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Chapter 1

Wade


“I guess it’s official, we’re in the ghost hunting business.” Jason smiled over at me as we drove away from the restaurant in Old Sacramento. 
“So, do we get to have matching jackets? Maybe shirts?” I teased, then turned in time to see Jimbo roll his eyes.
“We need a name first, a really good name.” Jason rubbed his chin in thought.
“Oh boy,” Jimbo breathed out as he turned to look out the window.
“Basement Dwellers Ghost Hunting?” Jason suggested.
“Little long, don’t you think?” I commented, but he didn’t stop suggesting even more names that were no better than the first few.
“Unchain the Spirit.”
“Specter Squad.”
“Specter Detectors.”
“Mostly Ghostly.”
“Spooks R Us?”
He really had lost his mind, but that didn’t stop him.
“Spectrally Challenged, Haunt Helpers, Soul Chasers, Phantom . . .  something.” 
“My god!” Jimbo commented.
“Apparition Alleviation, Kelpie Keepers . . .”
“What the hell’s a kelpie?” I asked. “No matter what name we choose, we’re basically running scared as soon as shit happens—wait, that’s it! Running Scared Paranormal Research.” I slapped the steering wheel and nodded to punctuate that decision. 
Jason and Jimbo both rolled their eyes in answer. “Yay, so it’s official, we’re Running Scared?” I said.
“Fine. But we won’t be running this time,” Jason said.
“Speak for yourself, Jason,” Jimbo added with a sniff.
“Dude, you do realize we had to drag you into The Vineyard House, and then one of us had to keep a hand on you at all times to make sure you didn’t run screaming into the night,” I reminded Jimbo as I met his narrow-eyed glare in the rearview mirror.
“Fine, whatever. Running Scared it is,” Jimbo snapped back.
“Fine,” I countered.
“So, do I get no say in this whatsoever?” Jason asked.
“No,” we both barked at him. 
“I guess it works. It describes you two perfectly,” Jason said with a huge grin.
Jimbo rolled his eyes again, then muttered, “Whatever. But I’m not wearing a shirt that has Running Scared printed all over it.”
“Who says it would be ‘printed all over it’?” Jason asked, and settled back into his seat.
“Yeah, we just need a logo, nothing huge,” Jimbo added from the back seat.
“Just a logo? You two have lost your freaking minds.”
“We’ll see what your mom thinks.” Jason effectively ended the conversation with that statement. There was no way my mom wouldn’t absolutely love the idea, and knowing her, we’d have shirts, business cards, and pens printed up within twenty-four hours. 
We had just finished our first official meeting with a client about a haunting in his business. Dean was the manager of The Hitching Post, a popular new restaurant in the Old Sacramento area. The whole time the business had been open he’d suspected they had a ghost, but so far it had been more mischievous contact than harmful—moving a glass or napkin to a different spot, hiding a fork, only to have it returned the next day to the exact spot. That kind of nonthreatening stuff. 
It was only after one of the waitresses was trapped down in the lower level for hours and left terrorized by what she’d experienced that he decided he needed our help. He explained he’d seen a story about our adventures on the news and was desperate enough to find out exactly what he was dealing with, so decided to give us a call.
“Hey, Jimbo, what’s up with you and Dean, the manager?” I asked, looking back at him.
He stared straight ahead, not bothering to act like he’d even heard me talking to him. 
“Jimbo? What the fuck?” Jason turned and looked at him. “Is there something you need to tell us, about how you know Dean Peterson?”
“I don’t need to tell anybody anything. It’s my own damn business.”
Jason stared hard at him for a full minute, before Jimbo squirmed a little then started to speak. “Fine, we may have been in culinary school at the same time.”
“No way, what was that, like, fifty years ago?” I asked, knowing full well it would get a reaction.
“Fuck you, Wade. It wasn’t that long ago,” he snapped back in his usual snarky way. “And that’s all you need to know.”
“Oh, so there’s some history there, huh?” I pressed, knowing it would piss him off. 
He folded his arms and once again clammed up, looking out the window as we drove back home. “I wonder if Mom knows about your history with Dean?” I said as nonchalantly as I could, and held in a grin when I saw Jimbo’s gaze snap away from the window to stare a hole into the back of my head. He noticed I was watching him through the rearview mirror, and he huffed out a breath while doing his best to ignore me again. 
I smiled over to Jason and put my hand on his leg. “So, do you think we can help Dean? No one seemed to be in a hurry to go down into the basement there.”
“I think so, we’ll need to do some research and find out what all those people are doing down there. Jimbo, would your sister help us if we need it?” 
We’d found out that Jimbo and his sister were both powerful in their own right—Jimbo was a beacon, someone ghosts were drawn to, where his sister was a strong psychic, and able to communicate with the spirits in a way neither Jason or I could. 
“I have no clue, you’ll need to ask her yourself,” he huffed, actually huffed. 
I stopped at a light and turned to look at him straight on and laughed. “Jimbo, you make it so hard to take you seriously when you’re always in such a grouchy mood.”
“What the fuck are you talking about?” He squinted. “I’m always Mr. Personality, ask anyone. Your mom would be pretty pissed if she knew you were giving me shit.” He raised his chin to accent the line of crap he was trying to sell us.
“Just because my mom thinks you’re ‘adorable,’ doesn’t mean I agree. And you’re way nicer to her than you are to anyone else. Even Dean, who you lied to us about knowing.”
“Leave him alone, Wade,” Jason said as he patted my shoulder.
“Yeah, listen to your boyfriend,” Jimbo snapped at me, taking full advantage of the situation.
“You know your mom will get it out of him, and she won’t be able to keep it to herself. The things that woman has shared are truly embarrassing,” Jason said, and turned around to look right at Jimbo.
Jimbo tried to give him a dirty look but ended up looking horrified. “That woman has told me details about the two of you I’d rather forget,” he mumbled.
“Yep, that’s my mom. And just imagine what she’ll tell us after you tell her about Dean—and you know you’ll tell her. She should work for the government, that woman can make anyone talk,” I said. 
“You have no idea,” Jimbo mumbled, again with a huff.
We pulled up to my house, and Mom was right out front, watering the plants as usual. 
“Hey, Mom,” I called out as I closed the car door and walked toward her.
“Hey, baby, how’d it go? I want to hear all about it.” She turned off the water and rushed over to the front door. Jason and Jimbo followed us in, and we all took our usual seats in the living room. 
“Well, don’t keep me waiting,” she said, waving her hands in anticipation.
“Oh, we thought of a name for the business. What do you think of Running Scared Paranormal Research?” Jason asked.
“Can we have shirts?” she asked immediately, sitting on the edge of her seat.
“Sure, whatever you want,” he answered.
“I thought we agreed no shirts,” Jimbo said. 
Jason gave him a slow smile before he spoke. “You might want to ask Jimbo about who our new client is first,” he said, changing the subject and throwing Jimbo under the bus with one sentence. 
My mom’s gaze locked on Jimbo and he squirmed a little. “Fuck you, Jason.”
“James, you know I don’t want to hear that language, now spill, who was the client?” 
“His name is Dean Peterson, he’s the manager of The Hitching Post, and him and Jimbo have some super-secret past that he won’t tell us about,” Jason revealed as he threw Jimbo further under the proverbial bus. 
Mom’s head snapped back around to face Jimbo, and she pinned him with a stare he visibly flinched away from.
“So, James, care to tell us the whole story?” she asked, voice as sweet as could be.
“Oh for the love of—fine! I met him when we were in culinary school. He was just starting out, and I was just beginning my last few courses. That’s it.”
“There’s nothing else you want to tell us?” Mom pushed, moving to sit next to Jimbo. She took his hand in hers, and he melted a little; he really had a soft spot for her.
“Well, we might have had a moment,” he said with a fond smile and a shake of his head.
“Come on, James, you know I want all the details.” She smiled at him then and leaned on his arm, and to my surprise, he smiled back at her. A rare occurrence for this professional grouch. 
“We might have hooked up once or twice,” he said, his hand partially covering his mouth and muffling his words.
“What?” Jason jumped up. “Why didn’t you tell us that? I thought maybe you two worked together, or you had a bad time with him at culinary school. And why are you grinning, Wade?”
“This is gonna be so good,” I breathed out and tried to hide my excitement with a wide smile.
“I hate you all so much,” Jimbo grumbled, before smiling at Mom, who smiled back at him and looped her arm with his then rested her head on his shoulder.
“Okay, James, I want all the details, now.”
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Chapter 2

Jason


We drove away from our meeting with Dean. Jimbo’s reaction to him was so bizarre, the man didn’t seem to like anyone, well, besides Wade’s mom. Yet there had to be something between him and Dean for him to react the way he did. It was amusing and weird, but not as weird as what had met us in the basement of The Hitching Post. As soon as we’d entered the dirt-floored space, I could feel all the spirits that were trapped there—all of them in pain, fearful, and wanting desperately to leave but not being able to.  
They were trapped. Someone, or something, was keeping them there, and we’d need to figure out what that was before it would be safe for anyone to go into the basement of Dean’s business. 
I tried to join in with Wade and Jimbo as they harassed each other, but I was so distracted by what I’d felt, I had a hard time concentrating. 
Wade parked in front of his house, and we all sat in his living room, watching on as his mom interrogated Jimbo. She was an expert, as Wade and I both knew, and he cracked in no time at all, but all the while my mind kept wandering back to the basement.
“Hey, are you okay?” Wade asked, pulling me in closer to his side. 
I hesitated for a moment before answering. “Yeah, I’m just thinking about what I sensed when we were in the basement. Did you feel it too? There were so many, I couldn’t separate them, there were just too many.”
“I felt it too—fear, panic, and confusion. I don’t think they understand why they’re trapped there. I don’t understand it either. They can’t all be from one flood or event, that’s not possible,” Wade said.
“I’m not sure, it doesn’t seem like they’d all choose to stay,” I said. 
“What are you two talking about?” Wade’s mom asked.
“Sorry, I can’t get it out of my mind. There were so many spirits in that basement. Jimbo, could it be they were all attracted by you?” I asked.
He thought for a second before he answered. “I’ve spent years blocking that part of me. I keep my walls up all the time. I know for a fact, when we were in there, I was not open to attracting spirits. I kept myself hidden from them.”
“Do you think your sister would be willing to visit there? Maybe she can communicate with some of them, give us an idea what we’re getting into.” I hoped she’d be willing to help, this felt different to me. Of all the places we’d been to that had been haunted, none of them felt this suffocating. 
“I’m not sure, she tries to stay in control, and if you’re right and there are a lot of spirits, it may overwhelm her.”
“That can happen?” I asked. I knew psychics were vulnerable to the powers some ghosts possessed, but I also knew his sister had said she had protections against it.
“With that many, I’m not sure. We’ll need to ask her if she’s interested or willing.”
“It’s so exciting to see you guys all working together. I feel like I’m living in a crime novel, or something crazy like that,” Mrs. Rivers said as she leaned on Jimbo. He didn’t even flinch anymore. He’d learned, like we all did, that it was easier to just go along with her.
“We’ll need to do more research on events that have happened in that area. We know there was a flood or two, which led to mass casualties, but I’m not sure about more than that.”
“Why don’t you boys go take the underground tour? My friend went on it and said it was very interesting, and she’s not even interested in ghosts. There is quite a history in that area, apparently,” Mrs. Rivers said.
“I’m not going on a tour,” Jimbo snapped.
“Oh hush, James, it’ll be good for you, it’s educational,” she scolded.
“Great idea,” I said, and opened my phone to find out when the tours were scheduled. “It looks like they have a few tours daily, is everyone going?” I looked at them all. Jimbo rolled his eyes, Wade looked a little hesitant, and his mom looked at me with wide-eyed wonder before her hand shot up.
“I want to go,” she announced.
“You don’t have to raise your hand. I’ll go, you know I’m not letting you go without me,” Wade said as he reached for my hand. I smiled and leaned into him, before looking over to Jimbo.
“Fuck, I guess I’m not getting out of this one,” he grumbled. Mrs. Rivers smacked him on the arm, and he cleared his throat. “Sorry, I meant to say, I’d love to go.”
“Much better, James, now when are we going?” Mrs. Rivers asked.
“How about now?” I suggested, hoping they’d agree, and wouldn’t protest, as we’d just driven back from that area.
“Might as well get it over with,” Wade said, making me laugh.
“Might as well,” I said.
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Chapter 3

Wade 


We all loaded into the car and headed back to Old Sacramento. The directions said to meet at the railroad museum, so after finding a parking space, we walked over and joined the small group already gathered. It was a warm day, not uncomfortable, but I thought for a moment about how things would be cooler once we were underground. I stepped closer to Jason and brushed his fingers with my own. He turned to me and smiled before taking my hand and weaving our fingers together. 
A man dressed in period clothing, including a top hat and a waistcoat, walked over to the group and introduced himself as the tour guide. “This is so exciting,” Mom said as we all followed him to the first stop on our tour. The tour guide explained how many times this area had flooded and then been rebuilt. How it started as a tent city, and finally was built with more permanent structures, but those had been nearly destroyed when there was a flood that changed the landscape, leaving a huge lake in its place for several months. It had rained for forty-three days straight, and left the valley flooded, from Redding to Bakersfield. It was unknown exactly how many had died, but it was in the tens of thousands, according to the guide. 
We made our way into the first area that would take us underground; this was one of the buildings that had been lifted in hopes of saving the city if another flood were to happen. We stepped in, and the smell of dank earth and rot seemed to permeate the place. I was hit with the feeling of being trapped, and felt a bead of sweat roll down my back. 
Jason squeezed my hand and looked at me with concern. “Are you okay?” he whispered to me.
“I’m okay, just a weird feeling is all.”
“If you get uncomfortable and want to leave, let me know. We don’t have to do this,” Jason said.
“Are you boys okay?” Mom asked as she leaned in close to us both, and Jimbo looked between us with a serious look.
“You need to learn how to block them,” he said.
“What are you talking about?” I asked.
“You know what I’m talking about. If I didn’t close off myself to them, they’d all be here, and you’d really be miserable. You’re feeling a small part of what’s really here. I felt it at the restaurant, but not like this.” Jimbo leaned in close as he said this, not wanting to alarm the other people on the tour. 
To say I was alarmed would have been an understatement. My nerves were stretched tight, and every little movement or noise made me want to flinch. I squeezed Jason’s hand, relieved he was so close and I could touch him without worrying what his reaction would be.
“If you want to leave, we can leave,” Jason said again, looking into my eyes with that same intensity I was used to seeing from him when he was talking about his latest paranormal mystery.
“I’m okay, but I think Jimbo’s right, I need to start working on how to control what I feel when I’m in a place that has a lot of activity.”
“Is it worse since The Vineyard House?” he asked.
“Yeah, I used to just feel nervous, but I thought it was just that. Me being nervous. But this is more intense. I feel like I’m crawling out of my skin,” I said to Jason.
“Everything okay over here?” the tour guide asked, drawing everyone’s attention to us.
“Yeah, we’re fine, thanks,” Jason answered.
“Okay then, let’s move on to the next stop, I think everyone will like it. Where this is a small area, the next one is huge. It was where many businesses once were, after the building above had been lifted. They used that newly created area for their businesses. Sadly, when it flooded again, most of them were washed away, or drowned under the building.” 
We walked out of the small area and I took a deep breath of fresh air, as we followed him down one of the small cobblestone-lined alleys, until we came to the back wall of one of the larger buildings that faced the main street. He slid open a barn-type door, revealing a space that was cavernous. The ceilings were low, and the braces and piers they’d set in place after jacking the building up were still standing. The crushing weight of the building was tangible, and obvious in the timbers that were bowed under the weight they supported. But that wasn’t the only weight I could feel.
“Jason, it feels so heavy in here. I know you felt it in the basement at the restaurant, but this is something else.” The heaviness made me cringe away from the space, the only thought on my mind getting the fuck out of there.
“Babe, let’s get you out of here. I’m not sure what’s happening, but you can’t stay.” We’d barely crossed into the big open space. It was sectioned off to keep the public from falling into the areas where they’d been excavating, most likely looking for hidden treasures left behind from the distant past.
“No, I want to stay, I’ll be okay.”
“Dude, let me talk to you for a second,” Jimbo said, and took my arm and led me over to the side, away from the rest of the group, who were spreading out and exploring the area. “You have to visualize, imagine putting a wall around your consciousness. Imagine there not being any weak areas for someone or something else to enter. You need to protect your mind, or they’ll get in and fuck with you.” 
I nodded and took a deep breath. Closing my eyes, I visualized a strong barrier around myself, a bright light surrounding me and keeping me safe. I felt Jason take my hand, but I still kept my eyes closed. I could do this. 
“I’m sorry, Wade, I didn’t know this would be so hard on you,” he whispered close to my ear. I looped my arm around him and pulled him close.
“I didn’t either, I think it must be all the energy trapped under here. I probably left myself open to feel it, after what we experienced before . . . it’s like that experience opened something in my mind I can’t control.”
“You’ll be okay, we’ll figure it out together.” He leaned in closer to me, and somehow, I knew he was giving me strength to keep myself safe. 
My eyes slowly opened, and he was right there with a worried look on his face. “I’m okay, let’s see what else we can learn. But stay close, it’s easier to block out the feelings when you’re closer.”
“You’d have to drag me away,” he said, and kissed the side of my head. “Let’s catch up with the tour. Oh, and Jimbo, thanks.” Jimbo nodded to us both then walked back to where Mom waited. 
“Everything okay, guys?” she asked, weaving her arms through ours. 
“Yeah, Mom, we’re fine.” Jason looked behind her and met my eyes. I gave him a smile I didn’t feel and hoped we really were okay.
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