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Prologue
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Several preteen children, of Native American descent, are sitting atop a huge granite boulder on the side of a steep hill. They are there to listen to one of the tribe’s elders, known by them as the Old One.

The old man, well into his eighties, rubs wrinkled hands together as he stares at the boys and girls within his presence.

“I have had a vision,” he begins.

The children all grow silent as they listen.

“You must all leave this valley. You must do this now if you do not want to be haunted by what is coming. Do not return home, but head up the mountain.”

But what about our families?” asked a boy.

“They must deal with what comes, but each of you has been chosen in my vision to live and tell the tale that will soon unfold,” the Old One warns.

“Where do we go?” a girl inquired.

He points to the tallest mountain in view.

“Climb the trail to the top and stay there for two nights. I have left you food and blankets there. Do not return until two days from now. You have been chosen to carry out this task. Now go!”

The old man watches as the dozen children climb up through the boulders and make their way to the crest of the hill. At least they will survive.

He looks back down into the valley. There is the town of Lone Wolf sitting dead center. At the north end of the valley is the dam that holds in the lake. Granite mountains surround the area in an arid, desert landscape.
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CHAPTER ONE
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Lisa Samms stepped off the bus and looked around for her grandparents. They were nowhere in sight. She sighed to herself as she collected her luggage and found a bench to sit on in front of the depot.

The town looked like it had seen better days. Lisa only saw a few cars parked in front of the many vacant buildings that made up the main street. She doubted there were more than thirty houses lining the neighborhood the next block over. A large, two-story building apparently served as the Elementary, Middle and High School. Looked to be only one church in town with no grocery store, no gas station, not even a Dollar General. It was no wonder her mom had left town after graduating and never returned. Lisa was beginning to rethink her decision to come visit the grandparents she barely knew.

An official looking vehicle pulled up to the curb. Lisa noticed ‘Sheriff’ was written on the side. The passenger window rolled down.

“Are you Lisa?”

This was not the sort of greeting she had expected. Lisa looked at the man, who appeared to be around the same age as her parents and smiled. “Yes.”

Without further ado, the man got out of his car and came around to open the vehicle door for her.

“I’m Sheriff Chaney. Your grandfather just called me to ask if I would pick you up and take you out to the ranch. He was having some trouble with one of the calves and running late.”

Lisa stood as he helped her with the bags and tossed them in back of the car. She then sat in the front as he closed the door for her. At least she knew the sheriff was not only a friend of her grandparents, but a gentleman as well.

“What do you think of our little town?” he asked after getting behind the wheel.

“It is smaller than I imagined,” Lisa stated.

The sheriff laughed as he pulled onto the empty street and headed out of town. “So, this is your first time to visit?”

“Yeah, we live in Ohio. My folks aren’t much for doing the vacation thing. I was a bit surprised they didn’t stop me from traveling this far by myself.”

“How old are you, if you don’t mind my asking?”

Lisa grinned at the question. “I’m sixteen.”

“Well, you seem quite capable of getting around on your own. How was the bus ride?”

She frowned. “Too crowded for my liking and it took much too long to get here. Next time I take a trip it will be on a plane.”

“How is your mother?” he asked.

“Fine...”

The man actually blushed. “We went to school way back in the day. Truth is, we were best friends before she ran off to the big city to go to college.”

“Was your name Tom?” Lisa asked excitedly.

“It still is. That’s me.”

“I have heard all sorts of stories about how you and her used to go up in the mountains and hang out with some old Indian Shaman. She said he was always giving advice, when he wasn’t telling spooky stories about the valley.”

“That would be Old Man Cody.”

“He isn’t still alive, is he?”

He smiled. “I actually saw him a few days ago, and he is still telling tales to the local kids. You will have to go out and meet him before you leave. He is quite a character.”

“This is so cool,” Lisa stated. “My mom said you were always her best friend growing up. It is nice to finally put a face to the guy in the stories.”

“It’s nice to be remembered so fondly,” he added.

They grew silent as Lisa viewed the desert countryside and wondered why anyone would want to live in such a remote and barren place. Even the nearby mountains offered no refuge. Without trees, the granite boulders looked harsh and uninviting. She was used to the plush fields of the Ohio farming country. The American Southwest was not living up to her standards.

“How far do my grandparents live from town?”

“Only about five miles.”

“I assume there must not be a lot of crime if you have the time to taxi me so far,” she noted.

“Lone Wolf is pretty quiet. Not being on any main road also keeps the tourists away.”

“What about the lake I saw at the other end of the valley? That dam looked pretty big.”

“It is a reservoir, mainly for drinking and irrigation. There is no campground or boat docks because we want to keep the water clean,” he explained.

“And I was hoping to go swimming.”

“There is a nice little cow pond at your grandparents.”

“Oh, gosh. Hold me back,” Lisa jeered.

“There is the ranch.” He pointed toward a huge stone house, built of granite rocks that stood against some giant boulders. There were a grove of pecan trees to one side of the house and a barn on the other. This was the place her mother had been raised.

“Are you nervous?” the sheriff asked.

“A bit, the last time my grandparents came to visit I was only ten years old.”

“That is a good stretch of time, but they are good people. It won’t take you long to feel at home,” he assured her.

“I hope so.”

She then noticed the stocky woman coming out the front door of the house. Her grandmother was only in her late fifties, but to Lisa, she looked so old. She figured the hard ranch life and parching sun was what made the woman wrinkled and leathery before her time.

“How are you?”

Lisa got out of the vehicle and gave her grandmother a big hug. “I’m fine, Grandma. How are you?”

Martha stood back to really look at her. “You are all grown up. I was half expecting a little girl with curly brown hair. But here you are, a young woman.”

“Almost as pretty as her mother was at that age,” Tom added, pulling her luggage from the back.

“Bring that on in the house and stay for some fresh iced tea,” Martha instructed him, grabbing Lisa by the arm and leading her to the house.

“I can’t stay long,” he said. “There are some last minute things that need to be taken care of for the rodeo and Founder’s Day Parade.”

Martha gave Lisa a squeeze. “You are so lucky to have come just in time for the town to celebrate its 150th Anniversary. We have a parade tomorrow morning and the rodeo later in the evening. All day long there will be food trucks and games going on at the school.”

“Sounds exciting,” Lisa lied.

“Everyone from all over Ghost Valley will be here. This is a pretty big deal for us in these parts,” Martha continued, “Even if there might be a little protest from a few of the Indians.”

This caught Lisa’s attention. “Protest?”

The sheriff dropped the luggage inside the entry as they went into the large living area. “Michele is the only one stirring up trouble this year. I had a little talk with her and she promised nothing more than a few posters and her usual speech about how the town was founded on the blood of her people.”

Martha frowned. “I wish she’d get over it. That was literally 150 years ago. None of us here now had anything to do with it.”

“You know Michele. She has always been an advocate for her tribe. At least her heart is in the right place,” he noted.

Lisa wanted to hear more as she plopped down on a big chair in front of the fireplace. “Should it be assumed that Ghost Valley was named for all the spirits of those dead Native Americans?”

Martha chuckled, “Hasn’t your mother told you any of the stories about this valley?”

Lisa grinned. “She has. I know all about the massacre of the native village that once stood where the town now is. And how the Medicine Man placed a curse on the valley and all who lived there.”

Tom glanced at Martha. “Nice to know we haven’t been completely forgotten.”

“My mom also told me something about a ghostly white stallion that lives in the mountains. She said her and Tom were always looking for it, but had no luck.”

“It is still out there somewhere,” he stated, staring out the window at the valley.

“Now you are talking about an entirely different tale,” Martha interjected. “Old Man Cody always told me as a child that the ghost stallion could only be ridden by a descendant of the original folks who settled here in the valley to break the curse.”

“But this town is full of old curses. There is also the gypsy tale about sacrificing the first born of each generation to have prosperity in the valley,” added the Sheriff.

Lisa grinned. “How did a gypsy curse come about?”

Tom turned to her. “This entire area was settled by a group of traveling gypsies. All of us who live here are descendants of those folks.” He paused a moment before continuing, “Even you.”

“What?” she looked at her grandmother.

“I’m afraid it’s true. There is a lot of gypsy blood in our family.”

“I never knew that,” Lisa acknowledged.

“Surprising your mother didn’t tell you. Especially considering how much she hated the fact that we had a witch for a relative,” Martha stated.

Lisa suddenly realized whom they were talking about. She had always heard about Granny Charlotte being a mean old lady. The woman was close to no one, not even her own daughter or granddaughter. Her mother had warned her to keep away from the cranky old woman.

“So, my great-grandmother is a witch?”

Martha rolled her eyes. “Switch out the W for a B and you’ve got my mamma.”

The Sheriff chuckled.

Martha went on, “She lives in town. I haven’t spoken to her in over twenty years.”

“How is that even possible in a town this size? You have to have run into one another on occasion?” Lisa surmised.

“Oh, we do. She always looks away without so much as a word. I tried in the beginning, but finally gave up. She is too stubborn to change her ways now,” Martha added.

“Maybe if I went to visit.”

Martha shook her head. “Don’t you even think about it? She hates visitors.”

“That is true,” Sheriff Chaney agreed. “Charlotte has run me off her place more than once.”

Lisa was about to ask for more information when a back door slammed. She turned around to see a heavy man coming into the room. It was her grandfather Jack.

“How’s my baby girl?” he howled, grabbing her with his strong arms and lifting her off the ground in a tight hug.

“It’s good to see you too, Grandpa.”

He put her down and stood back to look her over. “I can’t believe how much you’ve grown. You are a young lady now. And what luck it is for us that you are here for Founder’s Day weekend.” He gave Martha a side look. “Now you can experience your grandma’s prize winning pecan pie.”

Martha blushed as she went to her husband’s side and wrapped her arms around him.

The Sheriff whispered to Lisa, “He isn’t exaggerating. She makes the best pie in the valley.”

Lisa smiled as she got this firsthand glimpse of who her grandparents were. They seemed like simple farm folk, and she liked that fact, wondering why her mother had never come back to visit?

“Now that you are here the celebration is going to be even better,” Jack stated with a grin.

The sheriff moved toward the door. “I need to head to town. Some of the vendors are going to be setting up for tomorrow and I should let them know what area they need to be in.”

“Well, thank you for picking up our granddaughter. I just let myself lose track of time today,” Jack stated as he shook the other man’s hand.

“Always a pleasure to help out, and this way I got to meet the daughter of my childhood friend.”

Lisa watched as he exited the house and headed toward his car before turning to her grandparents. “He seems like a really nice guy.”

“Tom always was a good kid. That’s why we didn’t mind him and your mom running around together,” Jack said.

Martha added, “We had hoped they might marry.”

This was news to Lisa. “So, they dated?”

“Yup, starting their Junior year. Tom was in love with your mother, but she was more set on getting away from this town than the thought of settling down here and raising a family,” Jack explained.

“We missed her dearly.” Martha sat down on the sofa as Jack took the recliner, leaving the loveseat for Lisa. “Tom never did get married. I think he still pines for your mother.”

“Now I feel sorry for him,” Lisa sighed.

Martha reached over and patted her leg. “Don’t worry about Tom. He may have never married, but he has been raising his nephew for ten years now. His sister met a tragic end and
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