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This novel is written with the utmost respect for the Ute and Navajo and other Native American Nations, as well as the people living in Roosevelt, Myton, Fort Duchesne and other areas of the Uinta Basin in Utah.
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On a wide and empty ranch in rural Utah, two teenagers go for a drunken joyride.

“Ern, slow down!” Laura says. The Ute Indian teen has long dark hair, a button nose, dark and mesmerizing eyes and a penchant to insult with her words.

Beside her, Ernie laughs. He’s young and handsome, with soft brown hair and dimples and a smile that turns the girls’ faces red. “Hey, you wanted me to drive, remember?”

“Only because I’m drunker!”

“I can handle my booze, Laur.”

“Like you handled Randlett?”

“Pft!” Ernie blows out his lips and laughs. “I had twenty-two points in that game, including four three-pointers!”

“Lotta good it did. They steamrolled us eighty-seven to seventy-three!”

“We still got the playoffs coming.”

“Yeah, and if you play as well then as you did tonight then UCLA’s gonna yank that scholarship offer real quick.”

Ernie casts his friend an uneasy glance. “Don’t say that, Laur.”

“Say what?”

“That I’m gonna lose my scholarship.”

“Why not?”

“It’s bad luck. You know that things have a tendency to happen after you say ‘em.”

“Like you and Cath getting together?” Laura raises an eyebrow at him and then gives a little, “Wwwooo-hooo-oooo,” to tease him.

“It’s gonna happen. She’s gonna be mine.”

“Yeah, I’ll believe that when I see it.”

Ernie frowns and flicks his brows to that but doesn’t say anything. The two teens continue to drink, continue to drive. Over the dirt roads of the ranch, the dust swelling up behind them, the night eating it up, the darkness swallowing it whole.

Most teens don’t come out here to drive.

Most locals don’t, either.

Even if they want to shave ten to fifteen minutes off their drive to Myton, skipping the town of Roosevelt entirely. 

It’s just not done.

Because of the stories.

The sightings.

The evil.

A rabbit jumps out from the tall grasses on the side of the road and darts in front of the car.

“Whoa!” Ernie says, turning the wheel slightly, but not much. The rabbit is already across.

“Be careful!” Laura says beside him.

“I drive better drunk than I do sober,” Ernie says.

“You might want to start playing that way on the court then.”

“Shut up!”

Laura laughs. “Careful. You don’t want to get all negative. Not out here. Not on the ranch.” She gives a little moan. “Ooooohhhh...not on Skinwalker Ranch.”

“C’mon, no one believes that!”

Laura raises a brow as she glances over at the jock. “You’d be smart to believe it.”

Ernie laughs. “Laur, it’s all bullshit. I mean...a haunted ranch? Please!”

“You know it can hear you, right?”

“What, the ranch?”

“Uh-huh.”

“Now you just sound crazy.”

Laura looks out the window, brings the bottle up to her lips and takes another swig. “Maybe I am,” she says under her breath.

She’s always been different.

She’s always known it, too.

All growing up, all through school. She could...see things...hear things. Things the other kids couldn’t. Somehow seemed to know things, even before they happened sometimes. Like when that streetlight fell down last spring, nearly taking three people with it. Or when Suzy broke her leg. Or that time Ol’ Gabe got so drunk he tried to drive Mrs. Parring’s car home from the bar instead of his own and ended up crashing into the BI-LO. 

Thoughts.

Visions.

Messages.

Laura knows she’s different, special, unique. 

She sees the reason in her dreams sometimes. 

Sees her mother...strong...powerful...ready for her.

A chill runs through the young woman as that last thought passes through her mind. 

Ready for her.

Laura sighs.

How much longer does she have?

How much longer before her mother...comes for her?

Then you’ll be free, she whispers to her in her dreams.

Free.

And then what?

Is it just...over? 

Does she die? Wink out of existence? Maybe float free and corporeal and without a body?

Laura doesn’t know. 

But she knows the time is close.

She can see it...feel it...

“God, I feel fucked up!” Ernie says in the seat beside her. He takes another long pull on his beer, crumples the can, then rolls down the window and tosses it out.

“You really shouldn’t do that, you know,” Laura says with a good eyeroll.

“What?”

“Throw your cans out like that.”

“Ooooh!” Ernie moans before breaking out in a wide grin. “What, is the ranch gonna get me? Is the ranch gonna rise up and strike me dead for having the audacity to litter on its pretty little face, huh?”

He laughs and laughs, shakes his head, scoffs...thinks it’s all a fun game. Laura just shakes her head and rolls her eyes again and takes another long pull off her own bottle. 

The vodka burns as it goes down her throat.

She likes that.

Likes the feeling...of being alive...of feeling free.

She doesn’t have much time left for either, she knows. The time is coming up soon, real soon. 

Then you’ll be free.

That’s when a fox darts out into the road.

Unlike the rabbit, it doesn’t just sprint across. It pauses there in the center, transfixed by the headlights for a moment before it runs away again.

But that moment is long enough.

For Ernie to look, gasp, react...and overreact.

His eyes go wide.

Laura’s arm jerks out.

Ernie twists the wheel.

Laura grabs it and twists it back.

“No!” Ernie shouts.

“Watch out!” Laura cries.

Ernie’s going to shout out something more, like “Let go!” or “Sit back!” or just “Stop!” but it’s too late.

His jerking one way, Laura’s jerking the other...the car twists and turns and rocks and sways and the next thing the two teens know, it’s flipping over onto its side and then rolling over and over, again and again.

They scream.

They shout.

They grunt and huff and then go silent altogether as the car tosses them about.

The windows shatter.

The hood crumples.

The sides cave-in.

The roof flattens.

Inside, Ernie is jerked left and right, his body and his head hitting every free inch of the inside of the vehicle it seems.

His skin bruises and breaks and swells and bleeds.

Tendons snap, ligaments tears, bones break.

Ernie cries out in pain and agony.

Laura isn’t so lucky.

She’s not wearing her seatbelt.

She weathers the first few flips okay, the car rolling and heaving and barreling through the air and against the earth and then back up to do it again and again.

But on the third roll, Laura’s thrown from the car.

Her body flies out several feet, landing well ahead of the vehicle.

She hits the ground hard and doesn’t move, doesn’t feel.

But the car’s not done with her yet.

It continues its rolling, flipping, end-over-end assault...heading right toward her as it does so.

The vehicle crashes down on Laura, crushing her legs, her back, her body. 

Rolls right over her and past her and keeps on going, another dozen flips and turns and somersaults before it comes to a rest on its side, the engine wheezing and smoke coming out from under the hood and a half dozen liquids and fluids and fuels dripping down to the earth.

Then the ranch goes silent.

Just crickets.

Frogs off by the creek.

A coyote howling in the distance.

And then, imperceptibly on the wind...

A shout.

A howl.

A cry of anguish.

A gasp of despair.

A scream of pity.

Old...ancient...

Disembodied...

A mother’s voice.

Noooooooooooo!

●

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

​Part I


1


[image: ]


The Myers Ranch.

Just 11 miles southeast of Roosevelt, population 4,200.

Which is 141 miles to the east of Salt Lake City, the sprawling, metropolitan capital of Utah.

There you’ll find towering steel buildings. 

Lanes and lanes of concrete. 

And the hustle and bustle of 162,000 people as they conduct their business and go about their daily lives.

It’s a far cry from the peace and tranquility of the Uintah Basin two hours away by car. 

No tall buildings.

No bumper-to-bumper traffic.

Certainly no hustle and bustle.

This is God’s country.

Peaceful. 

Quiet. 

Undisturbed by man...

...for the most part...

“Goddamn it!” a shout goes out from the side of the heavy piece of digging equipment. That’s Barney, the foreman on this particular bit of construction work far out here in the middle of nowhere. “Left! I told you, to the left!!”

“Yeah-yeah, sorry boss!” another voice calls out, not as loud and not as forceful. That’s Sid, lowly construction worker and hired hand and all around fuck-up, currently behind the controls of the backhoe as it perches precariously over a man-sized hole. 

“Goddamn amateurs,” Barney says with a snort, shaking his head and spitting out a goodly-sized wad of tobacco juice. Ptui!

The two men, together with another two standing about nearby, are working far out in the fields on a dinky, nondescript property smackdab in the middle of Indian reservation lands.

Salt desert shrubs and sagebrush dot the ground in most spots. Lots of junipers with some pinyon pines thrown in here and there. The sky is blue and clear and the sun is shining down. It’s April in Utah’s Uintah Basin and as beautiful as can be.

Still, the land is bleak and barren. It’s true that trees dot the property here and there, that tall grasses grow and a small creek even meanders far off in the distance. But there’s a ‘lifeless’ quality to the place, something you can’t quite put your finger on. It feels like someone – or something – is watching you, like you’re being followed, and like someone’s reading your mind...all at the same time. 

If anyone – or anything – is watching the four men going about their work, they’re certainly oblivious to it. 

The air is filled with the sounds of tearing and grating and ripping. The heavy steel shovel of the backhoe bites into the earth, tears out huge chunks, spits them out into a pile a short distance away.

The diesel motors hums and rattles and purrs. The nearby generator hisses and pops and grumbles. The men spit and fart and snort and laugh.

It’s a worksite, like countless others across America on this bright spring morning.

Until it’s not.

The backhoe’s shovel comes up and out of the hole, spits out some dirt, then goes back for another pull. 

It sinks down into the hole, deep...and...

THUNK!

CRISH!

CRUNCH!!

POP!!!

“Oh, shit!” Sid says from behind the controls.

Smoke begins to issue forth from the backhoe’s engine.
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“Hey, hey!” Barney shouts out, his arms waving above his head as he rushes up toward the hole just as a storm of sparks shoots from the backhoe’s motor. “Stop! Stop it. Goddamn it, stop the machine!”

Behind the controls, Sid does just that. 

He heard the crash, the crunch, the weird ‘thunk’ of a noise that can only mean one thing and one thing only – something’s fucked up.

The backhoe stops its splutter and rattling hum and goes silent. A thick, metallic smell hangs in the air. Smoke begins to issue out of the backhoe’s engine. The four men move forward, get to the lip of the hole and peer down into it. 

“What the hell just happened?” Carl says, the oldest of the bunch.

“I-I dunno, Carl,” Ronnie, the youngest, answers, stuttering that first word like he always does. “Sounds-Sounds like we hit something.”

“And something big,” Sid adds, coming out of the backhoe’s seat.

“Do ya-ya-ya think?” Carl says.

“Shut the fuck up, Carl!” 

“I will when you don’t sound like such a fucking retard, Sid!”

“Who you callin’ a retard, you fucking faggot!?!”

Ptui! Barney spits and then shouts out, “Hey, hey, hey!” His arms come up again, but this time for a different sort of problem. “Enough!”

The men quiet down, frown, give disgruntled and distrustful looks to one another but then with a few shakes of their head, they forget their argument and peer back down into the hole.

It’s about six feet deep, just a few feet across...nothing earth-shattering when it comes to a hole.

But...something...just made a helluva racket. What?

They peer down in the blackness, rocks and dirt and roots showing but nothing else. 

What the hell?!

The wind kicks up, just a slight breeze at first but then a bit more powerful. Barney’s shirt rustles and he has to pull it back down over his big belly. Carl’s hat flies off, and with a muttered “Fucking hell!” he chases off after it. Sid shivers, for unlike the others he’s hearing something.

Something on the breeze...some sound...almost like a voice...

Leave...go...go...now...it sounds out, almost like words in his ears...go...go...while you still can...

“You hear that?” Sid asks, turning to Barney, glancing at the others.

“Hear what?” Barney replies, tucking his shirt in as best he can over his flab.

“That. On the wind.”

“What on the wind?” Carl says, coming back to the group, his hat now held tightly in his hand.

Barney and Ronnie and Carl stare at him suspiciously, worriedly, like he’s been drinking this morning or something. And that’s the last thing that Sid wants them to think, because truth be told, he chugged down the open, half-full bottle of Coors that was sitting on the truck bed from last night while the others were still getting ready.

“Um...uh...nothing, nothing,” Sid says quickly.

Barney sighs, spits – Ptui! – looks back to the hole. “Well, it sure ain’t nothing that did this. Now what the hell are we gonna do?!”

“Take-Take the rest of the day off and head to Hap’s?” Ronnie says excitedly, the eagerness showing in his eyes even this early in the morning.

“Yeah, right,” Carl says next to him, giving him an elbow in the ribs.

“We’d better go get Anton,” Sid says.

That sounds like a good idea to Barney. He nods and says, “C’mon, let’s go.”
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Kinsey Miller stands in the field and stares out at the rolling hills of wild rye grass swaying in the wind.

It’s beautiful here on the Uinta Basin. 

The sky is blue, the weather is warm, the air is peaceful and calm.

No way this place is haunted, the paranormal investigator thinks to herself, just no way!

She’s 28-years-old. Fit. Medium height. She’s got long flowing brown hair, a determined-looking mouth, serious eyes. Many look into those eyes and think Kinsey’s cold, uncaring. But the truth is she’s just guarded, takes a while to open up and let someone in. Some might call her mistrustful. She thinks of herself as cautious. She thinks of herself as having thick skin but a tender heart. 

“I think this area’s all played out, Kinsey,” a voice calls out, drawing Kinsey’s eyes away from the road and the vanishing dust cloud.

“Oh?” she says, turning back to face the site. Miles is there, a frustrated look on his face as he holds up two pieces of equipment in each hand. One is the EMF meter, used to measure electric frequences blind to the naked eye. The other is a thermal camera, great for catching the tell-tale heat signatures a ghost might make.

If ghosts exist. Kinsey doesn’t believe they do.

“I haven’t gotten a single reading since we set up here.”

“Really? It’s been two hours!”

“Nothing.”

Kinsey frowns, her eyes narrowing as she looks this way and that. 

This was supposed to be the spot. Daniel swore this is where he saw the orbs last night. Dancing and flitting about, seeming to play with each other in some kind of private dance. It’d lasted barely more than a minute, then they’d both shot up into the sky and vanished from sight.

It only made sense to come back here this morning, get things set up, take readings, take samples...see if they can find anything. Maybe determine what’s causing all the weird strangeness that this ranch in the middle of Utah is known for. 

Orbs...UFOs...strange creatures, even.

It’s not like Kinsey hasn’t seen this stuff before, or even looked into it. 

Of course she has!
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She’s Kinsey Miller, paranormal investigator. Profiled in Time, LIFE, U.S. News & World Report, and the Journal of Parapsychology. Head of KM Investigations. She’s even got a Ph.D., so technically it’s Dr. Kinsey Miller, but she never makes a point of it. 

Her mom sure does. 

She wishes she’d do anything else! 

Teach.

Write.

Work at Micky-D’s even! 

But ghost hunting?!

It’s not what she wanted to hear her daughter say she wanted to do with her life, not at all.

Just like your father, Kinsey’s sure she’s thinking, though would never come right out and say. Never, not after...

It’s not something the researcher wants to think about.

It’s not something she thinks she can take, her mom thinking like that.

Still, Kinsey doesn’t want to disappoint her.

She’s all she really has. 

No friends, no real home life, just work. 

And now that might all end.

The grant is up. The one from the Carter-Sage Foundation. The one that’s allowed her to travel around the country for the past two years, investigating hauntings and other incidents of high strangeness. 

Incidents like the Potter House.

God, that place!!

Kinsey doesn’t want to think about it. 

And now Skinwalker Ranch.

Oh, how Kinsey hates that name!

It’s a place she never heard of until a phone call from Russell Price at Siemens Insurance Group came in one day.

“Skinwalker Ranch?” she’d said, her face screwing up in confusion. “Never heard of it.”

“It’s in Utah. Outside a small town called Roosevelt. All kinds of weird stuff.”

“Skinwalker?”

“Some kind of Indian myth or curse or something, I dunno for sure.”

“And you want me to look into it.”

“Gotta. Big developer wants to get a project going.”

“So? That happens about a thousand times around the country each day. What’s so special about this one?”

“The land. The ranch. The weird stuff.”

“What kind of weird stuff?”

“UFOs mostly, but lots of cattle mutilations over the years. Strange noises, sounds. Some people have even spotted weird creatures roaming around.”

“Weird...like Bigfoot?”

“Maybe. But sounds like something else.”

“I don’t get it, Russell. This isn’t the stuff I usually do. I’m more haunted houses. Helping people that just moved in get their lives back, that kind of thing. What the hell am I gonna do at some old ranch?”

“It’s a strange one, Kinsey,” Russell had said. “Comes right down from the top of Siemens. The president, Conrad Black, grew up in a haunted house. Bet you didn’t know that.”

“Wow, no...no I didn’t.”

“Yep. And it was an experience he doesn’t want others to have to go through. Nor does he want his company on the hook should something go wrong.”

“Wrong with what?”

“With this huge project they’ve got planned for out there.”

“How huge?”

“Big housing project. Apartments. Even some kind of amusement park or something?”

“Amusement park?! In the middle of nowhere?”

“I don’t really get it. Something about the haunted aspect of the place. The guy thinks it’ll be a big draw one day or something, I dunno.”

“So...you want me to figure out if there are ghosts?”

“That and anything else. Find out whatever you can. Then make a report.”

“What kind of report, Russell?”

“The kind you always do. Honest and true and right to the point.”

“But with no mention of ghosts or anything else.”

“That’d be ideal.”

“And that’s what I’m known for, isn’t it? Ideal reports that get those hard-to-approve projects moving, aren’t I?”

“Kinsey, you don’t believe in ghosts. Of course we’re gonna want to get you to do a report if that’s what we want the report to say.”

“Maybe this time I’ll find something.”

“You haven’t so far.”

“There’s a first time for everything.”

“Well, how about not on this one, huh?”
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Sheriff Stan Kincaid and County Commissioner Rand Daily stand outside the main ranch house talking.

The house they’re standing near is a small affair.

Rising up a few feet from a cement foundation, a few window wells showing a basement beneath. Three cement steps lead up to the front door, white against the faded blue paint that’s probably going on half a century old. The roof’s missing tiles in places and one window has a long crack down its whole length. The place feels eerie, deserted, abandoned.

But both know it’s not.

It’s where Edith Myers lives, the widow of Ken Myers. The two bought the ranch back in 1933, have been working it ever since.

Well, Edith has. Ken died back in ‘87. 

And now Edith, well...that’s what they two men are meaning to talk about.

“So how much longer you think it’s gonna be?” Stan asks. The sheriff’s sporting his white cowboy hat and blue jeans, a big ol’ buckle holding them up proclaiming his rodeo win some years ago. Lined eyes, a tight mouth, a steady hand – that’s Sheriff Stan Kincaid.

“I was hoping she’d be done by now.” Rand rubs his jaw. Elected two cycles ago, Rand is happy to be one of the three commissioners representing the 13,000 people living in Duchesne County. He’s wearing clothes nearly identical to Stan, though his shirt is pinstriped whereas Stan’s is solid white. A couple years younger, Rand’s sporting fewer lines around his eyes than the sheriff and his mouth upturns into a smile a lot more often, that’s for sure.

“Was supposed to be a week, right?”

“Right. So two more days.”

The sheriff massages the back of his neck. “Shit, let’s hope so.”

Rand chuckles. “What, getting complaints about her already?”

“Not so much complaints, but you know the locals. Woman in charge? Strong-willed? Independent? Won’t take no sass?” Stan scoffs. “Just what they wanted here – another East Coast, know-it-all liberal.”

“How do you know she’s a liberal?”

“Oh c’mon, Rand – you think she voted for Bush?!”

“Maybe she went for Perot.”

“Bullshit. She’s a Clinton voter through and through, no doubt in my mind.”

“Then they’ll love her down at Hap’s.”

That just gets an eyeroll from Stan. But a few moments later he says, “I don’t see why that damn woman’s got to get involved anyhow.”

“You know why. Because the insurance company says she has to. Because of the owner. And his history with this paranormal bullshit.”

“We don’t have any of that bullshit here, Rand, and you know it.”

“Yeah, you and I both. But that doesn’t stop the stories from getting out.”

“What stories?”
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Anton Freemantle sits in the cab of the pickup truck as it barrels down the road. He glances up at himself in the rearview mirror. 

In his 70s now, Anton isn’t the young man he once was. His once jet-black hair has now gone completely white and thinned out considerably. Wrinkles line his face, though the good kind. More from laughing than from frowning. His chest and gut have grown, and not in a good way. Aches and pains greet him each morning when he gets up. It’s hell to get old.

Dust clouds up behind the vehicle as it turns this way and that on the slightly bending road. 

The Greek runs a hand over his brow, wiping away the slight sheen of sweat that’s already forming there. Yeah, just a little past 9 in the morning but already the day promises to be a scorcher. And it’s not even summer yet!

Anton frowns.

He hates to think what it’ll be like working here in the coming months. If April is already this hot, how’s that bode for May and June and July?

Anton promised himself he’d have the bones of the project done by fall. 

That means all the foundations laid, scaffolding up on most of ‘em, and the start of the walls and ceilings on what promises to be the largest housing development this area of the state’s ever seen.

Anton glances up into the rearview mirror, looks himself in the eye.

That’s how Milo would want it.

The developer frowns. 

Anytime he thinks of Milo he frowns.

Even now, four years after his death.

No parent should have to bury a child.

But Anton did, anguished, the sound of Helen – Milo’s wife, now widow – crying off in the distance. The funeral had been good. A big one. People from all over. Milo was popular, had a lot of friends. 

It wasn’t supposed to be like this.

Anton pushes those thoughts from his mind.

What the hell is he doing thinking all glum anyways? It’s a beautiful day! The men are out in the field working! Everything is going off without a hitch and this project promises to be the remarkable coda on a wondrous career. Then, finally, after nearly three decades of nonstop work, Anton can retire.

The Greek smiles.

Yes, this promises to be a great day.
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Back on the ranch house’s front porch, Rand shakes his head and gives a little sneer, stares at Stan as if he’s kidding. What stories? C’mon!

“You know what stories, Stan. Don’t pretend you don’t. The stories of the sightings. The UFO’s or whatever. The ones that egghead Junior Hicks was tracking back in the Seventies. Asking all those school kids about.”

“Yeah, I remember.”

“Then the mutilations. How many cattle have we lost here in the county over the past ten years to that weirdness? Thirty, forty, fifty or more?”

“I’d say thirty, if I even went that high.”

“And half those are right here, Stan. Right here on the Myers ranch. You and I both know it. And it’s not just the damn cows. It’s the sightings. And I’m not talking UFOs. Actual...things. Creatures. Animals running then walking upright.”

“Which we’ve checked out before, finding nothing substantial.”

“Not to mention the curse,” Rand says, on a roll now. “They say it’s all over the land here, not just the ranch. Mostly centered on the fort, in fact.”

“What curse, Rand? The ones the drunks are always carrying on about when they’ve already polished off a six-pack each down at Haps or Bluster’s or Swain’s Roadhouse? C’mon. That’s all laid off oil workers full of piss and vinegar and blaming anyone but themselves.”

“Whatever. You know the stories. You know they’re out there. Not a month goes by we don’t have some yokel from the city that read something in some magazine about the area and shows up to see for himself.”

“And we catch ‘em before they can harm themselves and take ‘em to the edge of town. Boom – problem solved!”

“It’s getting even worse now with that damn internet.”

“Internet my ass. That stupid computer shit won’t last. Blip on the radar. A fad.”

“Maybe. Maybe not. Either way, Kinsey Miller’s here and she’s doing her paranormal investigating stuff and she’s got a few days left to go.”

“Well, the sooner we can get her out of here the better. She’s got the locals all riled-up and I’ve got my hands full with Anton’s men as it is.”

“Just be glad he’s got a skeleton crew on site. Because once she’s done investigating and insurance signs off, he’s gonna have a hundred guys here.”

“Christ, just what the town needs.”

“We need the money they’ll be spending, that’s for sure.”

“But can we survive it? Already I’ve had two complaints from Sandy down at Hap’s. Two this week, and it’s only Tuesday!”

“I’m gonna talk to Anton about that just as soon as...”

Rand trails-off as he sees Anton’s truck coming down the road, a sizable dust cloud behind it.

“Here he is now,” the county commissioner says. “C’mon, let’s tell him.”
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Anton continues driving, continues thinking.

Yes, he’s come a long way since stepping off that boat in New York all those years ago, fresh from Greece and not a word of English in his head.

But he’d made it work.

He’d made it rich.

And now he’d make this area of Utah the same.

Life’s been good to the developer, that’s for sure. Owner of AFC Construction, a multi-million dollar company he started from scratch. He’s come a long way from hauling wheelbarrows of cement when he first came over from Greece in the 60s. Back then he was fit and thin and could nearly lift a cement truck all by himself. Now he’s fatter, a bit stooped, and doesn’t walk as quickly as he once did. He’s certainly not lifting cement trucks. Mostly just the TV remote these days. But he still likes to get out to the job site, still likes to check in on his men. Especially on a job like this, one that means so much to him...to his legacy. It would’ve meant a lot to Milo as well if he hadn’t been...

Anton frowns, let’s that thought trail-off. He loves thinking of his son Milo. He just hates it when those thoughts trend toward his death.

Anton changes that frown into a smile, looks up at the clear blue sky and does his best to clear his head. 

He takes in a deep breath of the Utah air. 

Clean, fresh, not a hint of diesel or smog or garbage or any of that big city nonsense out here, none at all.

This is the place. This is the life.

The road begins to turn and Anton steers the truck with it. That’s when the ranch house comes into view.

The Myers’ house.

Anton gets to it. Usually he’d speed on by as he heads out to whatever spot his team is working that particular day.

But today he slows.

Because there’s a truck parked at the house, and a car.

And not just any truck, not just any car.

Rand’s truck.

A sheriff’s car.

“Shit,” Anton says under his breath as he slows and starts making the turn for the driveway. “What the hell is it this time?!”
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Kinsey smiles as she remembers that conversation with Russell.

Now here she is, doing the job that Russell hired her for. Figuring out this ranch for Siemens Insurance Group. Some place in the middle-of-nowhere Utah that she thought she’d never be in a million years. Yet now here she is.

She and her team – Miles and Daniel and Anna. They’ve worked all over the country together over the past few years, ever since Kinsey got her company going. 

So far they’ve been here at the ranch for three days. Just two more to go in their week-long investigation. 

The investigation to determine if the place is haunted. 

So far they haven’t seen much. 

Some lights in the sky. Maybe they were UFOs. But maybe they were just some government satellites changing position.

Lots of weird noises, mostly at night. But who’s to say those aren’t foxes or wolves or coyotes or other nocturnal creatures out for their nightly hunts?

About the only weird thing any of them has seen was last night with the orbs. 

Right here, in these fields, where the team is all set up now.

And...nothing.

“You’re sure?” Kinsey says to Miles as he continues to stand there, the thermal camera dangling off him.

“Positive. I’ve ran ‘em twice. There’s nothing out of the ordinary around here at all, nothing I tell you.”

It’s not exactly what Kinsey wanted to hear, but it’s what she expected. Ghosts? Aliens? Some strange, scary creature going bump in the night? Yeah, she’s heard it all before but has yet to find any proof, and that after dozens of investigations. 

No, the truth for Kinsey Miller is simple – ghosts don’t exist, never have and never will.

It’s a scam. 

A spoof. 

A con to get people’s money for the most part. 

Money.

That’s what it’s always about, no matter which side of belief you happen to fall on.

That’s the only thing Kinsey’s discovered in the five years she’s been doing this. There is no paranormal. Just hucksters out to make a quick buck. No evil spirits. No hauntings. No alien visitations. No monsters under the bed. 

No, the only monsters Kinsey’s ever encountered walk on two legs and usually wear fancy suits and keep banker’s hours. 

Men are the true monsters in this world. Always have been, always will be.

Which is just fine.

That means she can pack up and leave soon. 

There’s nothing here on this ranch.

It’s time to go.

Besides the job ending and the funding grant coming to an end, there are countless outside interests converging to pressure Kinsey to write the report they want.

Developers. 

County officials. 

Neighbors. 

Townies. 

Entertainers and researchers. 

They all want a piece of this place. The legend, the myth, the profits.

But at the same time, maybe that pressure will be exactly the thing that does their hopes in for good.

Because all the speculation going on is driving up the negative energy around here.

Kinsey can feel it.

Something is going to happen.

She can’t quite put her finger on it, but she can feel it...it...something...

Kinsey chuckles and shakes her head and laughs. “Oh, c’mon!” she says to herself. “You know you don’t believe in any of this stuff!”

And she doesn’t. 

Right?
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Rand stands in front of the ranch house as if waiting for someone or something. The sheriff is right there with him, picking at his nails. When Rand spots Anton’s truck coming down the drive, he puts his hand up and waves.

His eyes stare out at Anton, a mixture of warmth and understanding behind them, but cut through with just the right amount of skepticism and mistrust that all the locals around here seem to have.

Anton’s mouth slides into a frown.

So...what’s Rand doing here? And the sheriff with him?

The Greek glides his truck up next to Rand’s, cuts the engine and gets out. The county commissioner gives a nod and tips his white cowboy hat and starts toward the developer, his cowboy boots clicking against the loose gravel scattered here and there. The sheriff ignores him.

“Morning, Rand,” Anton says, a cheerful smile coming to his face as he extends his arm. “What brings you out here today?”

“Anton,” Rand says, extending his own arm as he’s still a few feet away. The men meet and shake and Anton crosses his arms over his chest while Rand puts his on his hips. Behind them, Stan gives a wave and says, “Rand, I’ll be seeing you,” and then walks back to his patrol car and gets in and pulls out onto the road.

“Don’t tell me Russell at ol’ Siemens is acting up again?” Anton says a few moments after the dust has died back down, his eyes narrowing as he starts to guess what this visit might be about.

“Oh no, nothing like that.”

The Greek frowns. “Then my men are causing too much of a ruckus with the locals again, I take it.”

“Nope, no complaints in that department.”

Anton sucks in his breath, looks off for a second...past the house and over the fields and toward the 200-foot ridge of red rock and weathered mud that borders the ranch’s northern edge and dominates the view. Then he looks back at Rand. “Then let me guess. That woman and her team found something.”

Rand sighs, shakes his head. “No, no...none of that.”

“Then what?!”

“Well...it’s complicated.”

“Oh, come out with it already, man!”

“It’s the project.”

“Oh, not this again! We’ve been over this a dozen times, Rand. Probably more!”

“I know, I know. It’s just...”

“Just what?”

“It’s just becoming too much for the community.”

●

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

​11


[image: ]


“Too...” Anton starts to repeat, then huffs and shakes his head. “Rand, I’ve heard it all before. From you. From the town halls. From the locals on the street as I’m driving through town. And let me tell you one more time what I’ve been saying right from the start – this project is just what this community needs!”

“Might have needed, maybe,” Rand says, rubbing at his forehead, “back when oil prices were still high. Back when the community center at the reservoir was still a thing. Back when we had hope.”

“And that’s what this project is all about, Rand – hope! Don’t you see that!? Can’t you tell?!” Anton throws his arms up. “This housing development and the accompanying theme park are gonna transform this area, change it forever...change it for good, and for the good!”

“Yeah, yeah...we’ve heard your speeches before,” Rand says. “But the truth is, there’s just too much attention. Already too many looky-loos. And it’s causing me nothing but trouble. The town nothing but trouble.”

“Rand, don’t say that.”

“I have to! I have to because it’s true!”

“This is just what this town needs.”

“Oh, come off it! You’ve said that all before. You’ve been saying it for months. But so far all we’ve gotten out of it is your team of workers in town each night drinking too much and causing a fuss and making all the locals nervous and uncomfortable. Especially the women. It’s really starting to grate on the men in town.”

“I thought you just said they weren’t a problem, Rand. Well, which is it? Remember, I pulled ‘em out of that hotel in Roosevelt. Wouldn’t even let ‘em stay in Ballard, or even way down in Myton.”

“Yeah, yeah...and that made a difference.”

“As does having them sleeping out in tents, away from town.”

“Yeah, you didn’t have to do that, Anton, but it’s appreciated.”

“I know it is. And the men are fine with it. So...I’m not sure why I’m hearing all this talk from you today again, Rand. Not sure at all.”

“You know how the townsfolk are, Anton.”

“And you know what I do, Rand. You know my track record. You know what that record means for this community.”

“Yeah, well...I do, but...”

“But what?” Anton laughs, reaches his arm out and claps Rand on the back. “C’mon, you know my record. And don’t think I haven’t heard these doubts before. Like in Orem four years ago. Everyone thought a forty-unit apartment complex was a bad idea. Everyone said there was no need, it’d sit empty, they didn’t have the jobs to support it. Well, what happened? We built the damn thing and then the Walmart moves in and two years later I was putting in an eighty-unit complex. Eighty!”

“Yeah, I remember that, but...”

“Or how about up in Brigham City? City Council there was totally against my sixty-unit housing project. Said they had tons of ranch houses already, more than enough apartments, too. But I went ahead and built it anyway, and what happened? It filled up in under six months. Why? Because there was a demand for it. Demand for newer, trendier, kept-up-on homes...unlike the run-down affairs they had in spades.”

“Okay, but that’s Brigham City,” Rand says, a bit more assertiveness coming back into his voice. “That’s seventeen thousand versus the four thousand we’ve got here.” The county commissioner frowns and shakes his head. “I’m just not seeing the need for it here, Anton. I’m just not seeing the demand.”

“Well, it’s there. Let me tell you, son, it’s there.”

“I know you see it, but I don’t.”

That’s when Anton narrows his eyes and frowns and puts his hand on his hips, taking on a defiant stance, a defiant tone. “You know I don’t need your permission, right, Rand?”
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“Don’t need my...” Rand begins to repeat Anton’s words, then stops and cocks his head to one side and frowns. “Anton, come on now. Don’t be like that.”

“Like what?”

“You know what. Difficult.”

“You haven’t begun to see me being difficult, Rand. And let me tell you, I can go full-steam ahead on this if I want to. No one’s stopping me. You know there’s no city council or mayor or even a team of county commissioners standing in my way. Because this is private property and there’s nothing in the zoning laws that says I can’t do this.”

“Yeah, but a huge housing development...here...in the middle of nowhere, and then this silly theme park idea on top of it?” Rand chuckles. “C’mon, Anton. Who’s gonna come for that?”

“They’ll come, Rand. You know they will. You know the stories. You’ve lived here your whole life. You’ve heard about the sightings. The UFOs. The strange lights. The creatures. Hell, maybe you’ve even seen a few yourself.”

“Well, I haven’t. Most haven’t.”

“That hasn’t stopped the stories from getting out.”

“And our community has suffered for it.”

“Wouldn’t that suffering recede a bit if you mixed some profit in with it?” Rand is about to argue further, but Anton puts his hand up and talks right over him. “Okay, okay...I get it, Rand. I really do. I’ve had pushback before, believe you me! But you’ve said it to me before. The community needs help. The whole area does. Roosevelt. Ballard. Fort Duchesne. Even all the way down in Myton. The area’s suffering Rand, has been for a long time. Even before the bust and the bottom of the oil market fell out. Even before the closure of the community center. But this project can change all that. It can fix things. Make things better. Make them go back to how they were.”

“And how were they, Anton, and when? You never stepped foot in this part of the state until you got this crazy, hair-brained scheme of yours going.”

“That’s not true, Rand, and you know it. You know Milo loved this area.”

Rand frowns. “Milo, yeah...yeah, I’m sorry.”

Anton moves forward once more, claps Rand on the back. “It’s alright, pal.”

“I guess I’m just doubtful this morning,” Rand says after a few moments have passed.

“You don’t have to be. You know my record. You know I get things done. And this’ll be no different.”

“If you can even get it done.”

“Why wouldn’t I?”

Rand looks off, frowns. “This area...it doesn’t like change.”

“That’s a load of hooey and you know it.”

“Lot of strange things have been happening lately,” Rand says, still looking off and acting like he hadn’t heard. “A lot more than usual.”

“Little green men from outer space again?”

“Some of the locals are acting up because of it,” Rand says, ignoring the jest. “Some of the crazier-than-usual-ones.”

“They can act up all they like. They have no bearing on this project.”

“They’re saying the Trickster is out and about again, and working with the Skinwalker.”

“Bedtime stories to scare unruly kids.”

Rand looks back at the developer. “They take that stuff real seriously here, Anton.”

“It’s all bullshit to me, Rand.”

“Yeah, well...I dunno. They’re pretty serious. They say....

Rand trails off as a sound comes to the men from the distance. A faint...staccato tone of a sound...

“Honking,” Anton says, his eyes narrowed and one hand up to his forehead to block out the sun as he peers off into the distance.

“There!” Rand says, his arm shooting up and his hand pointing out the truck just then coming into view.

Anton sees it...sees it and frowns.

For it’s one of his trucks.

One his men use.

When they’re out in the field, working.

So...why are they driving over here?

What the hell is going on?!
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The truck with “AFC” etched into the side pulls up to the ranch house in a swirl of dust and squealing brakes.

Moments later, men are spilling out of the cab. 

They see Anton standing there.

So they firm up and try to add an air of respectability to themselves as they hustle forward.

“Boss,” the first one says, Sid.

“Yeah, what is it? I thought you boys were out in the field all day getting the last of those foundations in.”

“We are. I mean, we were. I mean–”

Ptui! “What he means, boss,” Barney says, taking over and shoving Sid to the side, “is that we were out in the field working but then we hit something.”

“Something?”

“We don’t know what?”

“Don’t know...” Anton trails off and begins to shake his head. “How the hell could you not know what you hit?!”

“Couldn’t see nothin’ in the hole, boss!” Carl shouts out.

“Not-Not a damn thing!” Ronnie adds.

Before Anton can get another word in, Barney tells about the crunching and grinding and the terrible noise, them hitting something and then the backhoe smoking and shutting down. 

“Jesus,” Anton says.

“Yeah, boss,” Barney agrees. 

Anton stares at the four men before him. Good men all around, though not the smartest bunch in the world. But then, what construction crew is? 

“I guess we’d better go take a look,” the developer says, glancing from his men to Rand still standing there and then back again.

“Wanna ride with us, boss?”

“Might as well,” Anton says.

The men whoop and holler a bit, as if this is some rare treat, riding with the boss. Then Barney tells all but Sid to get in the back of the truck and their excitement turns to grumbling. Rand squeezes into the cab with the others.

Soon, though, the men are tooling back down the road the way they came. Over slight dips and rises in the land, the road rolling up and down with ‘em. Sage and yucca and desert fern bushes here and there, the creek off in the distance. The sun beats down and magpies and starlings and northern flickers dart and flit amongst the tall grasses.

They’re a couple miles from the ranch house when Sid brings his hand up and points. “There they are,” he says.

“There who...” Anton starts to say, then when he sees the truck and the tent and the RV he says, “...oh.”

“Them,” Barney says, and not in a good way.

The truck cruises down the road, the paranormal investigation team off to their right in the fields. 

They have their RV.

Their truck.

That big open-air tent.

Lots of small tables with various boxes and radios and electronic equipment and God-knows what else.

They’re out in the field. Working or taking samples or...or something. Anton doesn’t know what. Neither do Barney or Sid or the men riding in the back. 

“Paranormal investigation,” Barney says under his breath, chortling before he spits a goodly-sized wad of tobacco out the window. Ptui!

“Load of crap, if you ask me,” Sid says.

Anton just stays quiet, just looks on. 

The men next to him snort, thinking those folks are wasting their time. Anton shares much of that opinion but at the same time he knows how important those folks are, how critical they are to his project. 

Because whatever they decide about this ranch will determine if the insurance company signs off on his project. 

So he hopes they find nothing. Hopes and prays.
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Kinsey stands in the pop-up tent, the four poles spaced out enough to fit the large equipment table in under the canopy.

The equipment. Oh jeez, the equipment!

To say Kinsey has it all would be an exaggeration. 

Yeah, there are EMF meters to detect and determine electromagnetic fields. EVP recorders to capture any ghostly voices that might be heard. Spirt boxes to scan the radio frequencies spirits are most likely to use. Thermal cameras to detect temperature changes, a tell-tale signal a ghost is near. Kinect cameras to detect motion and potentially visualize ghostly apparitions. 

Yeah, a lot...but not all. 

If Kinsey had her way she’d have the latest in ghost hunter goodies.

A Flux 2 Response Device to ask questions of spirits and actually get a response. 

An REM pod with temperature gauge to give real-time alerts when temperatures fluctuate even the minutest of degrees.

And last but not least, a Para Force Cyclops shadow motion detector with self-calibration plus infrared motion readers and small enough to fit in your pocket!

Oh, Christmas would come early if she could get her hands on one of those!

To say all that stuff cost an arm and a leg would be an understatement. It cost a lot more, a lot more. In fact...

Kinsey’s recalibrating one of the EVP recorders when Anna comes up to her. “Someone’s coming,” she says, her arm coming up to point at the road.

A second later, the others spot it. She hears Miles say, “There, dust.”

“Someone’s coming down the road, and fast,” Daniel adds.

“Looks like a truck,” Miles says, his hand going up to block out the sun.

“It is,” Daniel says with a nod when he can make it out. “An AFC truck.”

Kinsey’s head goes up. Sure enough, there’s one of the construction trucks moving now. Packed, too. Four crammed together in the cab and another two in the back. 

And is that...Anton?

Kinsey pulls her head back, frowns. Anton Freemantle himself, the head of Anton Freemantle Construction, the AFC that’s plastered on everything he owns. Big ol’ Greek guy, happy, jolly, but with a threatening air of intimidation right under the surface. Kinsey doesn’t trust him, doesn’t really feel safe or comfortable around him.

Anna sees them, too. “The construction crew,” she says with a groan. “Ugh, I hate those guys.”

“Worst assholes in town,” Daniel says, “and that’s saying something in a place like this.”

“Asshole-central down at the local bar scene, huh?” Kinsey says with a slight grin on her face. 

“Oh, the local bar scene. Don’t even get me started!” Miles says, throwing his hands up. 

Daniel leans in toward Kinsey and says in a low voice, “Can you believe they don’t even serve daiquiris?”

Kinsey gasps. “Anywhere?”

“Nowhere!”

“My God!”

“My thoughts exactly!!”

“How will you live?”

“I. Don’t. Know!”

“Well, they’re certainly not racing to town to get daiquiris, that’s for sure,” Anna says.

“What are they doing?” Miles says.

“Right?” Daniel says, coming up. “What the hell are they doing racing around this early?” 

“Maybe they ran out of beer. It is past ten in the morning already.”

That gets a few chuckles from everyone.

“Well, something’s happening,” Anna says.

“No shit,” Daniel says. “That’s Anton himself in the truck there.”

“And I saw that county commissioner guy, too,” Miles says.

“Rand,” Kinsey says, easily recalling his name. She’s spoken with him quite a bit since being here. In fact, he’s the point man on site for this project, coordinating things with Russell and Siemens Insurance. 

“Oh great!” Miles says. “Two bigwigs in one truck. That ain’t good.”

“Where do you think they’re rushing off to so fast?” Anna asks, glancing at the others.

“Beats me,” Miles says. 

“Oh c’mon, Miles,” Daniel says. “You heard that loud ‘popping’ noise just the same as I did.”

“It was loud,” Anna says.

“Yeah, because it was an electrical short,” Kinsey says. 

Miles shakes his head. “Way out here?!” 

Kinsey nods. “They were digging and they hit something, I’m sure of it.”

“Maybe,” Anna says.

“And...maybe we should go check it out,” Miles says then, his brow rising slightly as he looks to the others.

Excitement. 

Anticipation. 

Both build in the four as they look at each other, then to their truck. Finally the two men break out into a dash toward the vehicle, shouting, “Me first!” as they race to it.

The two women aren’t far behind.
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Kinsey and her team get in the truck and race down the road, eating the dust of the construction crew the whole way.

It’s a short way, though, just two miles from their site.

They get there and see the AFC truck stopped in a field near some holes and a backhoe. The men are out and looking and pointing and blaming. 

“Doesn’t look good,” Daniel says.

“They’re mad about something, that’s for sure,” Miles adds.

“Let’s see what it is,” Anna says, and steers the truck that way.

They pull up by the construction truck and park and get out and the men turn baleful, distrusting stares their way.

“Hey guys,” Anna says, all good cheer and smiles.

They get no response, at least not until Rand breaks himself away from the group and shuffles on over.

“Kinsey, guys,” he says, looking from her to her teammates and back again. “What’s up?”

“We came to ask you the same,” Kinsey says, then nods toward the backhoe and the hole and the men standing around both. “What happened?”

“Yeah, we heard a loud ‘popping’ sound a bit ago,” Daniel says.

“Something break?” Miles adds.

Rand shakes his head as the four new arrivals move closer to the hole, looks down at his feet. “Nothing for you to worry about.”

Kinsey gets close enough to the dig and then crosses her arms over her chest, gives him a stern look. “Jesus, Rand – that’s deep!”

“It’s fine,” the county commissioner says sheepishly, again looking down.

Kinsey frowns. “You know you shouldn’t be digging down that deep. It’s against the rules.”

That’s when a new voice says, “We have permission.”

Kinsey turns, looks over her shoulder. 

It’s Anton. 

Anton Freemantle, the head of the proposed project, the man Kinsey’s investigation will either help or hurt, depending on its outcome.

“Permission?” Kinsey says, her face screwing up as her head shoots back a bit. “From whom?”

“Edith.”

“Edith Myers? She’s in the home! She can barely even recognize her own brother-in-law anymore! You think she’s signed off on this?!”

Anton nods. “That’s exactly what she’s done.”

“What?! How?”

“Through her power of attorney.”

“Power...” Kinsey shakes her head and crosses her arms across her chest. “And who the hell is that?!”

“That very same brother-in-law. Garth Myers.”

“But...” Kinsey starts to say, then realizes she can’t really say anything. She has no say in ranch operations or what ownership wants to do, or who they allow to do it. That owner is Edith Myers, has been since 1933 when she and her late husband Ken started the place, built it up from scratch right out of the windswept plains. 

Yeah, Kinsey knows about Edith’s health. She knows she’s practically on her deathbed there in that nursing home in Roosevelt. And she knows that eventually the ranch will change hands. That’s the whole reason she
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