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                                                          PROLOGUE

 This is a lonely stretch of desert: a wide basin of grey 
silt, sage and mesquite, forty miles of nothingness between 
the San Lorenzo Mountains on the west and Apache land to 
the east. An hour’s drive to the nearest blacktop, two before 
you’ll hit the Interstate.   

No towns here. What you’ll find is an occasional 
outpost like the one at Indian Point: a cluster of buildings, 
weathered, flat-roofed, a sagging gas pump out front of the 
general store, its plate-glass window obscured by beer signs, 
and next to the store—knocked sideways into permanent 
slant by the wind—a shed that sold, or had for sale, second-
hand tires and automotive parts. Your car breaks down, 
might as well forget it. Start walking back to wherever it is 
you come from. 

Takes its name not from the Catholic sanctuary at the 
Refuge of Good Hope nor from the remnants of the now-
defunct Holy Land theme park—not even from the Apaches 
who have come for centuries, once openly and now secretly, 
to worship their ancestors—but from Joshua Farley, a retired 
teacher from New York, who came out to “commune with 
the Lord Jesus.” He dedicated his life—till he vanished 
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last year without a trace—to search for a rare species of 
the sage plant, rumored to grow wild in the hidden canyons 
of the San Lorenzo’s. The leaves of the plant, according to 
legend, induce an ecstatic state, thrust you face to face with 
the living God.           
 Here the sun beats from skies of the purest blue. 

In the radiance of day, under its glorious and constant 
stare, you might believe all things possible, that there is 
benevolence in the design of the universe. 

Nights, though . . . nights you lose your faith. 
Wind tears the surface from moonscapes of sand and 

rock. Time and space and self dissolve. Darkness unbroken. 
Darkness so long, so full of eternity, you’d swear morning’s 
never going to come.         
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 The priest was still awake—another restless night—
when he heard banging on the front door. The clock on his 
nightstand read 3:15.
 He sat on the edge of the bed, thinking his disordered 
mind must have imagined the sound. 
 Then he heard it again: a slow knocking, the delayed 
cadence of a tolling bell, rising sharply above the rush of 
wind. Surely that was no human hand upon the door. Too 
slow, too unhurried. Not the hand of a traveler seeking 
refuge from a storm. He wrapped his robe around him and 
stepped into a hall that led to the common room with its 
high, beamed ceilings and Spanish oak furnishings. From 
here it was obvious the sound came not from the front door 
but from the hill behind the Refuge. 
 At the window he looked beyond the garden and the 
walled enclosure. The grotesque facades of Holy Land lifted 
above the cottonwood trees. He thought a shutter must be 
hanging loose. Then the banging ceased though the wind 
persisted, the shutter perhaps broken free, afloat somewhere 
in the desert air. He would be happy if the entire park blew 
away. How many times had he petitioned the governor’s 
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office to dismantle it? It was an embarrassment, a nuisance, 
an abomination.  
 Inside his room he tried to calm himself, but nature’s 
breath came vicious and snarling against the adobe walls 
of the building. It hissed in the leaves of the cottonwood 
trees. For a moment he thought he heard it in the house as 
well, moving with an intruder’s stealth through the halls and 
empty spaces.
 Or was it something else?
 Don’t tell me you believe in spirits now, a voice inside 
his head chided. That’s sacrilege, remember? You’re a man 
of God.
 But surely he thought, as he had thought before in his 
weakest moments, there was every reason to believe this 
place he lived in was haunted—all those disturbed souls 
who had passed through here. Yes, they were gone now, the 
Refuge no longer a rehab center for troubled priests, but they 
had been here, lived in these rooms, walked these grounds. 
Surely they had left some of themselves behind: their tainted 
desires and unsettling urges, their nightmares. That was why 
he couldn’t sleep. The very air was poisoned.
 He had settled back in bed when the banging came again 
and this time he was sure it was the front door. Twenty-five 
past three. His new guests weren’t scheduled to arrive for 
hours yet.  He thought perhaps it might be a Farley disciple 
who’d lost his way. But that was unlikely. The encampment 
was miles from here, on the far side of the basin.
 The knocking continued: four or five insistent blows in 
quick succession. 
 Pulling his robe tightly around him, he crossed the 
common room and stood at the heavy oak door. It wasn’t 
fear that made him hesitate before throwing it open—he had 
long since lost any fear for his personal safety—but rather 
the anticipation of an obligation, what might be asked of 
him. He’d come to believe he had nothing left to give.
 The night assaulted him, cold and raw.
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   The man who stood before him cowered against the 
wind. Even standing under the porch he had to raise his arm 
to protect his face and eyes from the biting sand.
 “Hell of a night, Father,” he said with a wry grin. He 
wore a thin leather jacket and jeans and a pair of square-
toed riding boots. With his wind-blown hair, his unshaven 
face, he looked like someone fallen on hard times, a drifter 
maybe, or someone on the run.  
 “How can I help you?”
 “Shelter, Father. Need a place to stay.”
 The priest folded his arms against the chill. He squinted 
into the mist of sand and darkness for a look at the car parked 
outside the gate. A dark coupe. Apparently unoccupied. 
At this distance he couldn’t read the plates. “We don’t 
normally—we like to have advance—”
 “I know, Father, I know. Real sorry to come like this, 
middle of the night, waking you up. Real sorry, you know? 
But you see—” He shifted his feet, shoved his hands into his 
jeans as if to contain his energy, keep it under control. His 
eyes flared wide and bright in their sockets. “Circumstances, 
you see? This storm, you see? Things got a little crazy. Got 
my timing a little screwed up, knocked things off-kilter.” 
He forced a smile. “See what I mean, Father?”  
 “What kind of trouble are you in, son?”
 “No trouble, Father. Just need a place to stay.” He moved 
directly under the porch light and offered his hand, his smile 
broad and white, a playful glimmer in the wild dark of his 
eyes. He was a good-looking man and he knew how to use 
that. “Name’s Dillon. Joseph F.X. Dillon. That’s for Francis 
Xavier. My mother was one of the Saint’s biggest fans.”
 “You’re not one of them, are you?”
 “Who, Father?”
 “The Farley people.”
 “Them nuts? Nah, not me.”
 The priest feigned a coughing spell to give himself 
more time. The Refuge had been officially closed for several 
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months now. It was still open to guests, but on a limited 
basis: parish priests who needed a few days’ rest, members 
of the laity in search of a spiritual retreat. Both the priests 
and the laity were typically from the western dioceses, 
referred by bishops or other church dignitaries.  
 “How did you hear about us?”
 “Priest in Abilene. Can’t recall his name. Thought 
it might do me good, clear my head. Been kinda hectic 
lately.”
 “Is that where you’re from? Abilene?”
 “Just passing through.” Broad smile again—self-
satisfied and self-congratulatory. It was charm the man was 
offering, not information. 
 The wind rose again. The man on the porch shivered, 
turning his body against it and pushing his dark hair from 
his face. He was at least twenty or twenty-five years younger 
than the priest, about the same height, 5’10 or 5’11, but built 
sturdier—someone who had spent time in the weight room. 
 Father Martin’s instincts were to deny him entrance. 
If he was not in trouble, he was trouble itself.  Maybe even 
dangerous. Maybe that, too. There was something—he 
couldn’t quite identify it: his restlessness perhaps, the hard 
edge to the energy he gave off—something disturbing about 
him. But seeing him small and diminished in the wind’s 
fury, hunched against the backdrop of the desert night, he 
ignored his reservations, his better judgment. This was a 
refuge, after all. And he had always been drawn to those in 
need. 
 “I’ll have to charge you for the room,” he said, in 
apology. Bishop’s orders. The Refuge had to be self-
supporting or it would be shut down completely.
 “No problem,” Joseph Dillon said. “No problem at all, 
Father.”
 The priest pulled the door closed behind him and led 
the man down a covered walkway that bordered the garden. 
A dirt path curled off in the direction of the hill. Along the 
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path, and still within the walled enclosure of the Refuge, 
four flat-roofed adobe cottages stood fifty or so feet apart. 
Each had its own small yard and shade trees. 
 Out in the open here the wind’s chill cut deeper. The 
leaves rattled like paper.  
 The priest stopped at the last of the cottages, the one 
closest to the hill and farthest from the main house, as if 
housing him out here made him less of a threat, offered 
some kind of barricade against his potential for violence. He 
pushed open the wooden door and stepped inside, flicking 
the light switch. 
 The man came in behind him, squinting against the 
sudden light and taking in the bare floor and walls, the two 
single beds. “A regular Hilton Deluxe.” 
 “We live simply here.”
 “Fine by me. Could use a shower, though,” he said, 
noticing there was only a washstand and a toilet in the 
bathroom.
 “I’m afraid you’ll have to go out back. We have showers 
there.”
 The man nodded thoughtfully, his eyes flat and without 
expression. “So, I’ve got neighbors out there or what?”  
 “At the moment, no. Later today we have two journalists 
arriving, a young couple. They’ll be staying in the first 
cottage. You both should have all the privacy you need.”
 “Privacy’s the name of the game out here, I guess.” 
 The priest couldn’t tell either from his tone or expression 
whether that pleased or displeased him. “If you’ve come to 
think something through, you’ve come to the right place.”   
 “Sure thing, Father. You hit the nail on the head.” He 
grinned and a playful light crept in behind the darkness of 
his eyes. This time the priest was sure the man was having 
fun with him. In the overhead light he could see that he was 
older than he’d first thought—mid-thirties maybe.
 “How long will you be staying?”
 “Not long. I get restless, you know?”


