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  Note to Reader


This book contains explicit sexual content, hints of voyeurism, discussion and instances of the occult, and talk of death. Be mindful as you read. 






  
  To the old-school PNR lovers out there








  
  1: Exposition


"Now we move from murder to mystery." 
Ghost tours went a whole lot better when the fog drifted in off the bay. The smell of salt in the air, with a hint of old pine, added to the ambiance. She was used to it, having grown up in the Pacific Northwest. Sequoia Bay wasn't her hometown, but it so closely resembled most of the small towns dotting the coast of Western Washington it might as well be. The mist and ever-present blue-gray hue of everything outdoors, with the tastefully aged storefronts lining the cobblestone streets, gave a certain mood to the town and all its nooks and crannies. Especially those crannies with ghost stories.  
For someone unused to the atmosphere, like city tourists looking for a little scare in a famous ghostly town less than two hours north of Seattle, it hit just right. For Emily, it was where she'd lived most of her life, so it lost a bit of its magic. Though, having an attentive audience never did.
Like most in Sequoia Bay, her literal bread and butter were these audiences. She worked for the sole ghost tour spot, specializing in the downtown tours. Others on their crew did waterfront tours or forest tours and the like. She stuck to the small square blocks of old buildings. Many were now ghost-friendly shops: herbalists, occult stores, and tarot readers or psychics, like her friend Anya, who waved at her from behind her lacy curtain, giving her a bit of a distraction for a beat. Also, a reminder: she needed to get back to trivia night. She’d missed the last two at the local pub post-break-up, what with the hectic move out and such.
Lucky for one lady on her tour, she took this walk enough to be on the lookout for a particularly tricky curb ahead. "Watch your step," she called as one whispering woman nearly ate it on the curb in front of their last stop of the tour. She saved herself and Emily didn't have to fill out an accident report because of the deadly combo of inattentiveness and an old curb. 
The group moved mostly together from the hazy drizzle of the sidewalk into the small theatre. The ornate but slightly aged lobby offered warmth and shelter, but the group, which seemed to consist of two couples on a weekend getaway and a group of five friends on a girls' trip, huddled together. 
They giggled, but the nervous edge of it made Emily give a small smirk before she began her spiel. While the stories were old and tired and unbelievable for her, she enjoyed the thrill of tugging the emotions of her little ghosty groups, as she called them. 
When she'd gone off to college to study acting, she'd had big dreams of seeing her name in lights on Broadway. Now, she used her talents to modulate her voice, draw in her groups, so they gave her positive reviews on her ghost tour. And hopefully decent tips at the end of it. 
Emily stood tall and stout, long limbs clad in black as per usual. Part of it was costume, but it’d be a lie if she claimed she didn’t gravitate toward a darker color palette in her clothing. Same with her heavy, smoky eyes with the cat-like flick at the ends and her full, burgundy lip. Highlighted her deep brown eyes and gave her a pronounced pout, sure, but also gave her drama, which she enjoyed. All actresses and storytellers enjoyed drama, on and off the job.
The damp on the ends of her shoulder-length brunette hair tickled her neck but she ignored it. There was a story to tell, so no time to fish out a ponytail holder right then. Emily stopped, let the mutterings continue, choosing to stand still and stoic. Waiting. Knowing they’d come back to her for more.
The group noticed her quiet and turned expectantly toward her. She slid her eyes left to right slowly as the group bunched in around her. They huddled close together in whatever grouping they originally came in, but all moved into her, whether they realized it or not. Drawing closer to hear what she'd say next. Which was a dozy... if you hadn't told the same story a million times.
Despite her own feelings about the lines she spouted, Emily's voice still dipped and swayed, keeping the rapt attention of her small tour group. "This may be our most recent addition to our ghost town. George Hill, a young and promising playwright, was hired out of Seattle to produce a play for the town's seventy-fifth anniversary. They wanted something set in the town by someone at least somewhat familiar with the Washington coastal vibe. From all accounts, he was prepared to deliver, writing something real special. Sadly, George never finished his play. Two weeks into his residency, before the play was finished, he fell in the very center of the stage, dropping dead instantly from unknown causes. No one could figure out why he died on this stage, even after an autopsy. He simply… stopped living. Some say it was stress, but some say it was fate. "
She ushered the group into the open theatre space, pointing toward the stage with its singular spotlight lighting the center. In the mostly dark theatre, with worn velveteen seats shrouded in a gray-blue gloom and the only light the dim floor runners down the two aisles and the bold spotlight ahead, the place appeared suspended in time. Untouched since the time one man fell over dead for an unknown reason.
"Before the man's body was even cold, the people of Sequoia Bay started reporting strange occurrences in and around the theatre: reports of cold spots, flickering lights, and random, inexplicable noises. More than anything, people said they felt something. A certain presence whenever they entered the theatre. As if George wanted to put on a show."
She guided the group down to the front of the stage before she pulled out her handy EMF reader. The groups loved to see it when she brandished it around in the theatre. The lights went all over the place and the little needle moved up and down dramatically. The flash didn’t convince her, but it worked with people who paid for ghost tours. However, Emily admitted to herself, and her friends when they were deep in drinks after trivia, she often experienced activity in the theatre. Nothing tangible or nameable, but a permeating and constant presence she came to expect and enjoy. A comfortable essence, like a warm blanket made familiar over time. Hell, she spent enough time there to be familiar with any ghosties about, so it made sense.
"Stay here, where you won't be disturbed." Emily climbed the side steps to the stage, sadly the only time she was able to do so these days, and showed the group how the needle wavered and the lights flashed. All the usual bells and whistles to end the tour. 
Usual until she tripped over the bootlace she didn't even notice was untied and went sprawling across the boards. 
Emily wasn't hurt. Not really. Her pride stung as all the people rushed to help her.
"No, no, no. I'm fine. Please, don't come up here. You can't be on the stage."
A few of the women in the girls' group hovered at the edge of the stairs until she pulled herself up to standing, just to make sure she really was okay. 
She was. Totally fine. Except for a deep nick in the meat of her palm. She'd come down on it to break her fall, and with these old floors, who knew what was sticking up or out? Hence not allowing the tour group members on the stage. 
As she softly poked around the edges of the small cut, standing in the single spotlight, a bead welled, dropping to the boards. The spotlight flickered rapidly, the temperature dropped, an odd pop, like pressure stabilizing, hit her ears, and a gasp went up from the group at the edge of the stage. Emily figured the same pop and accompanying odd tickle ran down all their spines, which helped her out. Meant they left with a slight scare, which always resulted in a bump in tips when she left them at the meeting spot. 
She was unsure if they all had the same brush of sensation, cold and known to her somehow, but it didn't matter. She'd felt it before and would feel it again. Though the wisp across her skin gave a firmer, almost insistent push this time around, which was completely new. No time to think on it with a bleeding palm and people staring, but something interesting to talk to Anya about over a beer.
"Seems like George wanted to say hi," she quipped, but the lights flickered hard again, and she shivered in the cold. Emily pulled a tissue from her pocket to dab at the blood on her hand. Once it stopped, she stooped to wipe up her blood, but couldn’t see it anywhere. Blood splatters, even tiny, were likely an OSHA violation, so she’d tell someone in the office about it when the tour ended in a few minutes.  Probably a trick of the flickering lights, she thought as she stuffed the soiled bit of tissue in her jacket pocket.  
"And bye, I guess," she added with the perfect amount of deadpan affect. A few nervous chuckles and giggles went up, and Emily shook off her own odd sensations as she moved the group along, out of the theatre and on to wherever they were going after their tour ended. She had to return, though, seeing as she just moved into the apartment above the theatre.

      [image: ]Emily trudged up the rickety wooden stairs at the back of the theatre, tired and ready to push the day away. A hot bath and a glass of wine were in order. Nothing else mattered to her as she pushed open the heavy wooden door and stepped into her kitchen. 
She'd moved in less than two weeks before when her relationship with her ex-boyfriend imploded. As soon as she heard of this place, she jumped at the chance. 
Sure, it wasn't exactly fun to live where you kind of worked, but when someone had spent weeks on friends' couches or air mattresses, it appealed a whole lot more. 
The place wasn't bad

      [image: ]
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