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Chapter 1

Wade Rivers


“You ready to go?” I tried to act like it was any other night and we weren’t getting ready to go into what was rumored to be the most haunted house in the Sacramento area. But deep inside I was shitting myself. I tried to play along like I was excited about going and not dreading this trip. Why had I let Jason talk me into going in the first place?  
Actually, I knew why, because he was one of my best friends and I’d been crushing on him for years. He knew about it but brushed it off like it was a joke. Although there were times I caught him looking at me that made me wonder if he was interested in me as more than a friend. But I really did have feelings for him. And apparently, they were strong enough to follow him on another one of his bonehead schemes, and he had a million.
“Yes. I can’t wait! I hope we see something, or something really weird happens.” He practically vibrated in excitement over the idea of going. “Come on, Wade, get it moving. Let’s go.” He ruffled my hair as he rushed by, and I gave him a good shove away from me.
“Dork. You’d better behave once we’re there, or I’m out.”
He straightened himself up to his full height of five foot eight and straightened his Giants ball cap over his short, cropped hair. “Oh, I’ll behave. You make sure you aren’t running out the door as soon as we see something.”
We both grabbed the duffle bags we’d packed for our weekend trip to Coloma. A small gold rush-era town in the foothills of Northern California, close to Placerville. We’d heard stories for years about The Vineyard House and the previous owner, Louise Chalmers, who was reported to haunt the place.
It had closed around twenty years ago and fallen into ruin. But lucky for us Jason knew someone, who knew someone, who knew the current owners, who were willing to let us stay there for the weekend. The only stipulation being that we didn’t make it public if we actually had a paranormal experience. That was fine with me, because I really didn’t expect us to see anything except a bunch of spider webs and lots of dust.
“Did you grab our kit?” Jason asked.
“Yes, I grabbed your toys.” We had all sorts of gadgets to give us proof, if and when we actually did see a ghost. There were night vision goggles, a digital voice recorder, cameras with night vision, an electromagnetic field detector, or EMF, a K2 meter, and a few flashlights and extra batteries.
Jason’s obsession with the paranormal wasn’t a new thing; it had started after he’d watched an episode of Ripley’s Believe It or Not about haunted houses. He was instantly hooked. He went from not realizing there were so many haunted places to wanting to learn about them all. He was always checking out books at the library and forcing me to read them with him. Not that I minded spending time with him, but some of the stories he shared were truly terrifying and left me with many sleepless nights. As we’d gotten older he’d watched all the ghost hunting shows on television, which led to him purchasing the various ghost hunting equipment—just in case.
This trip was just one of many we’d gone on. When we were teenagers, he’d insisted we go to Winchester Mystery House. I had to admit it was pretty cool, and huge! There’d been so much of it to take in it was almost distracting. But not for Jason. He’d had one thing in mind: to see a ghost. He’d also had the brilliant idea of sneaking off from the tour and exploring on our own. The only problem was we had no clue where we were. The house had so many twists and turns and doors that led to walls that in no time at all we were lost. After about three hours we ended up yelling for help and hoping someone heard us.
A security guard eventually found us and led us out. He also informed us that we were never welcome back. That was one of the more embarrassing moments in our amateur ghost hunting adventures. Just thinking about it made me need to ask again about this arrangement.
“So, you’re sure that it’s okay for us to go to The Vineyard House and stay the weekend? I don’t want another situation like . . .” I asked for the hundredth time.
“Hattta tatata tat.” He plugged his ears and acted like he couldn’t hear me. “I told you not to mention that ever again. You know it was my most favorite haunted house that I ever wanted to go to. Now, due to an unfortunate situation, we can never return.”
“Well, whose fault was that?” I mumbled.
He rolled his eyes and blew out an exaggerated breath. “I told you, I have a connection. I told you about that girl I met at the bar a couple of weeks ago who said she knew the owners. She hooked me up with their number, and I called them. They don’t care if we go there as long as we don’t do some kind of live video post or something that brings more people snooping around. They also made me sign a release of liability agreement, so if we get hurt we can’t sue them. The place is a wreck, but it’s not a complete loss. They don’t want us to make it worse.”
“Okay, since you’re so sure. I don’t want them sending the cops out there to investigate and not have any memory of giving us permission. We can’t afford to be arrested again for one of your plans gone wrong.”
“Wade, it’s not my fault that when we stayed at Cary House none of the other guests seemed to be aware they were staying in a haunted hotel.”
“Yeah, well you could have kept it down and not walked around with your EMF detector, freaking everyone out that there might be a gas leak.” He busted up over that. He hadn’t meant to scare anyone; he just really got into looking for ghosts and tended to forget to try to be cool about it.
“Those cops in Placerville were not amused at all. They didn’t really need to arrest us and make us stay at the jail overnight, though. That sucked.” He was suddenly deep in thought, maybe remembering the crappy night we’d had and the equally crappy morning.
“Perhaps it had something to do with two men in their late twenties totally wreaking havoc at the hotel. People don’t like to be woken up in the middle of the night and asked if they’ve seen anything suspicious. It was easier to get away with that crap when we were kids. People just thought we were weird kids; cute, weird kids.”
Jason thought about that for a second. “You know you’re right, and the next time we stay there I will totally follow your lead.”
I looked at him with my mouth hanging open. “You realize we are permanently uninvited there too?”
“Yeah, yeah.” He mumbled something I couldn’t understand.
“What was that? I didn’t get that last part.” I knew without making him say it what it would be, and sure enough I was once again right.
“I said, eventually they’ll forget what we look like, and we will return.” He puffed his chest out and tried to act a little more confident than he probably was. But the effect made him cute as hell.
I realized he was most likely already planning our return, and I couldn’t hold back my smile. He really was adorable—especially when he was riled up—with his straight brown hair, cropped close on the sides and left longer on top, his eyes always full of mischief. We were of similar build, but my hair was a lighter brown, and if I let it get longer, it curled. I’d been told it matched my eyes exactly, which were boring to me compared to the bright green of Jason’s eyes.
“Why are you smiling like that?”
I wiped the smile off my face. “Nothing. Just thinking about something I saw on television earlier. You ready to go?”
He gave me a long, hard stare before he started grabbing the supplies we had gathered in anticipation of staying in the abandoned house for the weekend.
I tried to keep my feelings to myself. I knew Jason wasn’t interested in me, but he was irresistible when he was whipped up. That made it hard for me not to react.
“This better not be a mistake, buddy. I’m not sure about sleeping in an abandoned hotel.” I wasn’t looking forward to that at all. Hopefully we didn’t freeze our asses off or starve, or get attacked by a ghost, or some other critter.
“Don’t worry. I packed sleeping bags and mats for us to sleep on. I think there’re still some beds there, but they’d be over twenty years old, and I didn’t think that was something we should really count on.”
I didn’t like that idea at all. Who knew what was living in those beds. Probably a rat or two, or some other creature that wouldn’t like sharing its bed. Yep, this was going to be another exciting adventure. One I hoped we wouldn’t regret.
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Chapter 2


The drive to Coloma was beautiful, yet uneventful. It was early November and the trees were changing color, but it still wasn’t very cold during the day. Night was a whole different matter. We couldn’t spend the night in the house without bringing lots of warm clothes and the sleeping bags Jason had brought. We had also packed enough food for a week, but the way we ate we needed it. We were in our twenties, but we still ate like we were teenagers. 
“You know where you’re going?” I asked Jason. He was using his phone for GPS, but he seemed a little confused.
“I have the address, but I’ve never actually been there. She said to watch for a sign on the right side of the road and a gate blocking the road.”
Just as he said it we drove around a turn and there it was. He pulled up to the gate, which was held closed by a chain and lock.
“Please tell me you have a key.”
“Of course I have a key. Well actually, I don’t. It’s not really locked. They just put the gate up and put a chain and lock on it so people would stop driving down the road to the house.”
He got out of the car and pushed on the gate; with a little effort it opened. He trotted back to the car and jumped in.
“See? Easy peasy.”
“Smart ass. Don’t be so smug. I have more than enough reason to doubt you.” I smiled at him fondly. Even though he always seemed to get me in trouble, he was still my friend. Nothing would change that. And the fact I constantly wished for more didn’t matter. Eventually I’d get over it, or so I told myself.
We drove slowly down a road that was now overgrown with weeds and covered in branches that had fallen off the surrounding trees. When the house came into view, it was a lot bigger than I’d imagined it would be. We could clearly see the side of the house with six windows on each floor and more windows built onto a separate area at the back of the house.
The house was overgrown with vines. They grew up on the porch, covered it and continued all the way to the roof. What we could see of the house had peeling paint and loose boards and trim. It was hard to tell exactly what color it had been painted, since there was so little paint actually left. It was a Victorian-style house, and I knew it was three-stories with a basement and an attic, since Jason had talked about it for years. Just thinking about what had happened in the basement gave me the creeps.
That was the worst part for me. Most of the activity centered on the basement where the original owner had been chained by his wife and eventually died of starvation. Not that she didn’t feed him. He was crazy and believed she was trying to poison him, so he refused to eat.
I wasn’t a fan of basements on a good day. Well, on any day. But knowing he had died down there and since there’d been multiple reports of him interacting with people, really freaked me out. Some people said he was sort of playful, moving a glass on the bar or blowing air on their neck. But some people reported much worse. I didn’t want to experience any of it.
Truth be told, I was perfectly happy we hadn’t had an actual interaction with a ghost. But Jason couldn’t wait to actually have contact—that had always been his ultimate goal. To actually see a ghost or see it move something. To experience something that proved to him without a doubt ghosts were indeed real.
He had always been so fascinated. From the time we were little, when all the other kids were busy reading comic books, he was reading ghost stories. It was our ritual to watch every episode of Ripley’s Believe It or Not together. We never missed an episode. That’s where we first learned about The Vineyard House, and now here we were, ready to experience it firsthand and alone. When the show was filmed here The Vineyard House had been open, but now it was closed and had been for more than twenty years, and it showed.
Jason pulled up to the front of the house and stopped. We both craned our necks forward and stared up at the huge old building in front of us. It really was imposing, and not at all welcoming.
Oh yeah, this was going to be great.
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Chapter 3


Jason was mesmerized. He took in the house like he was seeing a Christmas tree for the first time. As though it held every answer to every question he never knew he wanted to ask. He slowly looked over at me, and an expression of awe passed over his face. He really couldn’t believe we were actually here. He shook his head before opening the car door and stepping out. 
“So, you ready for this?” I asked him.
“Are you kidding? I can’t wait to get in there. Come on, let’s go.”
He jogged to the back of the car and started grabbing our stuff. I followed and carried what I could. We’d need to make another trip; there was no way we could carry it all in at once.
With our arms loaded up, we climbed the steps to the front entrance. It was so grown over with vines it was not an easy feat especially with our arms full. When we got to the door, Jason set everything down and started feeling around the edges of the door for something; I wasn’t quite sure what.
“Are you looking for a key?”
“Yes. The owner told me it was on the ledge above the door, but I don’t feel it. You’re taller. Can you check it out?”
“Sure.” I put everything down and started running my fingers above the door frame. I didn’t feel anything, then: “Ouch!”
“What happened?” Jason asked.
“I’m not sure.” There was a dot of blood on the end of my pointer finger. “Must have been a nail sticking out.” Maybe it’s a warning, I thought absently.
Jason didn’t look so convinced. “Are you sure? I didn’t feel anything sharp.”
“Had to be. Let me check again and see if I can find the key this time.” When I put my hand up there this time, I felt a thin piece of metal and pulled it down where I could see it.
“Here you go.” I smiled and handed the key to Jason.
“Thanks, Wade. Are you sure you’re not hurt?”
“I’m sure, just a flesh wound.” I popped my finger in my mouth and sucked the tip clean. Jason was standing there with the key, ready to put it in the lock, staring at me with an odd expression. “What?” I asked him.
That seemed to bring him back to reality. He cleared his throat and put the key in the lock. If I didn’t know better, I would have sworn that he was looking at me with interest, but that couldn’t be right.
“Nothing, nothing at all. Let’s see if this key really does work or if we’re camping outside.”
“I’m not camping . . . just saying.”
He turned the key and with a little bit of effort the door popped open. A whoosh of stale air blew out when the door was finally open. The smell was so bad I didn’t want to imagine what it could be. Maybe some food had been left in one of the refrigerators in the kitchen. Or maybe some small animal had died in here recently. Whatever it was had a rotting smell. It smelled of decay and things that didn’t make me eager to be here for the weekend.
Jason poked his head in. “Okay, it’s all clear. Come on, let’s go.” He stood there like he was waiting for me to go first, but there was no way in hell that was happening. This was his show. If he wanted to stay here, I’d go with him, but there was no way I’d be the first one through that door. If something rushed us, my ass would be running like mad back to Placerville. I really had no personal desire to see what exactly was in the house.
That was the one thing I had never been honest with Jason about; ghosts freaked me the fuck out. The idea that something could be there and you couldn’t see it but it could touch you or mess with you scared the hell out of me. Where he found them fascinating, I would have been very happy to not find out anything more about ghosts than I knew now. I was actually glad we couldn’t go back to Winchester Mystery House. That place was creepy as hell, but it had nothing on The Vineyard House.
“Hey, check it out. It’s like they just left everything here.” I followed him in, bumping into his back when he stopped walking to take in the front room. “This looks like where you would have checked in. Let’s leave our stuff here and check out where we should sleep.”
I didn’t have a good feeling about this. Once we had driven down the driveway, we had zero bars for a call. None of this seemed to bother Jason.
“I still can’t believe we’re really here. Let’s go look upstairs first.”
If I had to choose between the basement and upstairs, I would’ve voted for upstairs every single time. We walked farther into the house and started to climb the staircase that led to the second floor. At the top of the stairs was a long hall with six doors on each side and a door at the end. We opened a few of the doors, but the interiors were all pretty much the same. Bedrooms with beds that had been stripped down to just a mattress and frame. Most of them were empty of other furniture, but some had a dresser or bedside table.
When we got to the end of the hall, we opened that door. This room was different. It was fully decorated. Heavy Victorian drapes hung from the windows, a large four-poster bed stood in the middle of the room, and a fireplace took up nearly one entire wall. If it had been a memorable occasion, this would have been the perfect room to spend the night in with someone special. It would have been very romantic to stay in when it wasn’t covered in cobwebs and a thick coating of dust. I was shocked to see so much of it had been preserved in its original condition. It was all very strange.
“This was their room,” Jason said while taking in the room.
“The owners?”
“Yes, the Chalmers. Every person that has owned the house after them kept this room intact. The people that had it last used it as a mini museum.”
“Wait, so this is how it was setup when they were alive?”
“That’s what it says in everything I’ve read about the house.”
“But why would they do that? It’s not like they’re famous.”
“No one seemed to know why. It was something Louise made sure to tell everyone who worked here, and they told the next owners. It continued until the last owners decided they didn’t want to deal with trying to run a business while trying to stop guests from leaving in the middle of the night.”
Suddenly I felt the temperature drop in the room, and goosebumps erupted on my arms. “Do you feel that?” A shiver worked its way down my spine.
“Yes.” Jason once again glanced around the room.
“None of the windows are open, but I would swear there was a draft in here.” I couldn’t control the shiver that once again racked my body.
He let out a shaky breath. “Let’s check out the rest of this floor and figure out where we’re going to sleep,” he said, with a worried look he tried to hide by turning away.
“Somehow I don’t think we’ll be getting much sleep while we’re here.”
We backed out of the room and closed the door behind us, before walking back down the hall. There was a narrow staircase that led to the third floor. After exploring, it was soon apparent the third floor was pretty much like the second floor, rooms with old bare mattresses or just a bare bedframe. There wasn’t another room that was still decorated like the one we’d found on the second floor.
We were just getting ready to walk back down to the bottom floor when we heard a huge bang. I jumped and grabbed onto Jason’s arm. “What the fuck was that?”
His eyes were as huge as saucers, both with excitement and maybe a little fear too. “I’m not sure, but let’s go check it out.”
Now it was my turn to look at him with huge eyes. “Are you fucking kidding me?”
“Come on, Wade. This is why we’re here, right?”
Well, he had me there. I couldn’t tell him I was only here because it meant I’d have him all to myself for a weekend.
“You’re right. Go ahead. I’m right behind you.” I grabbed the back of his shirt and held on. This was my usual position when we ghost hunted. Using Jason as a shield just in case. I might have had a crush on the guy, but there was no way in hell I was letting a ghost get me first. He crept quietly down the stairs while they creaked with every step. There was literally no way to be sneaky in this house.
When he got down far enough to peek at the bottom, he looked back at me and grinned. “It was the wind. Must have blown the front door shut.”
I looked past him out the window. I didn’t see any wind blowing the trees around. There was a slight breeze, but I didn’t think it was enough to slam a door with as much force as it had sounded like from all the way upstairs. He seemed perfectly at ease with that explanation though.
When we were back down by the front door, he suggested we go check out what had been the restaurant and bar. Normally, I would have thought that sounded like a good idea. Just to poke around and see what was left behind. But in this house the bar was located in the basement. The same basement where the original owner, Robert Chalmers, had died of starvation after being chained up for being insane. Turned out he’d most likely had Syphilis. His wife had just been trying to keep him safe, although why she’d thought he was safer chained up in the basement, I had no clue.
Anyway, I did not want to go down there, and I’m pretty sure Jason knew it.
“Okay, you ready?” he asked me, puffing out air like he was getting ready to run sprints or jump in the ring and go a few rounds.
“Of course. Let’s check it out.” I tried to act like it was no big deal, like I was totally behind Jason, but I’m pretty sure he knew I was shaking like a leaf at just the thought of going down there.
“We won’t sleep there, don’t worry,” he tried to reassure me. He knew I didn’t like basements. But he had no clue how uncomfortable all of this made me. When we’d first started going to places that were supposed to be haunted, it wasn’t so bad. It was usually a restaurant or hotel like the Carey House that was still open and doing business. There were other people around, and it wasn’t just us in a deserted house in the middle of nowhere. This place was a whole different level of creepy. I hoped once again Jason would be disappointed and we wouldn’t actually see or hear anything, but the longer we were here the more doubt I had.
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Chapter 4


We made our way to the back of the house. There were stairs that led down to the basement and what had been called the old jail; Jason led the way down the stairs. 
“This isn’t what I expected at all,” I mumbled.
“What do you—”
Jason’s words cut off abruptly as we entered the basement and he looked around the area. There were three small windows at the top of one wall letting in enough light that we were able to see the room clearly. His eyes were wide and he had a look of shock on his face. I was surprised to see all the damage and ruin in here too, but I hadn’t expected the house to look perfect after sitting vacant for so long. But this wasn’t just damage from neglect. It was a wreck. There were tables and chairs overturned all over the place. The bar area was covered with broken glass most likely from the bar’s supply of drinking glasses. It looked as though someone had deliberately destroyed everything they could get their hands on.
“Who do you think did this?” Jason asked, still gazing around and looking shocked.
“I have no clue. Maybe some kids broke in and thought it would be fun to tear the place up. Kinda sad. It looks like this place was really nice when it used to be in business.”
“I’ve seen pictures; it was nice. Seems odd they would take the time to break all those glasses. It had to take a while.” He was more suspicious now. “Do you really think it was kids?”
“What else could it be? I doubt a ghost would be able to do this.”
He stepped into the center of the room and turned slowly, taking it all in. “What if they did?”
“What if who did what?”
“What if a ghost did do this?”
I could feel the cold chill of fear creeping up the back of my neck.
“Come on, man, don’t mess with me like that.”
“I’m not messing with you. This place has been locked up for years. If it were kids, they would have trashed the whole house. Why just break some glasses and make a mess down here when they could have destroyed a bunch of stuff upstairs?”
I cleared my throat and tried to slow my heart down that was now trying to beat out of my chest. “Well, I for one am glad we are not sleeping down—” That was all I got out before a glass hurled at my head and shattered on the wall behind me. I practically threw myself onto the ground and frantically looked around for who could have thrown it. I didn’t see anyone. I looked over at Jason to see him standing there with his mouth hanging open and his eyes looking like they could pop right out of his head.
He raised his hand to point at one corner of the room, never taking his eyes away from that area. I was still lying on the floor with my arms wrapped around my head. I slowly uncurled and looked in the direction he was staring.
“Did you see that?” he whispered to me.
“I didn’t see anything except the glass that almost hit me in the head. Luckily, I did see it or it would’ve done some damage.”
He blinked a few times and shook his head. Right before he lunged for me.
“Wade, are you all right? I didn’t realize it was so close to you. Did it hit you?” He started poking at my head, doing the worst job of trying to check on me. I shoved his hands away.
“Back off, Jason, it’s fine. It didn’t hit me. Luckily my cat-like reflexes kicked in, and I hit the deck. Why’d you throw it anyway?”
“I didn’t throw it,” he said, so quietly I had to think about it for a second.
“You what? What are you saying?” I needed him to be clear about this, crystal clear.
“I didn’t throw it. I didn’t see exactly what happened, but I saw it come flying at you from over there. That’s what I was looking at when you ducked down. It just came out of nowhere, and all of a sudden it was flying through the air at your head.”
His eyes were still wide while he was telling me this, but I was reluctant to believe him. He wanted something to happen so badly, but would he try to hurt me just to make it seem like something paranormal happened? I didn’t think so, but that glass had come really close to my head. I needed to keep my eyes open from now on. Not just on the house and all the weird crap that surrounded it, but on Jason too.
I didn’t want to think that thought; we’d been friends since we were around twelve. We’d come together over our mutual love of all things weird. Well, really it was Jason’s love. I guess I was just along for the ride. He was so addicted to it all. When we’d play it was to figure out where some cursed object might be hidden or to walk by some house that was supposed to be haunted. Just to see if we could live through it.
He was really fun. He’d get so excited about whatever new paranormal story they showed on Ripley’s Believe It or Not then we’d spend the whole week trying to learn more about it. And since the Internet wasn’t as available in those days, it wasn’t always so easy. We’d mostly gone to the library and checked out books that had the information we were looking for. Those were some of the best memories of my childhood. We’d really thought we were like the Ghost Hunters, but we were probably more like Scooby Do.
In all that time he’d never tried to hurt me, not physically and not emotionally. He always had my back, just like I always had his. This was no different.
“Come on, let’s go upstairs and figure out where we’re going to sleep,” I said, trying to diffuse the situation. “We’ll get our equipment set up, and then maybe we can take a walk around the property. What do you think?” I waited with anticipation for his answer. Happy for any chance to be out of the house, away from the oppressive feeling of being constantly watched.
He blinked and shook his head again before he faced me. “Yeah—ahem, yes, you’re right. We should get set up and check the property out before it gets too late.”
He seemed so nervous. The glass had nearly hit me, but he seemed just as freaked out as I was. Was he trying to be brave, or had he really seen something?
Or maybe he was just fucking with me.
I started up the stairs. Intent on getting out of the basement as fast as I could. I made it a few steps up when something brushed against the back of my head.
“Knock it off, Jason,” I huffed out, tired of this crap already.
“What?”
“I said, knock it off.” I turned around to face him, expecting to find him
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