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Praise for the Ghost Hunter Mysteries

Ghouls Just Haunt to Have Fun

“M.J.’s back and reluctantly ready for her close-up in the latest funny, yet chilling, adventure by gifted storyteller Laurie. . . . Goose bumps and ghosts are plentiful in this creepy, utterly entertaining murder mystery.”

—Romantic Times (4½ stars)

 

“[A] fun, suspenseful, fast-paced paranormal mystery. All the elements combine to make this entry in the Ghost Hunter series a winner.”

—The Romance Readers Connection

 

“A hair-raising tale that will keep readers engrossed in the ghost-driven action. Ghouls Just Haunt to Have Fun has as much dark and danger-filled action as ever, and introduces a wonderful new character that readers will be hoping to see more of in the future. This is a must read in the series!”

—Darque Reviews

 

“A lighthearted, humorous haunted hotel horror thriller kept focused by ‘graveyard’ serious M.J.”

—Genre Go Round Reviews

 

Demons Are a Ghoul’s Best Friend

“Ms. Laurie has penned a fabulous read and packed it with ghost-hunting action at its best. With a chilling mystery, a danger-filled investigation, a bit of romance, and a wonderful dose of humor, there’s little chance that readers will be able to set this book down.”

—Darque Reviews

 

“M.J.’s first-person worldview is both unique and enticing. With truly likable characters, plenty of chills, and even a hint of romance, real-life psychic Laurie guarantees that readers are in for a spooktacularly thrilling ride.”

—Romantic Times (4½ stars)

What’s a Ghoul to Do?

“A bewitching book blessed with many blithe spirits. Will leave you breathless.”

—Nancy Martin, author of the Blackbird Sisters Mysteries

 

“Laurie’s new sleuth, M. J. Holliday, is a winner. . . . Laurie makes everything that her characters do ring true, which can be a feat in a paranormal story. This highly entertaining book has humor and wit to spare.”

—Romantic Times

 

Praise for the Psychic Eye Mysteries

“Victoria Laurie has crafted a fantastic tale in . . . [her] latest Psychic Eye Mystery. There are few things in life that upset Abby Cooper, but ghosts and her parents feature high on her list . . . giving the reader a few real frights and a lot of laughs. . . .”

—Fresh Fiction

 

“Fabulous. . . . Fans will highly praise this fine ghostly murder mystery.”

—The Best Reviews

 

“A great new series . . . plenty of action.”

—Midwest Book Review

 

“An invigorating entry into the cozy mystery realm. . . . I cannot wait for the next book.”

—Roundtable Reviews

 

“A fresh, exciting addition to the amateur sleuth genre.”

—J. A. Konrath, author of Dirty Martini

 

“Worth reading over and over again.”

—Bookviews




The Ghost Hunter Mystery Series

What’s a Ghoul to Do?  
Demons Are a Ghoul’s Best Friend  
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The Psychic Eye Mystery Series

 

Abby Cooper, Psychic Eye  
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A Vision of Murder  
Killer Insight  
Crime Seen  
Death Perception  
Doom with a View




[image: 001]




OBSIDIAN 
Published by New American Library, a division of 
Penguin Group (USA) Inc., 375 Hudson Street, 
New York, New York 10014, USA 
Penguin Group (Canada), 90 Eglinton Avenue East, Suite 700, Toronto, 
Ontario M4P 2Y3, Canada (a division of Pearson Penguin Canada Inc.) 
Penguin Books Ltd., 80 Strand, London WC2R 0RL, England 
Penguin Ireland, 25 St. Stephen’s Green, Dublin 2, 
Ireland (a division of Penguin Books Ltd.) 
Penguin Group (Australia), 250 Camberwell Road, Camberwell, Victoria 3124, 
Australia (a division of Pearson Australia Group Pty. Ltd.) 
Penguin Books India Pvt. Ltd., 11 Community Centre, Panchsheel Park, 
New Delhi - 110 017, India 
Penguin Group (NZ), 67 Apollo Drive, Rosedale, North Shore 0632, 
New Zealand (a division of Pearson New Zealand Ltd.) 
Penguin Books (South Africa) (Pty.) Ltd., 24 Sturdee Avenue, 
Rosebank, Johannesburg 2196, South Africa

Penguin Books Ltd., Registered Offices: 
80 Strand, London WC2R 0RL, England

First published by Obsidian, an imprint of New American Library, 
a division of Penguin Group (USA) Inc.

First Printing, March 2010 


Copyright © Victoria Laurie, 2010 All rights reserved

eISBN : 978-1-101-18558-2

OBSIDIAN and logo are trademarks of Penguin Group (USA) Inc.



Without limiting the rights under copyright reserved above, no part of this publication may be reproduced, stored in or introduced into a retrieval system, or transmitted, in any form, or by any means (electronic, mechanical, photocopying, recording, or otherwise), without the prior written permission of both the copyright owner and the above publisher of this book.

PUBLISHER’S NOTE

This is a work of fiction. Names, characters, places, and incidents either are the product of the author’s imagination or are used fictitiously, and any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, business establishments, events, or locales is entirely coincidental.

The publisher does not have any control over and does not assume any responsibility for author or third-party Web sites or their content.


The scanning, uploading, and distribution of this book via the Internet or via any other means without the permission of the publisher is illegal and punishable by law. Please purchase only authorized electronic editions, and do not participate in or encourage electronic piracy of copyrighted materials. Your support of the author ’s rights is appreciated.

http://us.penguingroup.com




For my cousin, Hilary Laurie, 
the funnier half of the Tee-Vee Variety Show

[image: 002]




Acknowledgments

 

 

 

Most of my novels are inspired by some paranormal event that I’ve personally experienced or heard about and this particular story is no exception.

About four years ago I had the scariest and most “real” dream I can ever recall. I vividly remember being in a cold, damp house that was rapidly decaying. The walls were gray and crumbling, the floor was littered with debris, and the atmosphere was so oppressive it felt claustrophobic.

I don’t quite remember the beginning of that dream—how I came to be in that exact spot—but I do remember my sense of panic. I knew I had to get a mother and her two children out of that house, but they were hidden away in a room that I couldn’t find. I could hear them, though—the laughter of the children at play, and their mother’s voice in the background—and my panic worsened.

About the time that I finally found the door to the room they were in, someone came into the hallway where I was. It was a woman and evil wafted off her in thick heavy waves. I remember being acutely afraid of her, and I shouted in alarm for her to leave the children alone. I know she thought very little of my efforts to warn them; in fact, I knew intuitively that she thought very little of me in general.

And her presence only made my own panic mount. The mother and her children seemed completely unaware of her presence and I just knew the little ones were in danger.

But I wasn’t able to warn them—because in the next instant, I woke up. It was the middle of the night and my heart was still racing from the dream. I can remember thinking, “That was bizarre!” and I probably chalked the whole thing up to the bean burrito I’d had for dinner. But the dream lingered in my thoughts, and I never really did get back to sleep.

The next night I was watching one of my favorite shows—Most Haunted. It comes on Friday nights usually around ten p.m. and it is one spooky hour, let me tell you! The premise of the show is that a team of British paranormal investigators travel around Britain to the most haunted locations they can find and document anything that’s willing to go bump in the night on camera.

This particular episode was a two parter—I’d missed the previous show, but they ran a few clips of what had taken place. The team was at a remote farm and there were two separate buildings that they were investigating. One was an old crumbling barnlike structure; the other was an abandoned house. A family lived in another house nearby—a father, a mother, and their two young daughters—and they were quite frightened by the negative energy that seemed to permeate the two crumbling buildings and the surrounding grounds.

The night I tuned in, the team was investigating the abandoned house. The barn was said to have been the  place where a coven of witches killed the small children they’d kidnapped from the surrounding countryside. The head of their coven was said to be a particularly evil and cruel woman, and it was thought she liked to torture the children before she sacrificed them.

I remember a shivery chill going up my spine as the clips of the previous night’s investigation rolled across the TV screen—but that was nothing to what I felt the moment the Most Haunted team entered the abandoned house. The camera zoomed in on the crumbling gray walls, the debris-littered floors, and the claustrophobic feel that permeated the place.

I remember staring wide-eyed at the television—not believing what I was actually seeing. It was an  exact replica of the house I’d been trapped inside the night before in my dream!

I then quickly muted the TV and called my close friend (and agent) Jim. I explained everything that had happened to me in the dream the previous night and how I was looking at the very same location on the television as in my dream. “What should I do?” I asked him, pacing the floor and eyeing the screen nervously.

“I know exactly what you should do,” he said with confidence.

“What?”

“Stop watching that show!”
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Ah, if only it were that easy. I don’t know how or why I ended up having that experience, but I truly believe there is a lot more to this paranormal stuff than meets the eye. And it was such a powerful experience that I knew someday I’d get around to telling the story. Or at least an idea inspired by that experience. (And on a quick side note, the village of Queen’s  Close is a complete fabrication, just in case any of you were thinking of taking off for that particular part of haunted Scotland.)
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Chapter 1

 

 

 

I’m not really put off by the skeptics out there: people who believe that, for me to call myself a psychic medium, I must be something of a fraud. They see me sitting across from a client, struggling to come up with the name of a deceased loved one or a relevant and specific detail related to that loved one, and it’s easy to believe I’m making the whole thing up.

But they don’t know what I know. They don’t feel what I feel. They don’t hear what I hear or see what I’ve seen. And they never will. Well, at least until they  cross over, of course. There are no skeptics on the other side.

Case in point, one of the best readings I ever did was for a woman who had just lost her father, and by  just, I mean earlier that very morning. When she came to me, desperate to know that her dad was okay, I took pity on her and fit her into my schedule right away. When we sat down together, her father came through immediately, and all he kept saying was, “Holy cow! This stuff is real!”

Turns out that, for seventy years, he’d been the biggest, loudest atheist you’d ever want to meet, and been  convinced that people like me were total shams. So imagine how surprised he was when he died and discovered a whole new world—literally.

And really, because of that experience, I no longer worry about the snarky little side comments I get from folks who think what I do is a big charade. They just don’t get it, and maybe, they’re not supposed to until they too drift off into that great night.

But none of that is going to slow me down or even give me pause. There’s way too much work to do for me to linger on what other people think.

I’ve got my regular work as a medium—connecting the living with their deceased loved ones—and my other job as a ghostbuster for a brand-new cable-TV show.

It seems that there’s a growing fascination among television-viewing audiences for watching the things that go bump in the night. And, truthfully, our world is chock-full of those poor souls that haven’t made it across yet. I’m talking about grounded spirits, better known to most as ghosts. There are millions and millions of them out there, wandering aimlessly about—and some places are more heavily populated than others.

Take Europe, for example: You can’t walk a mile anywhere on that continent without bumping into a ghostie or two. . . . They’re everywhere. Which is why our production company wanted to fly us “across the pond,” so to speak, and plunk us down somewhere old and spooky.

My two partners and I were part of a ghostbusting team recruited by a small production company headed by this guy named Gopher. Well, that’s not really his name. His real name is Peter Gophner, but everyone calls him by his nickname. I often wonder if that’s because sometimes he can be a real rat.

Anyway, with Gopher’s assistance we’d landed a major contract with the Bravo cable network to develop a ghost-hunting show called Ghoul Getters. Bravo wanted ten episodes to air every Saturday night beginning in January. If all went successfully, my team and I would be rich and famous in no time.

My ghostbusting squad was made up of my best friend and the team’s technical guru, Gilley Gillespie, and Heath Whitefeather, a brilliant medium in his own right and someone whom I’d recently worked another bust with.

I’d known Gilley since I was in first grade back in Augusta, Georgia. I’d found him on the first day of school by himself on the playground with a pair of G.I. Joes he was pretending were having a make-out session. Even back then Gil was featherlight in his loafers. We’d become instant BFFs.

After high school, and to get away from the dysfunction of my father’s house, I’d followed Gilley out to Boston, where he landed a full ride to MIT.

It was around that time that my psychic-medium skills had really sparked, and after three years Gilley quit school to help me run my business. He’d set up a Web site for me and managed my personal clients, and things ran smoothly until I got burned-out.

It was Gil who’d come up with the rather genius idea of opening up our own ghostbusting business. Unfortunately, the general public didn’t find the idea so genius, and we’d barely managed to eke out a living.

Then, about four months ago, Gilley had answered an online ad on my behalf to participate on a reality-TV show called Haunted Possessions—sort of an Antiques Roadshow meets Most Haunted.

I’d reluctantly agreed, but that had actually turned  into the current opportunity with Bravo TV, so things had worked out in the end—at least financially.

And that first TV show had also been where I’d met Heath Whitefeather, who was a genuinely good guy.

Heath was an amazing talent as far as mediums go. He was American Indian, raised on a reservation in New Mexico, and he could communicate with the dead as well as anyone I’d ever met. Physically he sort of resembles Ashton Kutcher, but with darker, longer hair, and more-olive skin. His chin is also a little more square, but his body is just as finely chiseled . . . er . . . not that I’ve noticed or anything (ahem!).

Okay, so the truth is that if it weren’t for the fact that I was currently attached, I’d likely fall for Heath in a heartbeat.

Gilley and Heath were really geeked about the idea of venturing overseas. But I wasn’t so stoked, mostly because of whom I’d be leaving behind.

My sweetheart, Dr. Steven Sable, would have to stay in Boston and work, and lately, Steven and I hadn’t been doing so well. A lot of our issues had to do with our crazy work schedules. He worked days, and I worked nights, so lately we hardly saw each other.

Intuitively, I knew that what we really needed was to spend more time together and strengthen our relationship, but when I signed the contract with Bravo, there was little chance of that happening.

So, not only was I about to put my romantic relationship on hold, but I’d have to leave behind my beloved African Gray parrot, Doc, who would be looked after by a trusted friend while I was away.

Doc and I have been together for over twenty years and in all that time we’d never spent longer than a  week apart. The filming schedule had our crew out of the country for the next eight to ten weeks, which was what had me so glum about the prospect of leaving. And it must have been obvious because as I sat in my office waiting on a client, Gilley came bounding in, took one look at me, and said, “Don’t pout, M. J. You’ll develop frown lines.”

I sighed. “Way to cheer me up, Gil.”

“Are you still moping about the trip?”

“Doc’s going to think I’ve abandoned him,” I said moodily.

Hearing his name, my bird gave a loud wolf whistle from his play stand in the corner and said, “Nice bum! Where you from?”

“He’ll be fine,” Gilley insisted.

“And I think Steven’s not real thrilled that I’m leaving either.”

“Distance makes the heart grow fonder,” Gilley sang, patting my arm sympathetically before showing me a small box that had just been delivered. “Look what came FedEx!” My partner tilted the box, which he’d opened, so that I could see the contents. Inside was a DVD.

“What’s that?” I asked.

“Location footage,” Gil replied. “Remember when you insisted on approving each location before we committed?”

“Yes, and I thought I already approved all of them.” I distinctly remembered the three hours Gil, Heath, and I had spent viewing each location that’d been chosen by the production company to film each episode of Ghoul Getters.

Gilley nodded enthusiastically as he came around my desk, popped open my laptop, and slid in the DVD.  “Gopher called me yesterday,” he explained, referring to our producer/director. “He found a new spot he thinks we should investigate first. He said the location team that scouted it is still freaked-out about what they saw, and he says we can’t pass it up. It’s the scariest place on earth!”

“Great sales pitch,” I grumbled, still moody over leaving home for so long.

Gilley ignored me and hit play. My computer screen filled with the image of a drizzly gray landscape. Old brick buildings lined a narrow cobbled street as rain dripped off thatched roofs and collected in puddles.

Someone off camera began speaking in a lovely Scottish brogue. “Before us is the infamous Briar Road, the most haunted lane in all of Europe and maybe even the world—while below our feet are the world-renowned caverns where countless hundreds lost their lives to the Black Death, starvation, fire, and murder. Pain lines this street and seeps up from deep underground. Here, the earth is so thick with it that nary a beast will tread down these cobbled stones. No bird, stray cat, or dog will venture here. Only humans are fool enough to walk this road.”

I wanted to roll my eyes at the theatrics, but before I even had a chance, a man appeared on-screen holding a cute, cuddly charcoal-colored puppy, shivering in the rain. The man, dressed in a long black raincoat with a black bowler, wore something of a wicked grin and I immediately disliked him. “What’s he doing?” I whispered as the guy came forward and held up the puppy to the camera so that we could get a better view of the adorable face.

“Aw, it’s a pug,” Gil said. “M. J., you love pugs!”

Gil was right, I did love the puggies, but something  told me this guy was up to something, so I didn’t reply with more than a nod. And sure enough, in the next instant the man set the little pup down on the ground. Securing a leash to its collar, he announced, “I’ve selected this adorable pup from a local shelter to demonstrate what happens when an animal finds itself on Briar Road.”

And with that, the man turned and began to trot down the narrow street, leading the puppy behind him. At first the pug was all too willing to follow, but then, about ten yards into their walk, the pug stopped abruptly and tried to sit down. The man looked behind him, smiled, then stared keenly into the camera. “They all attempt to resist in exactly the same spot,” he said.

I hoped it would end there, but it didn’t. The man pulled cruelly on the leash, dragging the puppy along, as it began to squirm in earnest, and the farther the man tugged it down the street, the more terrified the puppy became. Its eyes bulged wide and it began to bite at the leash and growl and whimper and snarl. Five more feet had it resembling some sort of rabid animal—it was so terrified that it was nearly unrecognizable as the same dog that’d been held up to the camera only moments before.

“That rat bastard!” I growled as I stared in horror at the computer screen. I could feel my hands curl into fists and I wanted nothing more than to reach into the image and punch that guy in the nose. But he managed to anger me even further when he picked up the puppy, who was wriggling and squirming and snarling, and held it suspended for a moment while the camera moved in for a close-up.

Gilley and I sat there in stunned silence; I couldn’t  believe the cameraman was cooperating with this clear-cut case of animal cruelty! A moment later the man began to walk slowly back toward the camera, and the second he got to within about five feet of the cameraman, the puppy suddenly calmed down and settled for just dangling in the man’s hands, shivering pitifully from nose to tail.

I closed the computer screen and rounded on my partner. “Get Gopher on the phone!” I snapped. “Now!”

Gilley was already dialing and after three rings sounded through the speakerphone, we were rewarded with Gopher’s enthusiastic, “Hi, Gilley! Did you get the DVD?”

“What the hell was that?” I yelled, not even bothering to announce that I was in the room with Gilley.

There was a pause, then, “Hi, M. J.”

“Don’t you ‘hi’ me, Peter Gophner! How could you let them do that to an innocent puppy?”

“It wasn’t my idea,” he began, but I wasn’t interested in excuses.

“Of all the stunts you’ve pulled, Gopher, this has to be the lowest, most underhanded, most ridiculous. . . .” My voice trailed off and I began to pace the room. “You’re lucky I don’t quit over this, do you hear me?”

For a long moment Gopher said nothing, which was probably wise, and I knew that he was likely waiting for me to calm down long enough to hear him out. Finally, Gilley said, “You didn’t have to use the dog to get us to agree to the location shoot, Gopher.”

We heard Gopher sigh before he said, “You’re right. But I swear to you, using the dog wasn’t our idea. I sent Kim and John over there to do some more scouting, because I wasn’t really excited about our first pick. They found a few spots that were just okay, but  when they got to this little village on the outskirts of Edinburgh, Scotland, they called to tell me they’d hit the jackpot.

“I guess the guy you saw on the footage is some local who does these ghost tours and he picks up a new dog or cat every week from the pound to demonstrate what happens when you try and walk an animal down Briar Road. From there he took John and Kim down into the tunnels and caverns right below and the footage gets even freakier. Did you guys happen to watch the whole thing?”

“No,” I said, still angry about the pug. “And I’m not planning on watching it, Gopher. That was just sick, do you hear me? Sick!”

There was another long pause, and another sigh from Gopher before he said, “Okay, I understand, M. J. We’ll stick to the original plan and fly your team to Yorkshire.”

That got my attention. “No,” I said firmly. “Now that I know what’s happening there, we’re absolutely doing Edinburgh first.”

“We are?” said Gil and Gopher together.

I nodded. “Definitely.”

“Fantastic!” said Gopher, and he began to say something else, but I cut him off.

“We’ll go to Edinburgh on one condition,” I said. “And that is that you call ahead, and find out where that puppy is and if he’s okay.”

“Er . . . ,” said Gopher.

“Further, that you let that ghost-tour guide know that I want a meeting with him, specifically.”

“Ummm,” said Gopher. “M. J.?”

“What?” I snapped, reading his tone.

“Are you sure that’s a good idea?”

“Positive,” I said. “Get me that meeting, Gopher.”

“Okay,” he agreed. “I’ll do that, but watch the rest of the footage, okay? There were some really amazing and creepy things happening belowground that I know Kim and John are still really shaken up about. It’ll help prepare you for the shoot.”

“When was the footage taken?” I asked, still worried over the trauma the puppy had experienced.

“This past weekend,” said Gopher.

I didn’t reply and Gilley took the lead. “Sure thing, Gopher. See you tomorrow at the airport.”

After Gilley had hung up, I hit the eject button on my computer and handed him the DVD. “Burn this,” I ordered.

“To another disc?” he asked.

I smiled. Only to a computer geek would the words “burn this” not include the thought of fire. “No, honey,” I said. “Destroy it. Make it into barbecued brisket or chop it up into a million pieces. I never want to see it again.”

“But Gopher said to watch the footage,” Gil whined, refusing to take the disc from me.

I scowled at him and walked around to my shredder, where I fed it into the grinder. It made the most satisfying noise as it was gobbled up. “I guess we’ll have to go in blind.”

Gilley looked at me skeptically. “I never like it when you say that.”

I smiled. “Come on, honey, let’s go pack.”

 

We landed in Edinburgh in the pouring rain, which was fitting, since we left New England in a torrential storm. And the temperature wasn’t much different either: friggin’ frigid, by my estimate.

It was also two a.m. local time, or eight p.m. our time. I tried calling Steven to let him know I’d landed safely, but it went straight to voice mail. I left him a message and wondered where he could be. We’d been playing phone tag for the past two days, and I hadn’t actually talked to him in all that time.

“You okay?” Heath asked as we piled into the van Gopher had rented.

“Fine,” I said. I knew he’d probably caught the frustrated look on my face when I’d snapped my phone closed, but I couldn’t help it.

“You sure?”

I forced a smile. “I’m sure. Thanks.”

Gopher drove us to the village of Queen’s Close, which, by the map I was given, was a good distance away from the heart of Edinburgh. It took us about forty minutes to get to a quaint little inn where we all checked in. We then went directly to our rooms to catch some shut-eye before an early-morning start. I did a lot of staring up at the ceiling wondering about the boyfriend I’d left behind, my birdie, and the little pug puppy that I hoped was okay.

The next morning Gopher knocked on my door, waking me from the short sleep I’d finally managed to fall into. “M. J.?” he called. “It’s time for breakfast. You’ll need to come down in the next ten minutes if you want to eat before we leave for the shoot.”

I mumbled something unintelligible, and I believe he took that as a sign that I was up and moving, because nothing further came from his side of the door. With a sigh I sat up and shivered. My room was freezing and the coverlet left a lot to be desired.

This spurred me to get dressed and get downstairs in search of a nice hot cup of coffee, pronto.

I met up with the rest of the crew in the dining room, which included Meg, our personal assistant and makeup artist; Kim and John, our location scouts; Gopher, our producer/director; Jake, our camera guy; and Russ on sound.

Also at the table were Gilley and Heath. “Hey there,” Heath said as I sat down, rubbing my hands together.

“Coffee?” I asked hopefully.

Gilley reached over and poured me a piping cup from a carafe on the table. I curled my fingers around it gratefully. “Don’t they heat this place?”

“Welcome to Britain,” Kim said. I noticed she was bundled up in a layer of sweaters, a thick scarf, a down vest, and fingerless gloves. “They’re a bit hardier here in Scotland. They don’t turn the heat up past sixty-five anywhere around these parts.”

I looked at Gil. “I’ll need warmer clothes, honey. I can’t tune in if I’m a Popsicle.”

“We’ll send someone out for you,” Gopher assured me, and he looked pointedly at Meg. “Can you get her some sweaters, gloves, a scarf or two, and a warmer coat?”

Meg nodded and jotted a note into her iPhone. My eyebrows rose in appreciation. I could get used to this.

After I’d ordered breakfast, Gopher placed a map on the table and discussed the filming schedule. “There are two main areas that I think we should focus our attention on: This street,” he said, pointing to a small line on the map marked Briar Road, “is supposed to be one of the most haunted streets within Queen’s Close. So we’ll start there and see what you guys can pick up.

“Next,” he said, indicating a shadow that ran parallel to Briar Road, “I want to get some footage down here.”

“Down where?” I asked, squinting at the map.

“This is a cavern that runs right underneath Briar Road,” he explained. “It connects to a large grouping of other tunnels and caverns that wind under most of the village and make up the close.”

“What’s close?” Gilley asked.

Gopher smiled. “That’s what they call a grouping of caves and tunnels here in Scotland.”

Gilley’s eyebrows shot up. “Oh! I get it. The village of Queen’s Close! It’s named after the underground caverns.”

“Exactly,” said Gopher. “Anyway, these caverns are alleged to be teeming with strange noises, mysterious shadows, and disembodied voices. In fact, legend has it—”

I cut him off with a wave of my hand. “Hold on, Gopher,” I said. “It’s better if you don’t tell Heath and me anything about the history. We’re better off going in blind and telling you what we pick up.”

Beside me Heath nodded his head. “M. J.’s right,” he said. “It’ll look more authentic if we can get it on our own.”

Gopher smiled. “Okay, have it your way,” he said. “But remember that the network wants something scary at each shoot. The name of the show is Ghoul Getters. We’re searching for malevolent spirits here, so if you find any, try and invoke them into doing something creepy, like throwing something or lashing out in some way.”

I held in a sigh. Heath and I had had this conversation with Gopher before. Bravo wanted us to push the envelope at these haunted locations because we were competing against other already-popular ghost-hunting  shows. The network honchos felt that if our show could ratchet up the creepy factor, we’d be able to hang with the other more-established programs. Gopher had taken that to mean that we should purposely antagonize any nefarious spirits we encountered. What he and the network just didn’t understand was how dangerous that game plan was.

Heath and I had privately agreed we would attempt to make contact with any spirit we encountered, and we would work to give accurate histories about those spirits to the viewing audience and encourage them to communicate with us through knocks or whispers or by showing themselves on camera, but we were not  about to paint ourselves as targets for any violent reaction by an evil spirit. That was just stupid.

Still, we knew it was pointless to argue about it with Gopher. He just didn’t get how risky his directions were, so I bit my tongue, glancing sideways at Heath, who looked like he was doing the same, and we both simply nodded.

“Oh, and I got you that meeting with the ghost-tour guide,” Gopher told me after my food arrived.

“Today?”

Gopher nodded. “Yep. Right after breakfast. I’d like to tape it if you don’t mind.”

I did mind, but I understood that I’d signed a contract and that right now Gopher pretty much owned me. “Okay,” I said with a side glance at Gilley.

“Is there any word on the pug?” Gil asked.

Gopher nodded at Kim, who said, “We found out which shelter he’s in. It’s a small, privately run place not far from here.”

“Tell the tour guide we’re going to be late. I want to run by the shelter first.”

Several people at the table squirmed in their chairs, and Gilley made a face that suggested I’d spoken out of turn. “Um, M. J., can I have a word with you over there, please?”

I frowned, wondering why everyone was acting weird. I followed Gilley over to a corner in the large room and he leaned in to whisper in my ear. “Can you maybe lay off the demands a little?” he asked.

My eyes widened. “Excuse me?”

Gil shuffled his feet nervously. “Look, I’m not gonna beat around the bush with you, but sometimes, M. J., you can be a bit of a pill, and these guys are all starting to think you’re sort of a diva.”

My jaw dropped. “Are you kidding me? How have I been acting like a diva?”

Gilley sighed. “Where should I begin?”

I folded my arms across my chest defensively. “Um . . .  anywhere?”

“Okay,” Gil said, “how about starting with your insistence on approving all locations prior to shooting?”

I shook my head, completely confused. “Gilley,” I said reasonably, “I did that because I didn’t want to walk into any surprises, I mean, who knows where these bozos could have set us down! Some rickety old castle that’s falling apart and could be a death trap for us?”

“It says that you lack faith,” Gil said gently.

I took that in for a minute. “Fine,” I conceded. “What else?”

“Demanding to meet with the tour guide.”

Again my jaw fell open. “You saw what he did to that puppy!” I nearly shouted. “And you want me to sit back and not say anything?”

Gil placed a gentle hand on my shoulder. “Of course  that’s not what I expect, M. J., but maybe insisting on it first thing was a bit over-the-top? And now you’re trying to change the schedule again, honey. I mean, have you heard yourself lately?”

I blinked at my partner, opening and closing my mouth as I tried to form words. I wanted to argue my point, but the truth was that I knew Gilley already understood it, and that he still thought I was being a little too demonstrative was sobering. Finally I sighed and leaned against the wall. “Fine,” I said after a lengthy pause. “I get it.”

“Do you?”

I closed my eyes. “Yes,” I said grudgingly. “I’ll lay off the attitude.”

“Let me do the asking from now on, okay?”

My eyes opened and I flashed him a smile. “I’ve already formed a reputation, huh?”

“A bit,” he said, returning my smile.

“All right. You win. But see if we can fit the pug in sometime today, will you?”

“Consider it on the agenda.”

I looked over Gil’s shoulder and saw that my breakfast was getting cold. New attitude in hand, I got back to the table and smiled politely at the crew. “Wonderful day for a ghostbust, don’t you think?” I asked a bit too cheerfully.

That won me several nervous smiles. I decided to quit while I was ahead and just eat.

 

After breakfast we loaded into the huge van Gopher had rented and headed toward town. We arrived very soon afterward at a street I recognized from the footage I’d seen on the DVD Gopher had sent us.

It had stopped raining, but there was a cold mist in  the air that chilled me to the bone despite the warm coffee and hearty breakfast. We unloaded from the van and were met by the guy in the bowler hat who had pulled the poor defenseless pug down the haunted street.

He smiled at us as we got out of the van, appearing delighted to see us. His smug expression made me even angrier, and I couldn’t wait to put him in his place.

The man in the bowler was introduced as Fergus Ericson, which fit. He looked like a Fergus to me and as the cameras came out and Gopher pointed to me, he said, “And this is our star, M. J. Holliday. She’s a psychic medium from America and the one who specifically asked to be introduced to you.”

Fergus puffed his chest out. “Oh, a medium, do you say?” he asked Gopher before stretching out his hand toward me. “Lovely to make your acquaintance, miss,” he said jovially.

I stared moodily at his hand before shaking it with only one pump and letting it go. “Tell me, Mr. Ericson, do you make it a habit to traumatize poor defenseless puppies?”

This won me an odd reaction. Fergus laughed merrily. “Why, no, miss, sometimes I like to traumatize the kittens too.”

I narrowed my eyes at him. “I’m not joking, Mr. Ericson,” I said evenly.

Ericson’s smile broadened. “Aye,” he said. “I didn’t think you were.”

I glanced at Heath, who was frowning and balling his fists in anger. “Why would you feel it necessary to torture small animals?” Heath asked him bluntly.

“Because they make such good little canaries, don’t you think?”

“What?” I asked him. “What do you mean, they make good canaries?”

Ericson waved at the cobbled street and motioned for us to walk forward. Without thinking about it, I fell into step with him. “Don’t you remember your mining history?” he said. “When the miners went down into the shafts, they took a canary along with them. When the birds dropped dead, they knew they needed to get back up top, and be quick about it.”

“What does that have to do with what you’re doing to these poor animals?” I demanded.

“They let me know where the ghosties are, Miss Holliday. And as it’s the way I make my trade, I couldn’t very well get along without the little darlings, now, could I?”

Ericson’s soft voice and seductive brogue were at complete odds with how detestable I found him. I had no idea how to react to someone who so obviously didn’t care whether I judged him, and I was at a loss as to what to say next. I looked over at Heath for support, but his head was down and his shoulders were hunched. I suspected he was concentrating on keeping his own temper in line.

I took two more steps and walked into hell. Or, to this day, what I’m convinced hell actually sounds like. My energy felt as if it was being assaulted from all sides; screams and wailing and a torrent of terror hit me like a battering ram.

I stumbled back and grabbed my head. “Agh!” I moaned. Someone gripped my arm tightly and tried to pull me forward, but that was toward the horror that was surrounding me. I became completely disoriented, nauseous, and terrified. The noise around me felt like it was happening both inside and outside my  head, like it was permeating through me, and the volume kept turning up, and up . . . and up.

“Make it stop!” I shouted. But it wouldn’t. Instead, it got worse. “Gilley!” I screamed in agony. “Get me out of here!”

I couldn’t see and I couldn’t hear above the noise, and I couldn’t feel anything besides the terror running up and down my spine. Finally I was aware that I was moving, and in another moment I was able to lift my head up. I realized that Gilley was half carrying me, half dragging me down the street. “Get Heath!” he shouted to someone nearby.

And that’s when I realized that I was still hearing screams, but they came from only one source. Gilley set me gently on the ground next to the van. He lifted my chin and looked at me with grave concern. “M. J.? Can you hear me? Are you okay?”

My head bobbled on my neck. I felt sick as a dog and like I was being sucked down, and down, and down, as if I were melting or fading away. “Water,” I gasped. “Gil, give me some water!”

The screaming stopped and as Gil rushed to get a bottle of water out of the van, I saw Heath’s limp body being pulled between two of the crew over to where I sat.

Gopher eased him down to the ground and held Heath’s head between his hands. “He’s out cold!” he said, then looked at me, his expression frightened and concerned. “What happened to you two?”

Someone chuckled behind Gopher and wearily I looked at the maker of the offensive noise. “They’ve had a taste of Briar Road, is all,” said Ericson, standing just behind Gopher.

I swallowed hard, and considered whether I could  lean far enough forward to throw up on his shoes. “You . . . total . . . dickhead . . . ,” I managed.

Gilley came back to my side and held up the bottle of water. “Here, honey,” he coaxed. “Drink this.”

I took a small sip but continued to glare at Ericson, who was thoroughly enjoying himself at our expense. “Let that be a lesson to you,” he said to me with a shake of his finger. “And next time, perhaps you’ll think twice about crossing the Atlantic to issue me a lecture.”

With that, he turned on his heel and strode casually away.
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