica warned me Danielle was anal about the lights, and somehow, I’d still left them on. I must have if they were on. I hoped this wasn’t going to be my last day.

      Monica strolled up, interrupting. “Yes, I double checked after she double checked. She turned them off.”

      Shaking her head, Danielle braced her hands on her hips and looked between us. “Every single light was on when I got here this morning. It’s easy to get into a sense of not doing things your first week. Mistakes happen. I get it. Just next time, make sure you double check. I don’t like paying extra on utility bills.” She turned to Monica. “I expect you to know better. Don’t get lazy just because it’s your last couple of weeks.”

      “I’ll triple check tonight,” I offered, worried I got Monica in trouble, but I knew I’d turned the lights off. As soon as Monica warned me, I made sure to double check the switches. Either someone was pranking me, or I was losing my mind. Danielle didn’t seem to be joking, though.

      When Danielle walked away, Monica sighed and turned to me. “It happens sometimes. Most just blame the ghosts.”

      “This is the second time I’ve heard about the ghosts,” I groaned. Out of the corner of my eye, something flashed, but when I turned, there was nothing there. One day, it would be nice for the flashes to disappear completely, but they seemed to be happening more often than not. I was starting to wonder if something had been shaken loose in my brain when Derek—

      I shut down the thought immediately, knowing it was never a good day when I focused on those memories. It was better to get them out after my shift in my writing journal, the only way the therapist had found that helped. Getting it out in song format always made me feel better. One day, I thought I might burn the journal with all the memories, a sort of full circle moment.

      “The Paragon is definitely haunted,” Monica continued, not noticing my inner thoughts. “Danielle doesn’t believe in them, so when stuff like this happens, you’ll get the blame, but they’re one of the reasons I’m leaving. When I got the job offer at the recording studio up the street, I jumped at the chance just to avoid them.” Seeing my expression, she hurried to explain. “They’re not malignant or anything, but I’ve gotten the creeps way too often, and at least one of the ghosts is an asshole. Rob has the same trouble with things disappearing. The lights are just one of the things they do. Just watch your back. They like to fuck with you, but they’re harmless.”

      I pursed my lips. “I’ve always believed in ghosts, but I haven’t really had any experiences myself.” The unexplained nurse when I’d died on the table popped into my head, but I brushed it aside. There was a perfectly explainable idea for that, mostly the fact that I was dying and was disoriented.

      “You’re gonna have plenty working here,” Monica promised with a grin. “I gotta go get my stuff opened up. You good? I think you’re supposed to be helping Rob in the bar tonight and then closing again. Sorry, rookie.”

      “I don’t mind. Thanks for the warning.” I wasn’t sure how much merit I should put in the ghosts but so many people seemed to believe in them, I couldn’t just discount it.

      The early afternoon and prep went by without a hitch. Rob walked me through my tasks for the night, mostly keeping the liquor bottles and dressings stocked, getting ice when needed, and filling up beers. He didn’t trust me much with the mixed drinks since I didn’t have any actual bartender training, but the beer I could do. It was as easy as filling from the tap or popping open the glass bottles.

      The bands for the night were awesome, the deep strums of their guitars and the base of the drums thrumming through the floor and up into my body. I constantly found myself swaying or bobbing my head as I worked. Following Rob’s orders, I stayed behind the bar unless I needed to go get supplies. I was starting to smell like alcohol, the stale smell of beer splashing on my shoes and along my arms. I didn’t mind. This was all part of my training, and the best way to be a good manager was to understand every job in the place. It was almost relaxing watching how Rob handled himself, how he was able to take on so many customers, order his bar help around, close out tabs, and more. He never stressed. He never looked like he was working hard at all. He laughed and joked with the customers, even over the loud music of the bands. It was crazy to watch.

      With everything stocked, I had nothing to do for a few minutes. When the bands got heavy there was always a loll in sales. People were too engrossed in the band on stage to come grab another drink.

      “How are you liking it so far?” Rob asked, bumping his shoulder with mine.

      “I like it. Fast pace, interesting, and good music. What more could I ask for?” I smiled at Rob when he winked. It took me a second to realize I was staring a little too long before I jerked my eyes away and back to the band. Rob was an attractive man, his black t-shirt stretching across obvious muscle, but I wasn’t looking to date my coworkers. I was going to be the Assistant Manager. Dating another Manager was a good way to get myself fired quickly. Dating in the workplace always led to complications. Besides, Rob was just charming. He didn’t show any obvious interest.

      The band on stage was good. They weren’t quite metal. I would’ve categorized them as hard rock. The singer had the sort of gravel voice that made you stand up at attention and he had the crowd riled up, jamming out to their songs as if they weren’t just the opener. One day, they’d be great, I knew it. I watched the singer for a few moments before a flash drew my eye.

      The band on stage was made up of four members. There was the lead singer, the bassist, the lead guitar, and the drummer, but, for just a moment, I caught sight of another man playing guitar off the side. He was hazy, and I blinked, thinking it was my eyes in the smoke of the stage effects, but he didn’t grow clearer. He didn’t go away either. He looked like his inspiration came from the eighties hair bands, shoulder length black hair banging to the music as his fingers flew along the strings of his guitar. No one else seemed to be focusing on him, which was strange. He was practically on stage, there for all the see. He was there for the entire song, and if I listened, I could definitely hear two electric guitars screaming with each other. I was enraptured by him, by the way he seemed to lose himself in the music. As quickly as he appeared, the moment the song ended, I blinked and he was gone.

      “What the—”

      “Hey, Vega. Can you grab me another container of limes, please? I’m getting low.”

      Flushing, I nodded. “I’ll go grab them right now.” But as I left to head to the back, I couldn’t stop glancing where the man disappeared. I didn’t know what I’d seen, if he was a figment of my imagination or not. If it was my mind playing tricks on me, I was getting damn good at creating sexy men. That could come in handy, at least.

      Unless it was the ghosts.

      I laughed to myself as I filled up a container full of limes and hurried back to the bar for the after-band rush. There was always a big push for more alcohol after each band, and with the one on stage done for the night and the stage being set for the next one, the bar was swamped. I didn’t have time to think about the man again until the very end of the night, as I stood inside the empty music hall and stared into the expanse.

      I was closing with Rob this time, and where Monica had walked me through everything, Rob gave me a list to do and went about his own duties before waiting for me outside. He’d been kind enough to offer me a ride so I didn’t have to walk home in the dark at three in the morning, and I appreciated the offer.

      For a moment, as I hovered by the light switches, I considered reaching out to my therapist again but the sessions were expensive and she’d given me all the coping mechanisms she’d been able to. I couldn’t decide if the flashes I was seeing was PTSD or ghosts like everyone here seemed to think, but just in case, I spoke into the empty hall.

      “Could you leave the lights off, please?” I said, loud enough to echo. “This job means a lot to me and I don’t really want to get fired.”

      No one answered. I didn’t expect them to, but something told me it was the right thing to do. I didn’t have any more trouble with the lights after that, but I didn’t let it get to my head.

      After all, ghosts might not be real. It could all just be the PTSD playing tricks on me.
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      Two weeks went by without anymore trouble. I was still seeing the flashes but that hardly seemed like an issue in the midst of the new job excitement. I hadn’t caught sight of the handsome guitar player again and I wasn’t sure if I was more relieved or upset by it.

      I’d been doing all sorts of jobs my first two weeks. I did a few more nights of being a drink runner and helping behind the bar, but I’d also dealt with backstage setup and the stage crews. Though most of the bands brought their own crews, ours still helped them set up properly and made sure everything went forward without a hitch.

      Tonight, I was shadowing Danielle, finally into the management part of the job. Danielle treated me nicely, almost maternal, and I wondered if she’d guessed the parts of my story I hadn’t told her, that staying with Derek had nearly killed me. We were in her office, a cute little area in the top of the Paragon with a view of the street. It was large but crowded with trinkets, instruments, and file cabinets. Danielle was showing me how to correctly file the papers at the end of the night, where to put the money bag, things like that. Tonight was my first night closing on my own with one of the newer kids. I had to know the proper protocols, so everything went smoothly. I didn’t want another incident like I’d had with the lights.

      “You know, I never told you the story about my daughter,” Danielle said as she watched me sort the paperwork like she’d showed me.

      Glancing up at her, I frowned. “What do you mean?”

      “You said you were in an abusive relationship.” She sighed. “My daughter, Julia, was in one, too, about ten years ago.” The way she said it made me pause my work and give her full my attention. “The man she was dating was an asshole. I told her that over and over again, but those sorts of things don’t hit until you’re ready to hear them, as I’m sure you know. She made excuses for him, and when it got physical, she thought it was her fault.”

      I clenched my hands in my trousers, the story sounding so like my own. It’d taken too long to realize there was no excuse for a man hitting a woman, no matter what she did. It’d nearly killed me. I hoped for Julia, she’d gotten out early.

      “When did she realize she needed to leave?” I asked.

      For a long moment, Danielle didn’t answer. She stared at me, studying my face, no doubt seeing some of the small scars there. They were worse ones on my body, but I had a scar that bisected one eyebrow where I’d bled after cracking my head against the floor.

      “She didn’t,” she admitted. “She never had a chance to get to that point. Her boyfriend came home and shot her one night because she’d been on the phone with me when she should have been welcoming him home. She never hung up the phone.”

      Jesus. I stood from my chair and moved around the desk, enveloping Danielle in a hug. It’d been years ago, but that pain didn’t leave. I knew it. My friends had helped me, but I couldn’t imagine what it would have been like had they witnessed it somehow. Most people didn’t understand how a woman could stay in such a relationship. Most didn’t understand that when you were living it, you were afraid, but it was almost hard to believe you were there. It was as if you were living someone else’s life.

      “Did they get him?” I breathed. I was lucky in some aspect. I never had to worry about standing in a courtroom demanding for Derek to go to jail. I’d only had to defend myself. Derek was dead, and even if he still haunted me, he was still gone for good.

      “He’s currently rotting in jail. Let’s hope he never gets out or I might end up going to jail instead,” she said, shaking her head. “I didn’t mean to get heavy on you there. It’s just, I wish Julie could have gotten out like you did. There’s too many women suffering and it starts young. I go down to the local high school every year and give a talk. I brought it up because I was wondering if you’d go with me when it’s time. It’s not for a while, and you can say no. It hasn’t been that long for you and everyone handles their grief their own way.”

      I froze, her words making my heart skip a beat. Get up in front of a group of high school girls and tell them my story? I wasn’t sure I was ready for something like that, but Danielle had asked so nicely, had given me the chance to say no.

      “Can I think about it?” I murmured, not meeting her eyes.

      “Of course, Vega. I don’t want you to say yes if you’re not comfortable with it. I just figured I’d put it out there. The talk isn’t for a few months so there’s no rush.”

      “Thank you.” I needed to change the subject, and the flash out the corner of my eye that was growing more insistent was annoying me. “So the files go into the cabinet, the moneybag into the safe drop box, and then just mop the hall, make sure everything’s good, and turn off the lights?”

      “More or less,” Danielle replied, switching topics easily. “I think you’re ready. If you want, you can go watch the last band play.”

      I frowned. “I’ll just go check if Rob needs anything.”

      Danielle smiled. “Suit yourself.”

      By the end of the night, I was feeling less tired than I was at the start of this job, growing adjusted to the late nights. I was closing with Selena, a twenty-year-old college student who was aspiring to be a stage manager at some point. She was capable, if a bit naïve, and after spending the night with her closing, I knew the different plans she had in place for every single possibility. The girl planned for everything from running into a band at the Paragon that needed a stage manager to working her way up through the ranks of a music studio. I’d changed my thoughts of her by the end of the night, after the mopping was done. She’d reach it one day with ambition like that.

      “You can head on home, Selena. I just have to file the papers and take care of the cash out and I’ll lock up.” I put up the mops and buckets back into the storage and washed my hands in the basin beside it, scrubbing the grime from under my fingernails.

      “Doesn’t this place give you the creeps?” Selena asks, glancing around the empty music hall as if she’d see a few ghosts just pop out for no reason.

      “Actually, it’s comforting most nights,” I admitted. While there was sometimes an “other” feeling in the music hall, I rarely felt creeped out.

      “It gives me goosebumps every time I’m alone, like someone is watching me. And I keep misplacing my keys when I never take them out of my pocket.”

      I laughed. “Rob has the same trouble with his keys. Go on home, Selena. I’ve got this.”

      “You sure?”

      “Yeah, I just have to go through and turn out the lights and drop the last papers in the file. You go on.”

      Selena practically bounced out of the music hall, happy to be getting out of work to do whatever the younger crowd got up to nowadays. Then it was just me and the empty Paragon. I sighed and went to drop the paperwork in the files, the contracts for the bands that had played that night and notice of payment, the copies of the checks. Everything was finished and I was prepared to turn off the lights, but then my eyes caught on the piano on the stage, a single light shining over it as if it were beckoning me forward.

      I sighed. It’d been so long since I played the piano. I used to love running my fingers along the keys, had even taken so many lessons as a kid, I used to be good. But then Derek happened, and the piano was a waste of time to him. The keyboard I’d worked my ass off to purchase had been my pride and joy. I came home from work one day to find it in the trash, beat to pieces, no hope to repair it. Apparently, the inanimate object was taking up too much of my attention, attention I should have focused on him. A red flag, one I didn’t realize was a red flag until much later.

      Slowly, as if I were approaching a scared animal, I moved on stage and over to the grand piano, studying it closely. I slid my fingers along the keys, gently pressing a few. The sounds of perfectly tuned notes echoed through the hall, and before I knew what I was doing, I was sitting on the bench and placing my fingers in the starting position.

      I played the first song that popped into my head, but as my fingers moved, rusty after so many years of playing, the tune was halted, rough, and not at all like I remembered. I used to be good, but years of no practice had made my fingers stiff. Not to mention the pinky on my left hand wouldn’t cooperate anymore, permanently a different shape after being shattered by Derek.

      I was rusty, but the sound was still soothing. I found myself humming along, focused on the piano, and that was what I blamed for not seeing him until he spoke.

      “You’ll need to practice in order to get the feeling back.”

      The voice was deep, and startled me so badly, I slammed my fingers on the keys and jerked back. I saw enough of a hazy image of a man with long black hair, dressed in period clothing, before I slid from the bench backward. He wasn’t whole, not like a person, and as I fell backward in slow motion, my eyes widened and a little shriek slipped from my lips.

      “Ope! I’ve got you!” another one says, appearing beside me and reaching out his arms.

      But he didn’t catch me. Though his strong looking arms were outstretched, the same leather clad arms I’d seen in the mirror my first night, I passed right through them and slammed into the floor.

      My head bounced on the polished wood. The air rushed out of my lungs. And everything went black.
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      “Well, now look what you’ve gone and done. If she dies, we’re losing prime eye candy, you wanker,” Remington complained from the edge of the stage. The asshole rock star never failed to annoy, even when a woman was lying knocked out cold because of us. Even now, his eyes lingered on Vega’s legs where she lay sprawled, her lips open just the slightest bit in unconsciousness. Bullocks, what if I’d killed her?

      Scowling at Remington, I leaned over Vega to make sure she was breathing. She was, thank God. “That’s all you’re worried about, you imbecile? She could be dead!” She wasn’t, but still, it was something to worry about.

      “So what?” Remington rolled his eyes. “We’re all dead. Ain’t harmed a damn thing.”

      Bones shook his head where he hovered over Vega on the opposite side, guilt on his face. The poor fool had tried to catch her, forgetting for a moment that he couldn’t catch anything at all. None of us could. “Shut up, Remington. She sent the other one home, which means there’s no one here if she hit her head wrong.”

      Carson appeared off to the side, his eyes watching everything closely. Out of all of us, he was probably the better one to offer medical advice. After all, he’d been around for much of modern medicine. The rest of us were severely lacking in some spots, me especially.

      “Leeches,” I offered, the only thing I could think of. “They heal everything.”

      “How did you live to thirty-five?” Carson asked, completely serious. “Leeches are not how you heal a concussion.”

      Vega stirred, jerking, and we all turned our attention back to her, waiting for her to come to her senses. Where Bones and I moved back, Remington leaned closer, studying Vega as her eyelids fluttered and then cracked open. She winced, her hand moving to the back of her head where she’d probably sport a nice goose egg later.

      “Hey! She lives!” Remington said, grinning. “I’m a bit jealous, if I’m being honest. Tell me, love, does vodka taste as good as I remember?”

      Her eyes popped open at the sound of Remington’s voice and I reached forward to jerk him back a little. “Give the woman some space.”

      Sitting up, Vega stared at us with quickly widening eyes. I knew what she saw. Four men, each vastly different from the other, our forms hazy and flickering. She technically shouldn’t be able to see us at all, but something about Vega was different. We all sensed it when she first appeared. From seeing Bones in the mirror to noticing Remington on stage, she saw us against all odds. In all the years I’d been on this plane, I’d never had someone see us as easily as Vega did when she walked in. The closer we were to her, the easier it was to appear to her, as if we found more energy just by being close to her.

      “Don’t be scared,” I said, which was foolish really. When someone tells you not to be scared, their instincts will scream to be scared.

      Vega jerked back and slid off the edge of the stage. For a moment, I worried she’d hit her head again as she went off, but she was on her feet a second later, backing away as if she’d seen a ghost.

      I nearly laughed at myself. She hadn’t seen one ghost. She’d seen four.

      “Oh no, don’t leave,” Remington said, his voice monotone as if he expected this very thing. I had to be honest, I’d hoped Vega wouldn’t fear us. She didn’t seem like she was used to seeing ghosts, even if she could see us now.

      “Vega, wait!” I tried, which only made her panic more. I never understood that part. Why wouldn’t we know her name? We hung around the Paragon literally every second of every day. It was easy to pick up names when we found someone interesting.

      The woman scrambled backward, and then thinking better of it, she turned and ran as hard as she could through the door, slamming it open. The momentum slammed it right back shut, but she never locked it. We’d spooked her so bad, she’d forgotten everything she was supposed to do to close up for the night.

      I sighed. “Look what you lot did. The first woman to ever see us and she’ll probably never come back now.”

      Remington frowned where he leaned against the grand piano. “She sure was a nice piece of ass. She will be missed.” As if we were at a funeral. The asshole always did have a morbid sense of humor.

      Scowling, Bones clenched his fists like he really wanted to hit something. The poor guy was always as hot-headed as Remington, making them get along less than I’d like. It was a sense of frustration that Bones couldn’t hit something, not as a ghost. He could cause some damage sure, but the energy it took was never worth it.

      “You’re ridiculous,” Bones hissed. “You know that. If she doesn’t come back, it’s your fault.”

      Carson sighed where he hovered, his eyes lingering on the door Vega had disappeared out of. “I want her to come back,” he said forlornly, before turning and walking through the wall. He never lingered long, didn’t like the attention. For someone who used to sing in front of massive crowds, it was another thing I understood.

      I ran a hand over my hair, smoothing it down, making sure it was still tied at the nap of my neck. We had to hope this job was important enough to her to override her fear of the unknown. She’d suspected there were ghosts here; she probably just never expected to actually see us or have conversations with us. Too many people expected ghosts to be haunting, for them to be stuck in a pattern, and sometimes, that was true. But the four of us, Bones, Remington, Carson, and I, were the normal. We were trapped on this plane, refusing to complete any unfinished business. Some, for fear of what was on the other side. For me, it was because I just liked the comfort of it. I could watch the world change, watch as everyone died and were birthed. There was fear there, of course. One never knew what happened when you went into the light, and if you believed you were going to Hell, then what an even better reason to stay here as long as possible.

      But meeting Vega had changed something in me. I’d never wanted to know someone as much as I did her. There was a story there, one Danielle seemed to know but we didn’t. When she’d touched her fingers to the keys of the piano and played, it spoke of years of practice that had slipped into nothing. Had she given up? Had she been forced to? Her pinky had been a little out of line in the starting position. Maybe that was why. Maybe she had broken her hands at one point.

      “Someone who has enough energy, get the lights. I’ll take care of the locks. The least we can do is make sure she doesn’t get in trouble with Danielle.”

      Bones nodded and moved to the lights, working up enough energy to flick the switches off. It took me far too long to get the lock to spin, the drain on energy nearly making me fade to dangerous levels, but I rolled my shoulders and settled near the electrical outlet to recharge. The electricity didn’t do much, but it helped, even if just the feeling of the energy was close by.

      My thoughts wandered to a beautiful woman, scars on her forearms, and the way she’d longingly touched her fingers to the keys of a grand piano. I wondered what she’d think if I played for her. I wondered if she’d like me then.
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      I couldn’t decide if I should return to the Paragon or not. The next day, I stood outside the building on the sidewalk, wondering if I’d imagined it all. Was it a trick of my mind? Was it the PTSD creating things that weren’t there? If so, I was getting insanely creative with it. I couldn’t get the image of four incredibly handsome ghosts hovering over me, including the rocker I’d seen on stage. I was either seeing ghosts or I’d well and truly lost my mind. Perhaps, I should call my therapist after all, even if it cost a pretty penny. I was starting to worry for my sanity.

      Monica appeared beside me after stepping from a loud muscle car. She blew a kiss to the driver, who I assumed was her boyfriend, before she stared at me in confusion. I probably looked strange standing on the sidewalk with wide eyes.

      “Are you coming inside or are you going to stand out here all day?” Monica asked, raising her brow at me.

      I grimaced, glancing at her for a second before my eyes were riveted on the Paragon again. “Do you believe the ghost stories about the music hall? Like really believe them?”

      She shrugged. “Sure, I do. My aunt is big into Ouija boards and stuff. I’ve seen some strange things around her. As a kid, I hated going to visit her because sometimes the ghosts were dicks.” Seeing the look
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