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Katrina

Katrina McBride gave her boss an ugly look and stormed out of his office, slamming the door behind her. Did he really think she was going to fall for his ‘you’re the best in the business’ bullshit? Screw that. She knew full well that there was one reason and one reason only why she was the unfortunate scapegoat who was being lumped with a journalist following her about. Aside from being the only female on the team, she was also the only one that didn’t look like a grade A geek. She took care with her appearance. She wanted to reassure people that she was professional and in search for the truth, not like those crazy sensationalist idiots that were yomping all over the TV. When she turned up in her tight black jeans, leather boots and professionally embroidered blouse, it gave the right impression. People weren’t stupid. Even if they weren’t aware of it, most could spot the difference between a ten pound haircut and a forty pound haircut, or the difference between a pair of jeans from the supermarket and a designer pair. The field she worked in was so esoteric, she had to get it right.

At her desk, the man with the slate eyes and an ass so tight it could probably crack nuts gave her a bright smile. Ye gods...he had a dimple. This was going to be a disaster. He looked good enough to lick. How the hell was she supposed to concentrate while being followed around by Mr Sex on a Stick? There was more than one part of her that wanted to get up close and personal with his face, or any other part of his anatomy that he cared to share.

“So I’m following you?” He confirmed and even his voice was sexy.

“Looks that way.” Stepping around him, she sat in her chair and brought the screen of her computer to life.

“Yes!” Glowing with satisfaction, he dragged a chair across from a nearby desk, threw himself into it and then fixed her with a gaze so focused she felt like a butterfly pinned to a board, ready for dissection. “So,” He glanced at her business card lying on the desk. “Miss Katrina McBride, what exactly does a ghost hunter do?”

An hour later, his enthusiasm hadn’t dimmed. He’d been writing copious notes all the way to her first visit of the day, randomly firing questions at her on all topics from religion to what she ate for breakfast in the morning. Mostly she ignored him, but it was like having a cute puppy. Ignoring it felt almost as bad as kicking it.

“This is the home of the Clephanton family.” She cut abruptly across whatever he was saying as she pulled the van into a driveway. “They’re experiencing phenomena they can’t explain. I am here to try and help. Please be respectful and try not to ask any stupid questions until we’re back in the van.”

“Yes ma’am!” Despite her rudeness, he looked like he couldn’t wait to get inside and start poking through dusty corners. Trying to restrain a sigh, Kat grabbed her small kit from behind the driver’s seat and headed up the path to the house, looking up at the building to get some idea of what she was going to encounter.

It was an old Victorian terraced house that had seen better days. The gabling was falling apart and one of the windows upstairs was cracked. She could already guess what the problem was, without even setting foot through the front door.

She knocked and a few seconds later the door opened to reveal an harassed looking woman in her mid-thirties. Wisps of blonde hair flew about her face and behind her, somewhere in the house, a child was screaming. “I thought I heard a car,” she said by way of greeting.

“Hi, Mrs Clephanton?” Kat confirmed. The woman nodded and Kat gave her a warm smile. “I’m Katrina McBride, from RAPP.” The woman frowned and then brightened as she realised it was an acronym for Kat’s employers, the Research Associates of Paranormal Phenomena.

“Goodness, is it that time already?” She stepped back and welcomed them in, providing a cup of tea before she went to fetch her husband and settle the children down. By the time they were all sitting in the same room, Kat was halfway through her mug and onto her second biscuit.

“Before we start, this is Michael Bannatyne,” she began, setting her mug on the well worn coffee table. “He’s a freelance journalist doing a feature on my company and has asked to tag along on a few cases to see what it is we actually do. I’m not going to discuss any of the details of your case until I know you’re happy with his presence here.”

Slightly starstruck, both pairs of clients’ eyes swivelled towards the journalist, who had the grace to blush. “I just want to take a few notes,” he demurred.

“Of course!” The mother shifted in her seat, her eyes shining. Kat couldn’t tell if it was attraction or the hope that she might end up famous. In any event, it set her teeth on edge.

“Can you describe some of the phenomena you’re experiencing to me?” She recaptured their attention and this time Mrs Clephanton allowed her husband to speak.

A small, wiry chit of a man, with spectacles that made him look like Harry Potter approaching middle age, he cleared his throat and nervously explained what had been happening. He described cold spots in the house, feelings of being watched and weird tingling sensations, as though unseen hands were brushing up against them.

Kat nodded encouragingly until he ran out of steam and then reached for her bag. “It’s my experience, Mr and Mrs Clephanton, that the things you’re experiencing are not paranormal in origin. It’s most likely your wiring.”

“Wiring?” They both looked at her like she’d grown an extra head.

“Sometimes in old houses like this where the original wiring is still intact, it’s not properly insulated and emits what’s known as EMF.” Kat pulled her EMF meter from her bag and held it in her lap. “Depending on how strong they are, electromagnetic fields can produce a range of symptoms, from goosebumps and prickling sensations, right through to paranoia and dermatitis. It’s caused by the field around the wire producing a small electric current in your body as you pass it. It’s not noticeable enough to feel specifically, but, as I’m sure you know, we know our bodies better than anyone else.” She gave them another reassuring smile. “Your body knows something isn’t right and draws attention to it, without the brain being adequately able to explain what’s happening. If the field is strong enough, it can actually cause the fine body hairs to vibrate, producing the tingling sensation you described. If you wouldn’t mind taking me to one of the places in the house where you’re experiencing these problems, I’ll double check, but I’m almost certain that’s the issue.”

The husband dutifully led her to the master bedroom, where it took her less than a minute to find the culprit. She showed him the neutral reading on the meter in the middle of the room and then showed him the needle spiking as she waved it over a gorgeous antique dressing table that was fitted with a series of ancient backlights. She unplugged it and then waved the meter over it again, demonstrating that the needle didn’t spike. 

He sat at the dresser, shaking his head in disbelief. “There’s nothing.” He said incredulously. “No prickling, no feeling of unease...”

“This is an old piece of furniture.” She shrugged. “It sure is beautiful, though. If you took it to a dealer and had it properly rewired, you wouldn’t have an issue with it.”

“It was the dealer that made us think it was haunted in the first place.” He admitted, a sheepish look on his face. “It has an interesting provenance, shall we say. My wife was convinced that the ghost came with the dressing table.”

“It’s just furniture, Mr Clephanton,” Kat said respectfully, pleased to see he was relaxing. “Shall we move on to the next one?”

In the end she managed to find strong EMF fields in all of the rooms and left the Clephantons facing the grim prospect of having to rewire their entire house, but pleased nonetheless that they weren’t going mad or living in a haunted building.

“That was really disappointing.” Michael slumped in the passenger seat. “It’s really just the wiring?”

“I hate to tell you this, but the vast majority of my job is telling people to get their electricals sorted.” Feeling slightly sympathetic, she took a moment to speak to him before starting the engine. “Full scale investigations are maybe only worth doing for one out of every ten jobs and, of those, maybe only one in thirty yields anything truly inexplicable.”

“So few?” He shook his head. “How do you do this every day?”

“Because the ones that do have something crazy in them?” Her face lit up with a grin as her eyes sparkled. “They’re exhilarating.”

“No offence, but you don’t really come across as being the kind of woman that believes in ghosts.” He turned sideways in his seat to look at her.

“I don’t.” She started the ignition and backed the van out of the drive while he tried to gather his wits.

“You don’t believe in ghosts?” he repeated. “A ghost hunter who doesn’t believe in ghosts?”

“Not in the way that most people do, no.” She glanced at the next address quickly. “I find it fascinating when I come across something I can’t explain rationally. It’s like discovering a little bit of the future.”

“The future?” he repeated, sounding a bit lost by her train of thought.

“Think about it.” She glanced across at him. “Two hundred years ago people explained things they didn’t have a rational explanation for as magic. We’ve come a long way since then, but we still find things we can’t explain, so we say that they’re ghosts. Two hundred years from now, are they going to know the precise mechanics of EVP?” She shrugged. “I think of what we do as recording rare and extraordinary events for the future so that, when they come back to analyse them, they have a solid back catalogue of evidence.”

“You think that science is one day going to explain what you capture?”

“Of course. You saw that back there.” She gestured over her shoulder at the street retreating behind them. “That was science explaining a previously unexplainable phenomena that people had thought was a ghost. EMF is something that’s only becoming commonly known about in the last ten years or so. The world is changing every day, Mike. Can I call you Mike?”

“Um...sure.” She thought he blushed, but he was turning to face the front again so it was hard to tell. Intrigued, she studied what little she could see of his face, but got distracted by the way the light caught his hair. “So what’s the weirdest thing you’ve ever caught on tape?” He disrupted her daydream.

“I don’t like to talk about it.” Her good mood immediately evaporated as dark memories swarmed her thoughts, threatening to drag her under. That night...she shuddered, focusing again on the road.

He rolled with the verbal punch. “In general terms, is there something that’s particularly unusual to catch on tape? Something that seems particularly far out for an explanation?”

Appreciating that he was respecting her privacy, she tried to release some of the tension in her shoulders. “The ones I think are hardest to explain are the ones that seem sentient. Sometimes we record voice phenomena that appear to answer questions. One or two could maybe be explained as coincidence if they ever found a valid scientific reason for residual echoes of previous conversations, but every now and then you’ll get one that answers questions specifically and consistently. Those are the ones I find extraordinary.” She turned down a side street and started peering at addresses. 

“Do you have any recordings I can listen to?” He asked and she nodded.

“Sure. We archive everything we find. There’s a storage facility on the outskirts of town. How long are you following me around for?”

“Chris said as long as I needed, but maybe a month?” His enthusiasm was so infectious and he smelled so good in the closed box of the cab that it took her a moment to process his words.

“That long?” She jerked her head around to stare at him and almost ran over an old woman. 

“Jesus Christ!” he shrieked. “Watch the road!”

“Sorry.” She swerved back onto the right side. “Chris didn’t tell me that this morning. I thought it was a couple of days.”

“Is that a problem?”

“Not at all,” she said sweetly, seething inside that it was obviously a problem. She worked best on her own. She always had. “I was going to offer to take you out there one day. The girls have been tidying up the office, so there are a few big cases that can go out for filing. You can poke around while I sign everything in and make sure everything is being stored correctly.”

“That would be great. Thank you very much!” His cheer was back and he started scribbling notes, while she consulted her sheet of paper again and finally pulled up outside another Victorian house.

Twenty minutes later they were back in the car, leaving a smiling couple behind them who were grateful that they just needed to change their fuse-box. They’d apparently been considering selling the house because they were so convinced it was haunted.

“This next one should be interesting.” Kat smiled at Mike as she parked up outside their third visit of the day. “From the initial notes it doesn’t sound like a wiring problem. This one might get technical.” Climbing out, she grabbed her kit and headed up to the front door, with the journalist trailing behind her.
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Chapter 2
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Michael

As Katrina introduced them both to the old woman that lived in the house, Mike stepped inside and let his gaze sweep the room. It was chintzy and floral and looked a million miles from anywhere that could possibly be haunted.

Declining tea, Katrina took a seat on the sofa and asked the client to explain what she’d been experiencing. The poor woman was terrified and Mike tried not to stare as he listened attentively to her tale of woe. She said she’d been waking up in the night, terrified by knocks and bangs. On a daily basis she was hearing footsteps in the house and, when she’d been to look, there was no-one there. She described the stairs as being a particular hot spot for the footsteps, but the event that had freaked her out enough to call Kat’s company was when she had seen her rocking chair in the first floor bay window rocking on its own with no-one in it.

“Okay. Would you mind if I took my kit and had a quick look around?” Kat already had her bag in her hand, but the woman wasn’t going to say no. The investigator examined the stairs first, climbing onto the bottom step, jumping off and then getting down to her knees to examine it. “Ha!” She poked it and it made a popping noise. “Here, hold this.” She handed Mike her bag and flexed her legs. “This should be fun.” He watched, startled, as she leapt halfway up the stairs three steps at a time and then back down, catching other steps on the way. She was like a cross between a ninja and ghost-hunter Barbie, her black hair flying behind her.

“What are you-...”

“Wait for it.” She shushed him, looking at her watch. A minute passed and then another.

Perhaps she’d lost her marbles. “Kat-...”

“Wait for it.” She snapped. As if on cue, the stairs creaked one after the other in the exact order she’d stepped on them. “Bingo.” Grinning at Mike, she headed up the stairs to look at the other issues, leaving him staring after her in confusion. How on earth had she done that? He studied the steps, not seeing what was clearly obvious to her.

She poked and prodded around upstairs for a while as Mike looked on in curious fascination. She tested each floorboard individually with a series of movements, until she nodded to herself and then moved on. 

“Hey, make yourself useful.” She beckoned him over and pulled a tiny torch out of her back jeans pocket. “Give me a leg up to the attic.” 

He obliged and she jumped up and stuck her head through the hatch, peering around. “Can you see anything?” He asked curiously and she pulled herself all the way up through the hatch, her smiling face looking down at him from the square in the ceiling.

“I think so. Hang on.” There was a rustle as she vanished and he could hear the ceiling creaking as she moved about. Then she reappeared, lowering herself boots first from the hatch, and dropping lightly to the floor. He manfully tried to ignore the fact that a beautiful woman was literally dangling in front of him, opting to remain silent. She didn’t seem to be the kind of person that answered questions until she felt like it. “I’ve seen everything I need to see.” She dusted herself off. “Let’s go and break the good news to Mrs Oliphant.”

The client was waiting expectantly for them to reappear with a fresh pot of tea. “Did you find anything?” She asked, a slight taint of fear in her voice.

“I can say with some certainty that your house isn’t haunted.” Kat smiled at her, setting a small inverted rubber dome on the table.

“I haven’t seen one of those since I was a kid!” Mike exclaimed, before he could stop himself.

“What is it?” Mrs Oliphant squinted down at it and then almost had a heart attack when it snapped back into place with an audible pop and flew off the table.

“That,” Kat said, catching the popper as it fell, “is the same principle as what is causing your footsteps.” Handing the popper to Mike, she got back to her feet. “Wait here.” She went back out into the hallway and they waited for her to reappear. “In about two minutes and twelve seconds a ghost is going to walk up and down your stairs.” She said when she returned, timing carefully on her watch. As predicted, just over two minutes later, there was the creepy sound of someone walking up and down the stairs.

“That’s exactly it!” Mrs Oliphant said excitedly. “It’s the stairs making the noise?”

“Yes. Your bodyweight is depressing them into a slightly concave position, but after a short amount of time they snap back into the right position and it’s like a domino effect.” She smiled. “There’s no ghost following you about. If you’d like to come upstairs, I’ll show you how the rocking chair started.”

They filed upstairs, Mike feeling almost as curious as the client no doubt was. 

“Is the chair in the same place as it’s always been?” Kat clarified and Mrs Oliphant nodded. “Excellent. Watch it closely.” 

Both Mike and the client stared at the rocking chair intently and neither missed the moment it started gently rocking, as though of its own accord. Mike’s head snapped round to stare at Kat, who was smiling innocently. “How did you do that?” He demanded.

“I spotted the string of coincidences.” She shrugged. “This particular floorboard is slightly loose. When you depress it, it shoves the next one up, which depresses the end of the next one along. The far end of that raises and just happens to be under the rocker, close enough to the centre of gravity to set it rocking slightly. The chair gains momentum and it looks like there’s someone ghostly rocking it, but it’s simple physics.”

“I feel like such an idiot.” The client looked sheepish, but Kat gave her a reassuring smile. 

“There’s no need to feel like that at all. It’s an extraordinary set of circumstances. The only reason I spotted it was because I’ve been in this business for years and I know what to look for. The average person would have had no idea.”

“I freaked out a little bit just now when I saw the rocking chair move.” Mike admitted. “And I knew she was doing something to it.”

“It’s a bit like going to see an illusionist.” Kat said. “You know that magic doesn’t exist, but it still makes you gasp and leaves you wondering how on earth they did it.”

“And the noises?” This time Mrs Oliphant’s face was hopeful instead of fearful. “Do you have an explanation for those too?”

“There’s a litter of kittens nesting in your attic.” This time Kat was beaming. “They’re very cute.”

“Kittens?” The client’s jaw dropped. “How did they get in?”

“There’s a vent fallen out of the side wall at the gable end.” Kat explained. “It’s easily big enough for a cat to get through and it’s not far from next door’s balcony. An enterprising cat could easily have accessed it.”

“Do I need to do anything?” She asked and Kat shrugged.

“They look healthy enough, but if you’d like we can go up there and fetch them down and you could take them to the vet. The mother doesn’t appear to be feral.”

“Would you mind? I can get my son to fix the vent, but he won’t be free until the weekend and I know I’ll worry about the poor little things up there.”

“It’s not a problem at all.” Kat turned a bright smile to Mike. “Is it Mike?”

“Nope, no problem here.” He tried to hide a wince. “Do you have a step ladder, Mrs Oliphant?”

“Yes, it’s down in the shed. It’s unlocked.” She gave him directions and he went off in search of the ladder. 

Katrina

“This is really so kind of you.” Mrs Oliphant said to Kat. “I know kitten rescue isn’t your job.”

“It’s okay.” Kat shrugged. “My job is to set people’s minds at ease. There’s no point leaving you worrying about the kittens when we’re here and able to do something about it.”

“Still, it’s above and beyond. I’ll make sure to tell your office how impressed I am with the service.”

Kat blushed. “There’s really no need. My boss is the awkward kind of guy who would find it cause to embarrass me with flowers.”

“Then you shall have flowers.” Mrs Oliphant insisted, determination in her ringing voice.

“Who’s getting flowers?” Mike asked, heaving an old fashioned wooden step ladder up the stairs.

“No-one, hopefully.” Kat helped him set it up and then they went up into the attic to bring down the kittens.

There were seven in all and the mother was clearly domestic. “Maybe there’ll be adverts up at the vet.” Mrs Oliphant said, with boundless optimism. “Someone must be missing their cat.”

“Not necessarily.” Mike felt duty bound to point out. “If she’s been in and out of the attic, she’s probably been going home for dinner.”

“Oh.” Disheartened, Mrs Oliphant peered into the wicker basket she’d found and lined with a towel for the kittens. “Well I’ll ask anyway. I’ll have to keep them until my son can get here at the weekend, so someone might have missed their cat by then.” She looked worried. “What shall I feed them? I don’t know what they eat.”

Kat hid a sigh. “We’ll take them to the vet for you.” She offered. “I’m sure they’ll be able to care for them and rehome them and your son can collect your towel and basket at the weekend.”

“Oh, thank you so much!” Beaming, she helped them with the kittens and Kat’s equipment to the van and then stood in the doorway, waving enthusiastically as they pulled away.

“Kittens?” Mike raised an eyebrow, turning to Kat, and she shrugged.

“This job involves being a little bit of everything – investigator, engineer, joiner, social worker...” She shrugged. “Why not add animal rescue to the list?”

They dropped the kittens off at the local vet, explaining the situation to them and leaving Mrs Oliphant’s details for the son to collect her belongings. The receptionist took Kat’s details too and then they were on the road again.

“So why did you become a ghost hunter?” Mike asked.

“I don’t talk about it.” She shut him out again and he looked hurt. “I’m sorry.” She apologised a few minutes later, realising she’d snapped. “It’s just...it’s personal. You should ask one of the others about why they got into the business. And we’re not ghost hunters – we’re researchers of paranormal phenomena.”

“Of course.” One side of his mouth curled up in a lop-sided smile that changed his face from handsome to irresistible. The urge to lick him was becoming overwhelming, especially when he chimed in with that cheeky wit. “How foolish of me to forget.”

“Too right.” She risked a smile at him and then turned back to the road.

“So where are we going next? That one wasn’t as interesting as you thought it might be.”

“We’re heading out of town.” She passed across an atlas and her notepad, without taking her eyes off the road. “There’s an old manor house out there that will definitely be interesting. That’s why it’s our last stop of the day. I have a feeling we might be out there for a while.”

He glanced at the clock on the dashboard. “Should we stop for lunch first then?”

“Is it that time already?” She blinked. “Sure. I’ve got to get petrol anyway. We’ll stop and fill up and grab some sandwiches. Deal?”

“Deal.”

An hour later they pulled into a long sweeping driveway and Mike leaned forward to gape out of the windscreen at the house looming in front of them.

“It sure as hell looks like it’s haunted.” He murmured and Kat burst out laughing.

“Appearances can be deceiving.” She chuckled enigmatically. “Don’t get excited until we get in there.”

“So what’s the deal with this place?” He climbed out of the van when she stopped and looked up at it. “Do you do research before you come here?”

“Not really.” She grabbed her small kit and joined him, looking up at the house. It was typical Edwardian architecture, with pale sandstone walls and elegant sash windows. “We try not to colour our experiences with foreknowledge. It’s too easy to convince yourself that you’re hearing or seeing things you’re not, because you think you know what you should be seeing. If we record unexplained phenomena, then we go away and do the background research on the property.”

“So what’s been going on here?” He asked, feeling strangely apprehensive as they started towards the door. “This is a big place.”

“The new owners have reported seeing apparitions, hearing screams and having objects go missing. They’re in the process of renovating it and are convinced that the spirits that inhabit the house really don’t like what they’re doing with the place.”

“Huh.” Mike’s smile looked like a grimace. “Fancy that. A ghost with a line in interior design.”

“Mike!” Her face was impish as she teased. “You have a sense of humour!”

“Yes ma’am.” The tension finally started to ease out of him. “I sure do.”

They were met at the door by a young man, who introduced himself as George. He was a banker in the city and had bought the estate for his wife and family to stay in. They’d just had their third child and he didn’t want them growing up in the big smoke, with all the cars and pollution and crime. They’d started renovations at the country house but, after a few disturbing events that had occurred after nightfall the previous winter, the contractors had been reluctant to come back and George was at his wits’ end. The house was still a building site inside, almost completely gutted.

“They tell me you’re the best in the business.” He said bluntly, after showing them around. “Your boss said you’d do me a written report to take to the contractors to make them stop messing me about.”

“It’s part of the package.” Kat agreed amiably. “I’ll do a quick scout around this afternoon and take some measurements. Unless something obvious jumps out at me, we’ll come back for an overnight stay tomorrow and set up all the equipment. I just need to know how much to bring with me. It’s a big building.”

“Knock yourself out.” George pulled a spare key from his pocket and handed it over. “I have to head home for a video conference, so just lock up when you leave. You can let yourselves in whenever you want to tomorrow. There won’t be anyone here. The electricity is on, so you shouldn’t have any problem with your equipment.”

“Thanks.” Kat pocketed the key and shook his hand. “I’ll have a report to you by the end of the week.”

“I’d appreciate that. Thanks.” Without a backward glance, he strode away and climbed into an expensive looking car.

“So where do we start?” Mike bounced eagerly on the balls of his feet.

“We need to decide which kit we’re setting up and where.” Kat replied, climbing back up the steps and through the front door. “I think we’re the only team on a stake out tomorrow night, so we can use up to twenty-five cameras.” She paused. “You are coming for the all-nighter, right?”

“Did you just refer to us as a team?” A smile was teasing about his lips and she sighed.

“No. It was a turn of phrase. It was easier than saying I’m the only investigator working tomorrow night.”

“You referred to us as a team.” The smile became a broad grin and he almost swaggered as he followed her into the living room, ignoring the fact that she was muttering under her breath. “Can I get a T-shirt too?”

“No. Go and stand by the window.”

“Why?” 

“Because I told you to.” Kat went to the opposite end of the room, trying to ignore his excitement and focus on the issue at hand. Crouching down to about tripod height, she made a window with her hands like the viewfinder of a camera and frowned. From this angle she couldn’t catch the door and the window in one. She shuffled across slightly and made the viewfinder again. Perfect. Pulling a roll of masking tape from her pocket, she made a mark on the floor with it and straightened up. “Make yourself useful and write down Camera 1 – Living room.”

“Uh...sure.” She hadn’t given him anything, so he flipped to a blank page in his own notebook and started making notes. It took them almost an hour to work out where she wanted all of the cameras to go. Then she went around with her EMF meter, checking the hot spots the owner had pointed out. Most of them registered uninsulated wiring, but there were a few that didn’t. She made Mike take note of these too, so that they could put other items of equipment there, and then she headed outside. 

It was a warm afternoon and she discarded her blazer in the front seat of the van, before collecting an armful of brightly coloured tent spikes and a small sledgehammer from the back.

“What are those for?” Mike asked as she strode off to one side of the house.

“We have to record what’s going on outside as well.” She explained as they headed for the back garden. “Most apparitions that people see are weirdly thrown reflections and shadows from passing vehicles, or clouds in front of the moon. It’s the same with noises, particularly in empty rooms with high ceilings like we have here. The screech of badly tuned brakes from passing cars sounds a lot like someone moaning when you get weird echoes from it. All the cameras will be synced to the exact same time. That way, if we record something inside that’s unusual, we can check for things outside to see if there are any events that match up.”

“I see.” It made perfect sense, so he didn’t ask any more questions as she swiftly set out markers for cameras and microphones.

“That should do it.” She hammered in the last spike and straightened, stretching out her back. “Let’s lock up and head out.” She chucked the tools in the back while he locked the front door and then they headed for the office. “I would strongly advise you to have a long lie in tomorrow morning.” She told him when they were less than a mile from the office. “It’s going to be a long night and you’ll have to keep moving. Adrenaline is only going to get you so far.”

“I can do that.” He nodded. “What time are we meeting?”

“We’ll probably leave the office around four.  That gives us several hours of daylight to get things set up and have a bite to eat before we go in for the long haul.”

“Do you need help loading up the van?”

She shook her head. “Thanks for the offer, but I’ll drop this inventory request into the office now and, by the time we get in tomorrow afternoon, it’ll be packed into the van for us.”

“That’s pretty neat.” He turned to look at her as she parked up in the small private yard outside the office. “Thanks for letting me follow you around today. It’s been fascinating.”

She gave him a long, level look, trying to figure out if he was being facetious, but he seemed genuine. “You’re welcome.” She eventually replied gruffly. “See you tomorrow.”

“Have a nice night, Katrina McBride.” He nodded and pushed his door open, jumping out into the warm summer afternoon. “I’ll see you tomorrow.”
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Chapter 3
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Michael

Mike woke at about mid-morning and had a moment of sheer panic, freaking out that he was late for work. Then he remembered what he was doing and relaxed. It was half-tempting to just go back to sleep, but there was something bothering him about his host and he knew he wouldn’t be able to rest until he’d figured her out. Katrina McBride. She was an enigma. She’d clearly been unhappy that her boss had allowed him to tag along with her, but she’d been polite, even warm on occasions, until he’d asked certain personal questions. The change in her had been startling. There was a story there, he was sure of it. Chris had warned him to be charming and friendly and had said that Kat’s bark was worse than her bite, so he’d been prepared for the odd prickly moment. He hadn’t expected her to be so pretty, which had totally taken him aback, but her conversion from open and fascinating to closed and glacial had come out of left field. Something bad had happened to her and the journalist in him was just dying to know what it was.

He’d done a quick Google about her when he’d got in the night before, but other than the discovery that she had a surprisingly large cult online following, he’d learned nothing. Bored of wading through pages of adolescent gushing about her, he’d given up and gone to bed. Now he was more awake and determined to find something, so he fired up his computer while he fetched coffee and a bowl of cereal. It was time to get to work.

Two frustrating hours of internet surfing later, he was ready to scrub his eyeballs clean and take a hot shower with a bucket of bleach. He had no idea how he was going to look her in the eye after reading some of what passed for fanfiction that had been written about her. It was just creepy. She gave no indication that she knew she was a minor celebrity, but she had to know...surely? She had to know she looked like a teenage boys’ wet dream, with those painted on jeans and knee high boots. She had to know what effect it would have on the young impressionable men whose houses she dismissed the bogeymen from. She was cool. Ghost hunting was probably the coolest assignment he’d ever undertaken. She had to know.

He was about to give up in disgust, when he stumbled across a reference in a news article to her late husband. So...she’d been married and he’d died. Mike’s journalist senses pinged so hard it was like they’d reached out of his ears and slapped him upside the head. This had to be the cause of her coldness. She was only in her late twenties, so she’d married young and he’d died young. That was bound to be traumatic.

He didn’t know if McBride was her maiden or married name, so it took him a while to find the entry on the GRO index. He found the marriage, but her husband’s death hadn’t been uploaded to the online servers yet. He was going to have to do it the old-fashioned way, by searching the microfiche index.

With a new sense of purpose, he dragged on some clothes, chucked his notepad and a pen into his satchel and headed for the records office.

Three hours later he was in possession of a marriage certificate, a death certificate and more questions than he had the answers to. He had another hour before he was due to meet Kat at the office, so he took his findings to a local cafe and sat down to think through what he knew.

Kat had been married at the tender age of twenty to a man called Stuart McBride. Less than eight months later Stuart was dead and the circumstances were somewhat unusual. His death certificate listed his official cause of death as cardiac arrest, but amongst the other injuries listed were several crushed ribs and a broken neck, although there was no mention of a car crash or accident. There had been an inquest, but Mike wasn’t able to request a copy of the report because he wasn’t family. The death certificate listed their address at the time Stuart had died and he decided it was time to get devious.

Grabbing his mobile phone, he called his best friend, who happened to be a cop at the station near the address given. He wasn’t one to believe in coincidences, but it didn’t surprise him, given that this story seemed to be falling into his lap.

“Dude.” Grant answered the phone with a yawn. “What’s up?”

“Did I wake you?” Mike looked at his watch. It was the middle of the afternoon.

“Yeah, I’m on night shift.” Grant yawned again.

“I’m sorry. I didn’t know. I’ll let you get back to sleep.” He was about to hang up when Grant sighed.

“Look, I’m awake now. You might as well ask me whatever it is you called to ask and then you can make it up to me by buying me a pint when I’m next on rest days.”

“Thanks Grant.” Relieved for reasons he couldn’t put a name to, Mike picked up his pad. “I was just looking for information about a case. I’ve got a death certificate, but there’s something just not right about it and I can’t request a copy of the inquest. I was wondering if you could have a look at the Police file and tell me if there’s anything unusual about it.”

“Unusual how?” He heard rustling as Grant looked around his bedside table for something to scribble on.

“Unusual in that this guy had massive injuries, but apparently died at home. Unusual in that whatever happened might have caused his widow to become a paranormal investigator.”

“Dude.” Grant said again. “What are you writing about this time? Paranormal investigators?”

“It’s a freelance commission.” Mike shrugged, forgetting for a moment that Grant couldn’t see him. “It’s actually fascinating. I thought it’d be a bunch of fruit loops trying to make things out to be supernatural, but it’s almost completely the opposite of that. They debunk everything. I went to four houses yesterday and she told three of them straight up that they weren’t haunted, after less than half an hour poking around.”

“She?” Grant sounded amused. “Is she pretty?”

Mike thought about Kat’s glorious mane of hair and those midnight blue eyes of hers that were like deep pools in the creamy gold of her skin and frowned. “Not really.”

Grant chuckled. “I know you’re lying. I’m a cop. We always know. I’ll give you the information, on the condition that you tell me all about her at the pub on Wednesday.”

Mike sighed. “Fine. It’s a deal.”

“Awesome. Give me details, man.” There was a click as he prepared his biro to write and Mike grinned, picturing his friend with his hair all stuck up in tufts and half asleep, trying to copy down details.

“The name of the dead guy is Stuart McBride, no A in the surname, first name spelled UA. The date of death on the certificate is the ninth of November two-thousand and six.”

“Fuck.” It was a long drawn out exhale. “No need to look for the records on that one, mate.” Grant sounded shaken. “That death is legendary around the force and yeah, it was pretty fucking weird.”

“You were there?” Mike was astonished. That was too much of a coincidence, surely?

“Half the force was there. We thought we were looking at a full scale murder inquiry. The wife was hysterical, wailing about poltergeist-...” He cut off abruptly. “It’s her isn’t it? Kat McBride. That’s who you’re doing a feature on. I heard she’d gone on to work for some company that investigates that shit.”

“It was kind of an accident.” Mike admitted. “I didn’t know anything about her. I just got teamed up with her yesterday and something tingled my spidey senses. Should I be worried?”

Grant blew out a breath. “No, I don’t think so. We never found any indication that she was in any way involved in what happened and the tapes...fuck, dude. The tapes were fucking creepy.”

“Tapes?” Mike’s senses slapped him upside the head again. “What tapes?”

“Could you believe the whole thing was caught on camera? No-one could figure out what the hell happened. They had a closed inquest that reported an open verdict and the force had to bring in a counsellor for the troops. Everyone who saw the tapes had nightmares for weeks after.” 

“Where are the tapes now?” Mike’s thoughts were racing.

“In lock-up. And no, before you ask, there’s no way in hell I can get you a copy.”

“Is it the originals you have, or copies?”

“I have no idea. It depends if she requested them back or not.” There was a soft thud as his head fell back onto the pillow and he yawned again. “If she requested the originals, the Force would have made copies and given them back to her.”

Mike was willing to bet the tapes were in the company’s archives. If she was claiming it was poltergeist activity that had killed her husband and had caught it on camera, she’d have thrown everything she had at it to try and get an answer. That’s what people do when someone they love dies – they look for answers until they find something that gives them closure. “Thanks Grant.” He was quiet and thoughtful. “I appreciate it. Dinner and beer on me on Wednesday.”

Grant snorted. “I’d rather use a plate and a glass, but I’ll let you pay. Catch you later, dude.” Without waiting for an answer, he hung up and Mike set the phone down slowly. Curiouser and curiouser.

At four o’clock he met Katrina at the office, giving no sign that he knew anything about her past. The certificates and notes were tucked safely away at the bottom of his bag and he was almost excited enough about what lay ahead to forget the documents he’d found. He waited impatiently as she shut down her computer and then they headed down to the yard, where the van was waiting for them. She quickly checked over the contents in the back, counting off camera cases against the list in her head, and then she frowned.

“Becca!” She called in the direction of an area that looked like a cross between a garage and a storage facility.

“Yeah?” Came the faint reply.

“You haven’t given us an OSK.”

“Shit! Sorry Kat. Hang on.” There were a couple of heavy bangs and thuds and then a woman appeared, lugging a case. She was exactly what Mike had expected when he had called the office asking for an insight – hair dyed a weird shade of lilac-grey, pale skin, tattoos everywhere and a nose ring. She was even wearing blue lipstick. Underneath it he could see that she was pretty, but she was certainly a strikingly scary vision. Ever gentlemanly, Mike rushed across to take the case from her and hauled it to the van, lifting it in to an empty slot on the racks.

“Thanks Becca.” Kat turned to her. “Are you in tomorrow morning?” 

“Yep, I’ll be here bright and early waiting for you.” She grinned. “What are you thinking?”

“I don’t know.” Kat shrugged, her lips pursed in thought. “We might catch a couple of interesting things, but I suspect most of it is going to be debunked. It’s a big old house.”

“Well maybe I’ll find something for you when you come in.” With a cheery wave, Becca headed back into the garage and Kat looked at Mike.

“Saddle up, cowboy. It’s going to be a long night.” With an excited grin, he climbed up into the passenger seat and they headed out of town.

“She seemed...nice.” He said eventually after a few minutes of silent driving.

“Becca? Yeah. She is.” Affection suffused her features. “Don’t let her appearance fool you. She’s a smart cookie and one of the best in the business. She doesn’t miss anything. People from all over the world send her tapes to review.”

“Does she go out and do recordings too?” He still wasn’t entirely sure how the business worked.

“No.” Affection turned to amusement. “She says it gives her the willies. She’s much more at home in front of a monitor. There are only four of us who go out to do recordings. Everyone else are analysts and equipment technicians, apart from Linda who does our accounts and bookings.”

“Is there a lot of money in paranormal research?” This was one aspect of the business they hadn’t covered at all.

“We’ll never get rich doing it, but yeah. We turn a profit most years if we include consulting fees for other teams and media appearances. There’s a massive start-up capital outlay, but





















































































































d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





d2d_images/cover.jpg
RIVKAS 5P| CT





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png





