For a thousand years the Pale King lay mantl ed in dark, enchanted
slunber, inprisoned in his desol ate dom nion of Inbrifale.

And t hen

2 The derelict school bus blewinto town with the | ast m dni ght gal e of
Cct ober.

Weary brakes whined in conplaint as the vehicle pulled off a stretch of
Col orado nountain two-lane and into an open field. Beneath a patina of.
hi ghway grime that spoke of countl ess days and countless niles, the
bus's sl apdash jacket of white paint-a shade called Pearly Gates, just
five-ninetynine a gallon at the Ace Hardware in downtown Leavenwort h,
Kansas-gl owed |i ke bones in the phantasmal |ight of the setting horned
nmoon. The bus's fol ding door squeaked open, and two pai nted-over stop
signs fl opped out fromthe vehicle's sides |like stunted angel w ngs. One
si gn admoni shed Repent Your Sins Now, while the other advertised Two for
the Price of One.

A figure stepped fromthe bus. Wnd hissed through dry grass around his
ankl es and plucked with cold fingers at his black nortician's suit. He
reached up a quick, long hand to keep his broad-brinmed pastor's hat

pl anted on his head, then gazed into the darkness with dark eyes.

"Yes, this will do fine," he whispered in his steel-rasp and
Sout her n- honey- pecan voice. "This will do just fine."

Then the man-who had been call ed nany nanes in the past, but who these
days went by the noni ker of Brother
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Cy-leaned his scarecrow frame toward the bus, |ike a | odgepol e pine
bendi ng before the storm and called through the open door

"W have arrived!"

A chorus of excited voices answered him Soneone flicked on the bus's
hi gh beans, and two cones of |ight cut through the night. The rear

ener gency door swung open, hinges creaking, and a dozen shadowy forns

| eaped out. They dragged a heavy bundle into the field and unrolled it
with deft nmovenments. More dimfigures scurried fromthe back of the bus,
wrangl i ng poles and rope, and hurried to join the others. Brother Cy
stalked to the center of the field and paced a wide circle, digging the
heel of his worn black boot into the turf at neasured intervals. Wen
the circle was conplete, he stood back and | ooked on in satisfaction
Here woul d stand his fortress.

Canvas snapped like a sail.

"Bl ast and dammation, watch that pole!" Brother Cy shouted as his
workers strained to stand a |l ength of wood as tall and thick as a tree
on end. A billow ng shape rose up before him 1like an el ephant | unbering

toits feet. Brother Cy prowl ed around it: the hungry lion

"Stake down that wall!" he roared. "Untangle those lines. Get a rope



t hrough that tackle. Now pull! Pull, or you'll think the Dark One's
domai n a sweet paradi se conpared to

the hell 1'lIl show you!" Brother Cy thrust his |anky arns above his
head. "Pul "

A score of dimfornms strained. The nound heaved itself higher into the
air, and higher yet, like a nountain being birthed. At last its pointed
peak reached the top of the high pole. Ropes were | ashed around wooden
posts and tied off, tray edges of canvas were skewered to the ground,

| engths of cord were tucked away. Where ninutes before there had been
enpty noonlight there now stood a tent. It was an ol df ashi oned ci rcus
tent, what in days gone by had been called a big top, torn and patched
in so many places it |looked as if it had been sewn fromthe trousers of
a hundred pennil ess cl owns.

Brot her Cy clapped his big hands together and | aughed |ike thunder.
"Now, |et the show begin!
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Like waiths in the half-light, the shadowy roustabouts bustled in and
out of the tent. Parti-col ored banners were unfurled. Collapsible

bl eachers were pulled fromthe back of the bus. Fire sprang to life in
dozens of punched-tin lanterns, carried inside in a gl ow ng procession
until the tent shone gold in the night. Last of all a sign was planted
in the earth before the tent's entrance. It proclained in bold, Gothic
letters:

BROTHER CY'S APOCALYPTI C TRAVELI NG SALVATI ON SHOW

Ai l ments Cured-Faith Restored-Souls Redeened

And bel ow that, scraw ed in crude script |ike an afterthought:

Cone on in-we want to save you

Brot her Cy stepped back, crossed his arnms, and surveyed his donain.
"Does all go well?" a clear voice asked behind him

He whirled around, and a cadaverous grin split his gaunt face.

"Indeed it does, Sister Mrrim" He reached out to help a woman down t he
steps of the bus. "Do you see? Qur citadel stands once nore."

Sister Mrrimgazed at the tent. Her visage was snmooth, even beautiful
but her ol d-fashioned garb was severe. She wore a tight-bodiced dress of
funereal black, as well as highbuttoned shoes, the kind that could stil
be found to this day in the downtown five-and-di ne of any nunber of
dusty Okl ahonma towns-the kind that bespoke the unforgiving hardness of
anot her century. Yet, even in the pale light of the crescent noon,

Sister Mrrims long hair shone flame red and fl ew about her on the wi nd.

A child followed Sister Mrrimdown the steps, a small girl clad in a

bl ack dress that was the older woman's in perfect mniature. Her hair,
however, was the color of the night, and she regarded Brother Cy with

wi se purple eyes. He lifted her into his arns. She coiled a small, coo
hand around his neck and pressed her soft rosebud mouth agai nst his cheek
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"I love you, too, Child Samanda," Brother Cy said in benusenent.
"But of course you do," she murnured

He set her down, and hand in hand the trio approached the tent..The w nd
whi stl ed through the ropes and lines, conjuring a sorrowful hym.

"WIl they come, Brother Cy?" Sister Mrrimasked, her voice |like the
call of a dove. "I have been | ooking, but | cannot see themyet."

He | ooked past the tent, down into the valley below, to a haphazard
collection of sparks that tw nkled in the highcountry night. Castle

City. There they huddled in the warmlight of their little houses,
unknowi ng of the darkness that approached. But it was so distant, this
dar kness, so strange, and so terribly far away. How could they know? How
could they realize that their very souls hung in the bal ance? Yet
somehow they nmust. That was why the three had journeyed here.

"They have to come," Brother Cy said at last. "There are an manv who
have a nart to nhiv "

Sister Mrrimshook her head, her question unanswered. ut will they?"

It was Child Samanda who spoke this tine.

"Ch, yes," she whispered. "They will cone." She slipped her tiny dol
hands fromthe larger grips that enclosed them and took a step nearer
the lights below "But there are two whose tasks will be far harder than
those of the others. W cannot know if they will have the strength to
bear their burdens."”

Brot her Cy gave a solemm nod. "Then we can pray, ny little bird."

A chill gust rushed down fromthe high peaks, and the three | ooked up to
see the tent shake under the blast. Shadows played crazily across the
canvas walls, cast fromw thin by lanterns dancing on their wires, as

t he roustabouts scranbled to brace the tent against the gale. Some of
the sil houettes were squat as stunps, while others were oddly tall, wth
fingers as slender as twigs. Sone of them bore what seened antlers,
branching |i ke young saplings fromtheir heads, while others | ooked as
if they wal ked on crooked legs, tails swishing in agitation behind them
However, rippling
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canvas could be a tw ster of shadows, and a player of tricks. The w nd
blewitself into nothing, the tent grew still, the shadows slipped away
fromthe walls.

"Come, let us go inside," Brother Cy nmurmured. "To wait for thenP"
Sister Mrrim asked.

Chi Il d Samanda nodded in conviction. "Yes, to wait." Hand in hand once
nore, they turned their backs on the night, stepped into the tent, and
left the small nountain town to sleep alone in the night bel ow

8
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Sonetimes the wind bl owing down fromthe nountains made Travis W I der
feel like anything could happen.

He coul d always hear it coming, long before the first telltale w sps of
snow-cl ean air touched his face. It would begin as a distant roar far up
t he canyon, nearly and yet not at all l|ike the ancient voice of a
stormswept ocean. Before long he could see it, rushing in wave after
wave through the forest that mantled the granite-boned ranges that
encircled the valley. Lodgepol e pines swayed in graceful rhythm while
cl oudl i ke aspen shivered green, then silver, then green again. Mnents
later, in abandoned fields just outside of town, he could hear the
witchgrass rattle a final portent as it whirled around in wild pagan
circles.

Then the wi nd would stri ke.

It would race down Elk Street-Castle City's broad mai n avenue-like an

i nvi si bl e ghost-herd of Indian ponies. Past MKay's General Store. Past
the Mosquito Cafe. Past the abandoned assay office, the M ne Shaft

Sal oon, the Blue Sumtmmit Earth Shop, and the faded Victorian opera house.
Dogs woul d bark and snap at passi ng newspaper tunbl eweeds. Strolling
tourists would turn their backs and shut their eyes to dust devils that
glittered with gum w appers and ci garette-pack cel |l ophane. Dude-ranch
cowboys woul d
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hold on to black hats with turquoi se-ringed hands while their dusters
fl ew out behind themlike rawhi de w ngs.

Maybe he was the only one in town crazy enough, but Travis |oved the

wi nd. He always had. He woul d step outside the buckshot-speckl ed door of
the M ne Shaft Sal oon, which he had the dubious distinction of owning

t hese days, and | ean over the boardwal k rail to face the gale full-on
There was no way to know from where the wind had journeyed, he reasoned,

or just what it might blow his way. He woul d breathe the qui ckening air,
sharp with the scents of cold nountain stone and sun-warmed pine, and
wonder whose lungs it had filled | ast-where they |ived, what |anguage

t hey spoke, what gods they courted, if they courted any at all, and what
dreans they dared dream behi nd eyes of a hundred different shapes and hues.

It was a feeling that had first struck himthe day he stepped off a

mud- spattered bus-a flatland kid rai sed between the straight and hazy
hori zons of Illinois-and drank in his virgin sight of Castle Gty. In

t he seven years since, the sensation had come to himw th surprising and
conforting regularity, never lessening in potency with time. Facing into
the wind always left himw th an ache of wordless longing in his chest,
and a feeling that he didn't have to choose between anythi ng, because
everyt hi ng was possi bl e.

Still, despite his many musings, there was no way Travis could have
i magi ned, on a chill evening caught in the gray time between the
gol d- and- azure days of fall and the frozen purple of wi nter night, just



exactly what the wind would blowinto Castle City, and into his life.
Later, |ooking back with the enpty clarity of hindsight, he would sift
through all the strange and unexpected events to pinpoint the precise
nmonent when things began to change. It had been a small happeni ng, so
smal | that he m ght not have remenbered it had it not been for the fact
that afterward things would never-could never-be the sanme again.

It was when he heard bells.

13 Afternoon sunlight fell as heavy as gold into the nountain valley as
Travis Wl der piloted his battered pickup truck toward town. Faint mnusic
crackled on the AMradio in time to the squawki ng dashboard. A paper air
freshener shaped |ike a pine tree bobbed on a string beneath the
rearview mrror, all the fake pine snell |ong since baked out of it by
years of the high-altitude sun. The engine growl ed as he downshifted and
swung around a curve at precisely twice the speed recommended by a
nearby road sign: a yellow diamond so full of shotgun holes it | ooked

i ke a chunk of Swi ss cheese.

"You're late, Travis," he said to hinself.'

He had spent nost of the afternoon on the roof of the ramshackl e hunting
| odge he called hone, nailing on tar paper and repl acing shingles torn
off by last night's windstorm It was past tinme to be getting ready for
the snow that the fat, red-furred marnots foreshadowed. Wen he finally
t hought to | ook up, the sun had been sinking toward the wall of
nmount ai ns that ringed the valley. Travis never had been good with tine.
But then, he never had been good with a lot of things. That was why he
had come here, to Castle City.

The regulars would start straggling into the Mne Shaft Sal oon by
sundown, and there were usually a few hapl ess tourists who had taken a
wrong turn off the highway and had ended up in Castle Cty by accident.
Legi ons of themcruised the twisting two-lanes this tine of year, to
ogl e the gold splendor of the nmountain autumm fromthe heated confort of
their rental cars. To nake matters worse, Mira Larson's book club was
nmeeting in the back room of the sal oon that evening. The topic:

Ni net eent h-Century French Novel s of Adultery. Travis shuddered at the

t hought of facing a dozen book |overs thwarted in their hell-bent desire
to discuss inplications of class structure in Flaubert's Madane Bovary.

A nervous whistle escaped his lips. "You are really, really late."
O course, Max woul d be at the sal oon.
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Max Bayfield was Travis's one and only enpl oyee. Max was supposed to be
wor ki ng the day shift today, although nore likely he was poring over the
sal oon's books, trying to find nmoney between the |lines. Travis supposed
that was what he got for hiring a refugee accountant from New York, but
at least there would be soneone there to pour a drink if a custoner
asked. Then again, it wasn't really a great idea to |let Max wangle the
bar on his own during busy hours, Travis could only hope Max wasn't
hovering around the jukebox again, telling custoners that while
listening to classical nmusic tenporarily raised one's IQ
country-western songs-with their sinplistic nelodic structure and
repetitive rhythm c schenes-did just the opposite.

H s sense of urgency redoubl ed, Travis punched the accel. erator, and



the truck flew out of the curve like a rock out of a slingshot.

He was about a nmile fromtown when a dil api dated shape fl ashed past the
truck's cracked wi ndshield. Hul king beside the road were the remains of
a house. Although he had passed it countless tines, like always, Travis
found his gaze drawn toward the ruin. The old place had burned years

ago, |long before he had cone to Castle City, yet somehow he knew t hat
even before it caught fire, this had been an ugly building. It was squat
and sprawming, with rows of small wi ndows that stared |ike hateful eyes
at the beauty of the mpuntains. Now the structure was nothing nore than
a shell, the husk of sone gigantic beetle that had died next to the road.

According to the stories Travis had heard, the house had been an

or phanage once. Built during the days of the Great Depression, the
Beckett-Strange Honme for Children had endured for decades as one of the
| argest orphanages in central Col orado, but about twenty years ago the
pl ace had burned. By then orphanages were well out of fashion, and the
Home was never rebuilt. Travis couldn't say he was sorry. There was
something ... wong about the ruin. He wasn't sure what it was, but

of ten when he passed it he found hinself thinking dark thoughts.
Thought s about fear, or suffering, or mayhem Mybe it was just that he
knew people had died in that fire. Not any of the children-they had al
escaped-but several of the Honme's workers had been trapped in the' roons,
and they had all been burned alive. At |least, that w
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what the runors told. Travis didn't know if the stories were true, but
if there was ever a place for ghosts, it was the remains of the
Beckett-Strange Honme for Children

The ol d orphanage slipped out of view, and Travis fixed his gaze on the
road ahead. This was the tinme of day when deer were inexplicably
conpelled to leap out and fling their bodies in front of noving cars. He
kept his eyes peeled. Except a noment |ater sonething caught his
attention, and it wasn't a deer. He downshifted, his hurry forgotten
Cears rattling in protest, the pickup slowed to a craw .

It was a bill board.

Tires ground on gravel, and the truck rolled to a halt on the shoul der

of the road. Travis peered out the driver's side wi ndow. Like so many
wooden artifacts in the high country, the bill board was bl eached and
splintering but curiously intact. The thing had to have seen a good
Sixty or seventy nountain winters in its existence, and even the nost
recent advertisenent plastered across its face was | ong faded. However,
he could still make out the ghostly shapes of people wearing clothes

t hat had been fashi onabl e two decades ago, |aughing as they sucked
snoot h, delicious snoke out of white sticks propped between | ong fingers.

H nges groaned, and the truck's heavy door swung open. Travis clinbed
out. Cold air sighed through clunmps of dry weeds, and he was gl ad for
his thick sheepskin coat. Beneath this he wore faded blue jeans and a
tan work shirt. Travis was a tall man, just on the | ean side of big, but
he had an unconsci ous tendency to hunch his broad shoul ders. At
thirty-three years his face was boyi sh, and when he sniled, his crooked
grin suggested a m schi evousness that was not altogether msleading. Hs
hair was the exact color of dull yellow sandstone, but his beard, which
he sonetimes | et grow against the winter cold, or sinply out of sheer

| azi ness, had sparks of copper and gold in it.



Travis adjusted the wire-ri mmed spectacles that perched in front of his
pal e eyes. Jack Graystone had given himthe spectacles a few years back
Jack owned the Magician's Attic, an antique store on the west side of
town, and he was one of Travis's ol dest friends, maybe even his best.
The spectacl es were over a hundred years old, and once they had bel onged
to a young gunslinger named Tyl er Caine. Jack
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al ways said the best way to understand the here and now was to gaze at
it through the eyes of a distant tinme and place. Sonetimes Travis
t hought Jack was the w sest nman he knew.

Travi s approached the billboard, his scuffed boots crunching agai nst the
hard ground. There-that was what had caught his eye. Last night's gale
had ri pped away a piece of the old cigarette ad. He drewin a cold

[ ungful of air. Through the hole in the adverti sement he coul d see what
appeared to be a painting of a rugged | andscape. Only it didn't quite
look like a painting. It was too real, nmore |like a photograph
breathtaking in its perfect clarity. He could just see the edge of a
snow- covered peak, and beneath that the hint of an evergreen forest.

Wt hout even thinking, Travis reached a hand toward the billboard, to
peel off nore of the ad's col ored paper

That was when he heard them

The bells were faint and distant, yet clear all the same, and
crystalline. The sound nade himthink of sleigh bells on a winter's
night. His hand fell to his side, and he cocked his head to listen. Now
all he heard was the | ow mban of wi nd over granite. He shivered and
renenbered he needed to get to the sal oon. Watever the sound had been
it was gone now, if he had ever really heard it in the first place. He
started back for the truck.

The wi nd shifted and brought with it, fleeting but clear, the chine of
nusi c.

Travi s spun back around. Once nore the bells faded into silence, but
this time he could tell fromwhich direction the sound had come. His
gaze travel ed across a sere expanse of grass until it reached a dark
hul k a few hundred yards away. You don't have tinme for this, Travis. But
he was al ready wal ki ng across the field, hands jamred into the pockets
of his coat.

A minute | ater the orphanage | ooned above him taking a bite out of the
bl ue-quartz sky. He had never been this close to the ruin before. Now

t he wi ndows seenmed nore gapi ng mouths than staring eyes. Lichen clung to
scorched cl apboards |ike some sort of disease. Even after all these
years a faint burnt snmell enmanated fromthe place, acrid and
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vaguel y nenacing. Travis held his breath: the eerie voice of the w nd,
and silence, that was all

He pushed his way through a patch of dried thistles and wal ked around
the side of the house. Behind the place were a pair of outbuil dings.
They were far enough away fromthe main house that the fire had not
gotten them Dull paint peeled fromtheir walls, and their doors were



seal ed shut with rusted padl ocks. Storage sheds of some sort. Between
the buil dings was a narrow run, alnost |ike an alley. Had sonething
noved there in the di nmess?

He took a step into the space between the sheds, and in the murk he
glinpsed a pile of scrap nmetal and an old rain barrel. That was all. He
was about to turn away when he noticed a glint of light by his feet. He
squatted down and saw tracks in the ground. Water had seeped fromthe
earth to pool in the tracks and reflect the waning daylight. The prints
had been made by small, cloven hooves, probably a mule deer. They
wandered all over the valley. Wth a shrug, Travis stood and turned to
head back to the truck.

This time the bells were closer. Mich cl oser

Travis whirled around. There. Something had noved-a dimformby the rain
barrel .

"Who's there?" he called out. No answer. He took another step, deeper

i n. Shadows cl osed behind him and a new sound drifted on the air, a
sound alnmost like . . . laughter. It was high and trilling, the mrth of
a child, or that of an ancient woman. The rain barrel rocked back and
forth, then toppled. Water gushed onto the ground, dark as bl ood.

Travis's heart shriveled in his chest. He started to back out of the
al l ey. The nocking |laughter rang out again. He bit his lip to stifle a
cry of fear, turned, tripped over his boots, and broke into a run

He was brought up short by a tall, stiff object, and this time he did
cry out. He stunbl ed backward and | ooked up. "Can | help you with
somet hi ng, son?"

The man standing before Travis | ooked |ike he was eighty years too |ate
for a funeral. Hs black suit of noth-eaten wool was archaic and oddly
cut, with a long hemand a high collar. The suit hung | oosely on the
man's spare frame, while the shirt beneath had turned the yellow of old
bones, its neck bound with a linp string tie that flapped on the air.
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The man snatched a hand up to keep his broad-bri med hat fromtaking off
on a gust of wind.

"I said, can | help you, son? | mean, are you in need of some aid?
Forgi ve ny saying, but you | ook as white as Lot after he slipped on out
of Sodom "

The man's voice was dry, like the rasp of a snake's belly agai nst sand,
but coated with a sticky Southern sweetness. This was a voice to invoke
dread and devotion in one fell swoop. A grin split the man's face. H s

teeth were the sane dull yellow as his shirt, and his eyes glinted |ike
bl ack mar bl es.

"You aren't sinple, now are you, son? You can talk, can't you?"

Travis managed a nod. "I'mfine, really. It was nothing, just an ani nal
by the sheds."

Instinct told himto get out of here. The man gave Travis the creeps,
himand his papery skin and that skeletal snile. He had to be sone sort



of vagrant, what with those thriftstore clothes. And there was sonething
forebodi ng about him Not violent, but perilous all the sane.

Travis swall owed hard. "Listen, | need to get going. | have . . . | have
something | need to do."

The man watched himw th those bl ack eyes, then gave a sol etm nod.
"So you do, son. So you do."

Travis did not reply. He hurried past the other, kept his eyes fixed on
t he ground, and hoofed it as fast as he could

across the field without |ooking |like he was out and out

running. To his great relief, he made it back to the truck. He clinbed
i nside, then cast one |ast glance over his shoulder. The man in bl ack

had not noved. He still stood in front of the ruined orphanage and
clutched his hat while waves of grass surged around him He gazed at the
hori zon, like those dark marble eyes of his could see sonething com ng

somet hi ng ot her eyes coul d not.

Travi s shivered, shut the truck's door, and cranked the key in the
ignition. Wth a spray of gravel the pickup launched itself down the road.

Travi s | aughed as the oddness of his encounter at the orphanage
evaporated in the nundane task of piloting the truck. Now that he
t hought about what had happened, it no
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| onger seened so strange. There had been sone sort of animal between the
sheds, and the man in black was just a drifter, peculiar but harm ess.
As for the sounds-he could chalk those up to wind and i magi nati on

Either that or he was going insane, and there was nothing at all special
about that. He hummed along with the radi o as he drove.

A pointed shape canme into view up ahead. As he drew cl oser, Travis saw
it was a big circus tent pitched in a field next to the road. Its canvas
roof was patched in countless places, and parked to the side was an old
school bus covered with a blotchy coat of white paint. He slowed down as
he passed the tent. In front was planted a crude sign. As always, it
took a monent of concentration to stop the words fromroam ng, then he
reined themin. The sign read:

BROTHER CY' S APOCALYPTI C TRAVELI NG SALVATI ON SHOW
Al ments Cured-Faith Restored-Soul s Redeened Conme on in-we want to save youl

It was an ol d-fashioned revival. Travis hadn't thought these sorts of
things still existed. He shifted into fourth, and the tent vani shed
behind him At |east now he knew where the strange nan had come from
and he had been right on one count. The old guy was a nut, although not
t he ki nd he had thought.

The battered pickup crui sed down the road, and he turned his attention
to everyday matters-how many kegs of beer he needed to order for the
bar, who he had to call to get rid of that skunk hol ed up under the
sal oon, and when he was going to find tinme to patch the leak in the
storeroom s roof.



Yet all the way into town, Travis couldn't quite forget the far-off
nmusi ¢ of bells.

Twilight was drifting fromthe sky like silver snow by the time Travis
turned onto Elk Street and brought the pickup to a halt in front of the
M ne Shaft Sal oon. Only the sumit of
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Castl e Peak rose high enough above the valley to be gilded by the | ast
of the sunlight. He stepped out and shut the vehicle's door without
bothering to lock it. Small-town living had its ow little luxuries.

El k Street hadn't changed rmuch in the |ast hundred years. If cars could
be traded for wagons and pot hol ed pavenent for red nud, Castle City's
mai n drag wouldn't | ook nuch different than it had at the height of the
m ning days. It ran broad and straight through the heart of town-unlike
t he narrow, convoluted roads of Eastern cities, constructed by people
who were still accustoned to the cranmped burgs of the A d Wrld, before
they came to realize just how nmuch el bow roomthis new continent truly
had to offer. Wathercorroded false fronts rose sharp and square agai nst
the sky, and hitching rails stood in front of nost buildings, although
t hese days they usually kept mountain bikes fromwandering off instead
of horses.

Lights were coning on all along Elk Street against the deepening night.
Peopl e strolled the boardwal ks, heading to the Mdsquito Cafe for the
best cup of cappuccino in Castle County, or chatting in front of MKay's
Ceneral Store, or stopping to |l ook at the smoky quartz crystals,

obsi dian bolo ties, and hand-drawn tarot cards in the w ndow of the Bl ue
Sunmit Earth Shop. At the end of the street, graceful as a ghost,
hovered Castle City's old opera house, with its G eek Revival colums
and baroque marbl e facade.

Travi s hopped onto the boardwal k in front of the saloon just as the neon
sign above sizzled to red-and-blue life. He reached out to turn the
brass doorknob, then paused. He frowned and | eaned toward the door to
peer at the upper left corner. There. It was so small and inconspi cuous
he had nearly missed it. Sonething had been scratched into the door's
faded gray paint, an oval shape formed of two curved |ines:

What it signified Travis couldn't say. Most likely it was just sone
pi ece of graffiti. Castle Gty didn't have much of a vandalism probl em
but it did happen on occasion. Watever
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it was, he was certain it hadn't been there yesterday: The scratch marks
| ooked fresh. Travis let out a sigh. Well, he needed to repaint the door
anyway. He added that job to his growing list, then headed into the

sal oon. The conforting runble of conversation and the clink of beer

gl asses told himthat Max hadn't driven away all of the custoners. At

| east not yet.

Max stood behind the bar and pored over a nmass of papers spread out
before himon the expanse of old wood. His long hair was tied back in a
ponytail, and a yell ow pencil perched behind one ear. He stroked the
droopi ng bl ack nustache he had copied a few nonths back fromthe | oca
ranch hands and slid a bow of pretzels across the bar to a custoner.



Al'l at once he grabbed the pencil and scribbled on one of the pages,
then he | eaned back, chewed on the eraser, and smiled the smug snile of
a kid who had just traded two Green Lanterns and a Superboy for a Batnan
G ant Special. Travis had been right. Max was goi ng over the saloon's
books agai n.

Li ke the street outside, the Mne Shaft Sal oon hadn't changed nuch in
the last century. These days el ectric bul bs shone in the wought-iron
chandeliers that hung fromthe pressed-tin ceiling, and neon beer signs
gl owed above the beveled bar mrror, but that was about it. Mimmified
heads of elk, deer, and nountain lion stared down gl ass-eyed fromthe
wal I's, draped in funeral shrouds of cobweb and dust. Ti me-darkened

Want ed posters plastered the posts that supported junk-filled rafters.
An antique player piano stood against one wall, still capable of

pl unking out its tinny rmusic with nail-studded hamrers.

The regul ar custoners greeted Travis with hellos and raised nugs as he
wound his way through the haphazard scatter of tables and chairs. He
sm | ed and waved back. Maybe he didn't have a family anynore, but these
peopl e canme close. Sone of the hands fromthe dude ranch down the

hi ghway sat around a table where they played cribbage and drank
single-malt scotch. A pair of red-cheeked German col |l ege students in
wool sweaters and Birkenstocks had stowed their big backpacks in a
corner, and now the two young nmen were trying to go shot for shot

agai nst a bluehaired contingent fromthe |ocal chapter of the Daughters
of the Frontier. They were losing. A pair of cowboys in Wan
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glers and bright geonetric shirts two-stepped together to a country song
in the warm gl ow of the jukebox. And in a

corner, Mlly Nakanura patiently taught several others how

to fold origanm animals out of stiff sheets of paper, although none of
their crunpl ed-1ooking creations quite | ooked |ike

Mol ly's graceful cranes and prowing tigers.

Local legend held that no one canme to Castle City by accident. Travis
didn't know nuch about |egends. All he knew

was that people who passed through Castle City on their way to sonepl ace
el se had a tendency never to | eave. Each of them always said the sane
thing-that the first tinme they laid eyes on Castle City it felt like

t hey had found sonet hi ng

they didn't even know they were |ooking for. Maybe it was

t he beauty of the place, nmaybe it was that they felt |ike they

bel onged here, or maybe, as some people believed, it was that the valley
had called to them and sonehow they had

listened. Travis couldn't say which explanation was right.
Perhaps they all were.

Travis hinself hadn't decided to conme here. Like everything in his life,
it had just happened to him He never had been good at maki ng choi ces.



At eighteen he had left the faded Illinois farnmhouse where he had grown
up to attend

junior college in Chanpaign. He never saw his parents or
that house again. Travis couldn't renenber exactly what he

had studied in school. He had sinply drifted fromone subject to the
next, until one day he had found hinself with a

paper in his hand standing at a bus stop. He had stepped on
the first bus that had cone by, figuring it was as good as any.
It had been headed west, and after that inertia had kept him

moving in the same direction. For a time he would stop in sone city,
wor k awhil e, maybe make a friend or two. Then

he woul d find hinself on another bus headi ng west again.

Until the day he ended up in Castle City, and he felt that

first breath of clean nountain w nd against his face.

Andy Connell had owned the M ne Shaft then. He had

hired Travis to hel p out behind the bar, and Travis had

rented the beat-up cabin outside of town. He hadn't decided to stay here
any nore than he did anywhere el se. One day he just woke up and realized
he had been here for years, and

that he didn't have any plans for |eaving. And that was about

as close to naking a choice as Travis ever got. Wen Andy
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died two years ago, Travis had scraped together enough cash to buy the
sal oon, though whether he was going to keep it was a point he and the

bank di sagreed on nonthly.

He nade his way to the bar, and Max | ooked up fromhis pile of papers
and grinned.

"Didn't think | could handle the place on ny own, did you, Travis?"

Travis lifted a hinged section of wood and stepped through. "Wat makes
you say that, Max?"

"Nothing really. Just little things, | suppose. Like the fact that
you' re always nuttering under your breath that you don't think | can
handl e the place on my own."

Travis winced. "Ch." He pulled a brown bottle of homemade root beer from
the chiller and twisted the top. "Let ne guess. | have a tendency to
think al oud sonetinmes, don't |?"

"Don't worry, Travis. It's just one of your endearing little quirks."



Travi s wondered what the others m ght be but opted not to ask. He wasn't
al together certain he would like the answer. Instead, he checked the
kegs to see if any needed changi ng, then started washing dirty rmugs in
the bar sink. Max tapped his pencil against the papers in front of him
He might have fled the anxiety of his Wall Street job for the peace of

t he nmount ai ns, but numnber crunching was in his bl ood.

"You know, | think we're going to owe sone back sales tax for |ast
year." He fixed Travis with a specul ative look. "This may just be a wild
guess, but . . . you haven't ever actually considered using a

cal cul ator, have you?"

"I"ve always found that doing the books is a much nore creative
experience without one," Travis said. The fact was, Travis was about as
good a mat hematician as he was a brain surgeon. He had been nore than
relieved to surrender the books to Max, but he wasn't about to let his
enpl oyee know t hat.

Max shut the | edger and groaned in despair. "Why don't you just stick a

pencil in ny heart and get it over with, Travis? It would be sinpler for
both of us."
"Ch, | don't know, " Travis said. "This way isn't nearly so messy."

Def eated for the nonent, Max tronped back to the store
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roomto hunt for nore paper napkins. Travis grabbed a rag to w pe down
the bar and enjoyed his victory. As an enployer it was his duty to
tornment Max. That he enjoyed it so nmuch was sinply an added bonus.

It was just after eight o' clock when Castle County sheriff's deputy

Jaci ne W ndom st epped through the door of the sal oon. For a noment

Travi s thought she had cone by for a beer, then he noticed the gun at

her belt. She was on duty. Jace tipped her hat toward Travis from across
the room then marched through the maze of m smatched tables toward the bar
"Eveni ng, Travis," Jace said, her brassy voice tinged with a nel odic
Western twang. She thrust out a hand.

Travis smiled and took the proffered hand. "Nice to see you, Deputy
Wndom" Hi s expression edged into a grimce when she returned his grip
with one of crushing strength. After she et go he had to resist the
urge to rub his fingers. Deputy Wndomwas a small wonman in her late
twenties, but she carried herself with an air of authority that made her
seemtaller and ol der. She had short brown hair and wore a khaki uniform
wi th creases sharp enough to cut a well-done steak.

Jace set her Snokey-the-Bear hat on the bar and perched on a stool, then
scanned the saloon with cool eyes. "Looks like business is good tonight."

Travis filled a mug with hot bl ack coffee and pushed it toward her
"I't's not bad. Max hasn't scared too many custoners away."

Jace took a swig of the scalding coffee and fixed himwith a stern | ook
"I'f you don't mind ny saying, Travis, you're too hard on Maxinilian. It
isn'"t his fault that living in a big city makes a man soft and nervous.
Your enpl oyee has a lot to overcome. But | think he's starting to fit in



ni ce."

Their gazes travel ed across the sal oon. Now Max | aughed and shook his
head whil e the Daughters of the Frontier, with their blue cotton-candy
hair and red-fringed denim junpsuits, tried to get himto country line
dance with them Max | ooked up, saw Travis and Jace, and shot them a
goofy hound-dog grin.

"Real nice," Jace said and gripped her coffee mug. "In fact,
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get that boy a haircut and a pair of Wanglers, and he'd nmake a fine
little cowboy."

Travis's eyes bulged. He stared at the deputy as she gazed in Max's
direction, and for the first tine he noticed that a gold earring gl eaned
agai nst each of her small, pretty ears. There was a resolute cast to her
square jaw and a fierce gleamin her eyes. Sonething told himMx was in
for a bit of a surprise.

He cleared his throat and changed the subject. "So, what was it | can
hel p you with, Deputy W ndonP"

Jace snapped around on her stool, all business once nore. She pulled a
smal I notebook fromthe pocket of her jacket and flipped several pages.

"W received an unusual report at the sheriff's office earlier.”
A chill skittered along Travis's spine. "An unusual report?"

"That's correct. Waunita Lost OmM phoned the station at about four P.m
You know her, Travis. She works behind the counter at McKay's Cenera
Store, lives in a double-wide just north of town. Ms. Lost OM was
quite agitated at the time of her report. It seems she saw a . " Jace
gl anced down at her notebook. " it seenms she saw a delgeth in' her
backyard. "

Travis took a pull on his ever-present bottle of root beer. "Should
know what that is?"

Jace slipped the notebook back into a pocket of her brown | eather
jacket. "Not unless you happen to have a degree in Native-Anerican
folklore. | had to look it up at the library. It's a Plains Indian nyth.
As far as | can tell, a delgeth is a kind of antelope spirit."

Travis gripped the edge of the bar. He renenbered the shadow he had seen
t hat afternoon behind the old orphanage and the hoofprint pressed into
the mud-a print which, now that he thought about it, could have bel onged
to a pronghorn antel ope as easily as to a deer. He licked |ips gone dry.
"You don't think Waunita really saw one of these del geths, do you?"

Jace let out a chuckle. "I don't think Sheriff Dom nguez is worried
about creatures creeping out of old nyths to prow Castle City. But he
is concerned that a nountain |lion m ght
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have conme down fromthe hills. Ms. Lost OM did see sonething.
checked in at McKay's and the Msquito Cafe to ask if anyone el se had



seen it. | just thought 1'd do the same here."

For a nonent Travis considered telling Jace about what he
had seen. But if he told her about the shadow, then he would
al so have to tell her about the bells and the eerie |aughter
and he didn't want to do that. The day had turned strange
enough as it was.

"I"'msorry, Deputy Wndom but if anyone has seen

thing out of the ordinary, they haven't told me about it."

Jace scraped her barstool back, then stood and rested a casual hand on
the gun at her hip. "Looks like |I had better

nmove on then. Thanks for the cup of java, Travis." She donned her hat,
tipped it toward him then headed for the door. She cast one | ast
piercing look in Max's direction, then

with a puff of night air the deputy was gone. Travis grabbed a

tray, collected enpty beer glasses, and did his best not to

t hi nk about the deputy's words.

Hal f an hour later, the phone rang.

Max answered, then with a resigned | ook held the phone

out across the bar toward Travis. That Max never got any calls had been
a slight point of contention lately. Max was of

the opinion that at |east sone of the calls to the sal oon
shoul d be for him and he seened to think it some sort of
conspiracy that this wasn't the case. The fact that Travis was
the owner of the Mne Shaft and not he didn't seemto play a
significant role in Max's logic. Travis set down a tray of
mugs and took the phone.

"Travis," the voice on the other end said in hoarse relief.
"Travis, | amso thankful to have reached you."

"Jack?" Travis cupped a hand around the phone and tried to bl ock out
some of the clanor of