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Chapter 1

He stands on a hillock overlooking the old Winston home and listens to the silence of the shrouding night. All around him, from Lincoln Park to the Vashon Ferry docks, the only light comes from the hazy cones of the street lamps and the gaps in the shade-drawn windows of nearby homes. Almost no porch lights intrude, dimmed deliberately to allow for deeper sleep or simply left unlit out of habit. No one walks the streets at this hour. A few cars arrive home late at random intervals, but most of those who occupy the residences are asleep. This is a working neighborhood – few retirees or stay-at-home workers, not even that many housewives. Rise and shine and off to work is almost universal here. If you were to conduct a census, you would find almost every home consists of two working parents and an average of 2.5 young children. Evidence of this can be found in the discarded toys littering the yards, well used but still serviceable gym equipment, basketball hoops and bikes. A car or two sits parked in the driveways of homes that lack garages, which most of them do. This neighborhood is old and has survived redevelopment. Garages were not common when the homes were being built; then, more than one vehicle was considered less of a necessity. Now both parents usually work, and children grow up as latchkey kids, signed up for and fully engaged in multiple afterschool programs to keep them from going astray.

Except they too often do go astray, in spite of the precautions their parents take.

He studies the Winston home a bit longer, feeling the oppressive weight of its darkness on his shoulders. That darkness eclipses the night, reaches out for him and draws him to it with an irresistible insistence.

I have her, Jack, the voice on the phone told him. I have her, and I intend to keep her until you come to me. So, come quickly. I cannot be responsible for what happens to her if you do not. Such a tempting little morsel; such a tasty little treat. I am sure she and I can find enjoyable ways to pass the time, should you delay. So many lovely things we can do while we wait. She is such a promising playmate.

He has tried so hard to protect her. He has been so careful to keep her safe. But he has failed, and now he has no choice but to do what he can to change this fate.

He stares at the darkened windows of the Winston house and tries to think what he can do to save her. To save countless others that will face the same fate if he fails again. Ineke has warned him. He will find her, and he will use her, she said, and you will have to answer for it if you do not act quickly enough. Ineke, a fairy creature of no more substance than a minute and gone just as quickly. He marvels at the foresight and courage she has shown, at her willingness to sacrifice herself, at her fierce commitment to the power of her belief.

But commitment to belief is nothing new to Jack McCall. His life has been marked by sacrifices – sacrifices made by himself and by those closest to him. His life has been full of miracles, too – of overcoming impossible odds at the age of thirteen when he still lived in Hopewell. It was Pick who counseled him then, and gave him a sword and shield in the forms of a stick and a garbage can lid and told him to stand and fight back against the dragon that was threatening to steal his life.

A dragon, but not the kind people might imagine. He shakes his head in recognition of an undeniable truth. Something really bad is never what you imagine. Something really bad is always much more insidious. You can prepare yourself all your life for the unexpected. You can imagine everything that might come for you and how you will react when it does, and still you cannot be prepared when the moment comes. You can tell yourself what you will do and how you will handle yourself, fortified by having given thought to it all. And still you will be unprepared for the reality. And you will have to face it with an inescapable recognition that you never once thought it would look and feel as it does.

It just isn’t given to us to fully imagine and confront the worst of our fears, because until they happen they are only abstract possibilities.

Jack McCall is forty years old. He has a wife and a daughter and a son. He is the owner of a private company offering individually designed planning, advice and resource conservation programs for public and private entities engaged in parks and recreation development and maintenance. (Or, at least, that is how he pitches it to his clients.) He is a longtime resident of his community and well liked, if considered a bit odd because of his insistence on remaining a very private person outside of work. And because of the black staff he always carries with him. But those who know him well, those few who know some of the details of his life and his family history, understand. His is an odd story, one of miracles and strange events – of near-death experiences and unexplainable truths.

Some of what makes him seem so peculiar to others he has kept to himself. The fact that he knows good and evil exist in substantive form. The fact that he has encountered both all too frequently since he was thirteen and fought the dragon in Sinnissippi Park as a boy. The fact that some of the odder creatures of the park became known to him, including the protector of the park, Pick, and the owl, Daniel, and the troll, Wartag. That fact that he once shrank down so far that he was able to fly the length and breadth of the park aboard Daniel, with Pick as his companion and guide. The fact that the reason he fought the dragon was that he had cancer, and to defeat the cancer he had to defeat the dragon.

All that is in the past, along with much more that he would like to forget but cannot. Now he lives near Lincoln Park in West Seattle. So much has happened in the years since his miracle recovery. His life has changed in so many ways. He no longer lives in a small town but in a large city and is married with children. He has finished school and works for a living. He has been healthy all these years since his cancer went into remission; there has never been a recurrence.

But there is one thing more, one thing that defines the nature and boundaries of his life above all others. One thing that no one knows.

He is a Knight of the Word.

And everything he sees and thinks as he stares down at the Winston home is happening in a dream.


Chapter 2

Jack McCall was twenty-two years old, standing in a campus parking lot, graduation over, parents and sister come and gone, packed up and ready to leave for Hopewell, when the stranger approached. A part of him thought it would be a good idea to turn and walk the other way when he saw the man. Well over six feet and close to three hundred pounds, he looked as if he could deconstruct someone who was less than six feet by several inches and nowhere near two hundred, just by giving him a hard look. He appeared to Jack to be Native American, with a face that might have been carved from granite. With his massive body barely concealed under patched-up camo and worn combat boots, both of which suggested military experience, he was of indeterminate intentions and wholly intimidating.

But Jack stood his ground because he had stopped running from the things that frightened him by the time he turned fourteen.

“Are you Jack McCall, kem’sho?” the other asked.

Jack nodded uncertainly. Kem’sho? He brushed back his mop of blonde hair where it drooped down over his forehead. “Do I know you?”

“You do not. I am called Two Bears – O’olish Amaneh in the language of my people. Now we are acquainted. Where can we sit and talk?”

Jack did not feel like engaging in a conversation with this hulk, but he also suspected he could not avoid it. “What do we have to talk about?” he asked.

Two Bears gave him a look. “That is what I wish to discuss with you. Why don’t we get on with it?”

Chastened by the rebuke and by now a bit curious, Jack led the other out of the parking lot and onto one of the campus quads where empty benches occupied shady patches of lawn under centuries-old oaks and elms. The campus was practically deserted, the bulk of students, parents, professors and other graduation invitees departed. Jack would have been gone as well if he hadn’t stopped to help his roommates carry down their gear and pack their cars. He now found himself regretting his good Samaritan act.

Sitting side-by-side on the bench, each turned slightly to face the other, they spent a moment in silence before Two Bears spoke.

“You don’t have a plan for the future,” he said, making it a statement rather than a question.

Jack nodded. “And you know this how?”

Straight-faced, Two Bears tapped his temple. “Ethnic intuition. I have a proposition for you. One that would give you a direction in your life that you currently lack. One that would provide you with a worthy purpose and an assurance that you would be helping a world in great need of assistance.”

Jack smiled. “You want me to become a politician?”

Two Bears shook his head. “You are not listening. I used the words ‘help the world,’ not ‘feed at the expense of the world.’”

“Look,” Jack said. The lack of direction or purpose in this conversation was making him impatient. “Why don’t you just tell me what you want?”

“I want you to travel to Wales for a week and speak with the Lady.” The other’s hard face wore an impassive expression. “I have the tickets for your journey in my pocket. You would leave in three days.”

Jack stared. “You’re kidding, right?”

Two Bears stared back, his face impassive.

Jack blinked. “Who is the Lady?”

“That is what you are going to Wales to find out.”

“But I don’t want to go to Wales.”

Two Bears gave a shrug of his massive shoulders. “You just think you don’t want to go to Wales. You think there is no reason for it. But you are wrong. There is every reason for you to go. College is over, boyhood is finished, and what lies ahead is unknown. But you must embrace it. You must learn for yourself what it is. My explaining it to you would be insufficient. Take the tickets and fly to Wales. Speak with the Lady. Pick would tell you the same thing I am telling you. It is necessary for you to go.”

“Pick? How do you know . . .?”

“Once upon a time, the fairy creature Pick – who was then and is still caretaker and guardian of Sinnissippi Park in the town you grew up in – helped you to find a way to defeat a dragon. You, in turn, helped him to save the park. Yours has been a special life, Jack McCall. You have found the magic in the world and embraced it. You have fought against the worst of it and channeled your efforts to good purpose. Did you think this would be the end of it? Did you think your involvement with the magic would stop there?”

Jack shook his head, now fully flummoxed. “But how do you know all this? How is it you know about Pick and the dragon and Sinnissippi Park?”

“It is my business to know.” Two Bears rocked back an inch or two and then leaned closer. “Sinnissippi Park and much of the land that surrounds it is my ancestral home. It was the homeland of my people, the Sinnissippi, for centuries. Now they are all gone, and I am all that is left. The magic that was once ours and that once protected our homelands is still there, but it is threatened. So it is given to me to protect what remains of the legacy of my people and of the other Native Americans throughout this part of the world. To do so, I serve the Lady.”

“But who is the Lady?” Jack practically shouted, his frustration reaching a new level.

Two Bears did not react. “We’ve come full circle, kem’sho. The answer to your question is to be found in Wales. You must go there to find it.”

Jack was about to walk away, wanting no part of any of this; he was not even sure it was true. There were all sorts of ways Two Bears could have learned of Pick and the dragon and the park and himself. To just blindly agree to fly off to Wales meant he would have to put all caution and good sense aside and throw himself on fate and blind trust.

And yet . . .

“What does ‘kem’sho’ mean?” he asked.

Two Bears gave a small nod of approval. “In the language of my people, it means ‘warrior.’ It describes what I think you are.”

Jack hesitated, suddenly uncertain. The big man’s words were persuasive and did not feel like lies or dissembling. Although wild and impossible, they nevertheless spoke to a truth he was reluctant to embrace. Once, he had not believed in fairy magic, back when he was a boy. Once, he had not believed in dragons and elves and magic of any sort. All that seemed far away now, but had he really stopped believing in things that had once seemed so real? Had he really stopped believing that he had beaten back the cancer that had riddled every part of his body and had saved his life by doing so?

“One thing more,” Two Bears said quietly. “The Lady knew of your destiny, back when you were thirteen and dying. She was responsible for keeping the dragon from you. She was the one who summoned Pick to act on her behalf. That was how he found you and became your friend.”

He rose abruptly. Reaching into a pocket in his camo shirt, he pulled out an envelope. “There are your tickets. Use them if you choose. But only by using them will you know if what you’ve heard is true.”

He began to walk away, but Jack was on his feet now, holding the envelope he didn’t even realize he had accepted. “Wait.”

“If you choose not to go, if you decide not to seek out the Lady, you will wonder for the rest of your life if you should have. Be at peace, kem’sho.”

He walked across the quad without looking back and disappeared between the campus buildings, leaving Jack staring after him.
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Chapter 3

Three days later, Jack McCall was landing in Cardiff, Wales. He was still not sure why he was doing this, save for those final words from Two Bears: If you choose not to go, you will wonder for the rest of your life if you should have.

Fair enough, he supposed. Yet he could not help but wonder if the reverse might not turn out to be true: If you choose to go, you may end up finding out it was a huge mistake.

In any case, he had made his choice, and he was soon driving through the Welsh countryside towards Snowdonia in the north of the country. Wending his way along scenic A470 on the west side of the River Conwy, he was pointing towards the villages of Llandudno and Portmeirion without intending to reach either. His destination would not require him to travel that far, but only to just below the village of Betws-y-Coed. There, according to the instructions handed to him by Two Bears in the same envelope as the airline tickets, he was to take shelter in a small farmhouse, which was only three miles from where the Lady awaited him in an out-of-the-way tourist destination called Fairy Glen.

Jack had never heard of it, not surprisingly, because when you came right down to it he had never heard much of anything about Wales. Since directions had been provided and he had made the commitment to see this through, he would follow the path laid out for him and save any further questions or concerns about why he was doing this for another time.

He kept close watch on the road signs as he drove to be sure he was doing everything he had been told. But as time wore on and the towns and farms grew sparser, he began to wonder if perhaps he had missed a turning. It wasn’t until he saw a sign indicating Betws-y-Coed was only twenty kilometers away that he decided he was on the right track and began to look for the side road that would take him to his lodgings.

Once arrived, he would have two nights to wait for the rise of the full moon, and then he would meet the Lady. He was to ask directions to the Fairy Glen, but give no explanation as to why he was going beyond saying that he had heard it was beautiful during the full moon and he wanted to see if it was true. There was to be no mention of the Lady or Two Bears. There was to be no mention of anything that seemed out of the ordinary. He was simply to show up as requested, drive to the Fairy Glen, and listen to what the Lady had to say.

He didn’t even know how he was supposed to let the Lady know he was there. Two Bears was no longer around to advise him, and he had already been told it would be a mistake to ask his host for anything other than directions.

So, when he pulled his rental into a parking area next to a well-kept stone cottage just off a side road he had only barely avoided missing, he was resolved to keep everything about what he was doing in Wales secret. He would simply pretend he was on vacation, having just graduated college. He climbed out of the car and was standing there, having a slow look around, when the front door opened and a bearded oldster wearing jeans and a flannel shirt came out to greet him.

“Mr. McCall?” the other asked, advancing down the stone walkway.

Jack waved. “That would be me.”

“Arthur Henry.” He arrived with his hand extended and a pleased look on his face. “Found your way here all right?”

“I had directions.”

“Good ones, too. Most manage to miss us on the first try. Have to call in or muck around a bit first. None of that for you. Come on in. Here, I’ll help with the luggage.”

There wasn’t much luggage to begin with, since Jack had packed everything in a duffel, but Arthur Henry insisted on carrying it himself, refusing to let Jack do the work. “You just go through, leave the rest to me. Got tea and beer, whichever you prefer. College student, right? Got to get a good education these days, if you want to get ahead in the world. Go on, sit in the room with the fire. It gets cold here at night.”

Arthur Henry, it turned out, was a talker. He asked about Jack’s flight, then told a few stories about flights of his own. He asked about Jack’s education, then gave a quick survey of his own. He asked about Jack’s plans for his future, then talked about his own plans for the cottage and the surrounding land. He spent a good deal more time afterwards weighing in on the Welsh economy, Welsh politics and Wales’s place in the British Commonwealth and how it related to the place of Great Britain in the larger world. He then went on to advise Jack how best to use these first several months out of college before entering the work force.

“Plenty of time to be a vital cog in the business world, Jack. But you need a bit of seasoning first, and this is the time to get that odd bit of experience you won’t find in the nine to five workday. Travel is the answer. See the world. See how the other nine-tenths live. This will give you a larger frame of reference, meaning you’ll have a significant advantage over almost everyone else. Because most folks never see even a little of what is out there.”

By now, they were settled in a sitting room before a fire blazing in an old stone hearth, glasses of Welsh beer in their hands and a ruddy glow on their faces. Arthur Henry hadn’t stopped talking since they sat down, although Jack had managed to squeeze one or two words in edgewise in a futile effort to hold up his end of the conversation. Mostly, he just smiled and nodded and let the old man say whatever he chose, content to let him do so for as long as it took to exhaust him.

Although, as the first hour passed and a sizeable chunk of the second with it, he began to wonder if he was expecting too much.

Finally, Arthur seemed to realize what he has doing and sprang to his feet with a hearty laugh. “Well, I’m just going on and on, taking up all the air in the room. Come, Mr. McCall, and share some dinner with me. If you’re good, I’ll spare you a few moments of the evening to talk a bit about yourself!”

A stew had been prepared on an old iron stove, and it was delicious. After adding fresh-baked bread (“Make all my own bread,” Arthur advised) and another glass or two of the beer, Jack McCall could honestly say he had never enjoyed a meal more. And he could say that because his host finally took a break from nonstop talking to concentrate on his food.

When that was finished, Arthur directed Jack to his quarters – a cozy bedroom at the rear of the cottage, complete with its own bathroom – to let him unpack before coming to sit once more by the fire. He did invite Jack to talk about himself, and Jack managed to give a sketchy account of his early life, education, family situation before his time was at an end and Arthur was off and running once again. Wife and kids (three), the former dead now, the kids grown and living elsewhere, life spent working at a lumber mill, fond of cricket, fond of football (European), politics mostly an exercise in futility in his opinion, and the world in shambles mostly because this new generation (Jack’s?) just didn’t understand what it meant to work for a living.

Finally talk worked its way around to Jack’s plans for the time he was spending in Wales. Jack gave a brief overview, consisting of trips into the Snowdonia area, visits to some of the castle ruins that had once been Edward’s detested Iron Ring, built to subdue the wild savages he believed the Welsh people to be, and finally a journey up to Llandudno for a night.

Then he added, as casually as he could manage it, “A friend of mine who’s been here before told me there was a place I needed to visit that’s right around here. Said it was very beautiful, almost magical. He called it Fairy Glen. Do you know it?”

The old man grunted. “I do. Right down the road a short distance from here.”

“Have you been there?”

“Aye. Twice. Once to see it, once to be sure I was seeing it right. You should go. But in the daytime, not at night.”

“Why is that? I thought it would be beautiful under the full moon.”

The old man went quiet for a moment, lost in thought. “Odd things happen there at night. You can’t be sure what you’re seeing. Daytime, you see it all much better, can’t be so easily fooled. You go when there’s sunlight.”

He didn’t make it a suggestion; he made it a command. And Jack knew when to back off. “Sure, I’ll go during the day, if that’s what you think best.”

His host’s sharp old eyes fixed on him. “That is what I think best.”

Jack smiled to show his agreement, but Two Bears’ instructions trumped the old man’s superstitions. He would go on the night of the full moon, as requested.


Chapter 4

Two nights later – when the sun was down and the stars just beginning to come out, but the full moon still below the horizon – Jack went to the Fairy Glen to meet the Lady.

He had gone to the glen earlier in the day, making a point of telling Arthur, providing him with some reassurance that he was doing what the old man had suggested. He found the Fairy Glen charming. It was a shallow gorge with a deep stream running along its winding floor. A waterfall, perhaps thirty feet in height, spilled down from a precipice at one end to feed the stream, which then tumbled in a series of rapids through huge, ancient boulders and broken rocks for several hundred feet before taking a sharp left and disappearing into the trees at the other end. A trail led down into the glen – a twisty descent – through slopes overhung by heavy tree limbs, and thick with brush and wildflowers. The sound of the stream was a constant burbling that was matched by birdsong and the soft rush of the wind through the leaves.

If it isn’t magical, he found himself thinking as he looked around, it should be.

He had stood there, transfixed. He was lost in the moment, and the moment stretched away endlessly.

When he went back to the house, he told Arthur he was going up to Llandudno for the night and would be back sometime the following day. Arthur made a point of asking him what he thought of the Fairy Glen, but Jack just smiled and dissembled. He said it was a pretty place, but nothing special. He said nothing about feeling that he was being watched while he explored. He said nothing about the voices that seemed to rise from the rushing of the stream’s waters. He said nothing of the small, sudden movements he caught out of the corner of his eye at least half-a-dozen times while he stood there, a willing captive.

But he couldn’t be sure he wasn’t mistaken. Not until he went back. Not until he was there at night. There was enough happening in the daytime to persuade him he must.

More than once, he questioned his motives. Mostly, he wondered at his own willingness to blindly follow the orders of a stranger. This was not like him. He was usually very pragmatic – thought things through carefully, considered and weighed his options before making decisions. Yet this decision he had made impulsively, and mostly based on the fact that Two Bears knew so much about his past – about Pick and the dragon and Sinnissippi Park. And about his cancer, which he never talked about with anyone.

He still had questions, and secretly wondered if he might not find his answers tonight. He had no reason to believe he would, but still he kept thinking he might.

On his return to the Fairy Glen, he found a fisherman occupying the near bank, clothed in woodsman garb and an old fishing hat. He wore boots, and his pole was ancient and hand-wrought, with a strange reel attached – the like of which Jack had never seen before. The man stood on the bank and cast, then slowly reeled in his line, hitched up his rod and cast again. Jack watched for a while, then walked over.

“Catch anything?” he asked.

The man glanced at him and smiled but made no response. His beard was thick and his hair long, his face seamed and his skin brown from the sun. He was of indeterminate age – neither young nor old, but some of both. Jack waited for the fisherman to say something, but he just went back to fishing as if Jack wasn’t there.

Jack turned away at the sound of a high, fierce shriek, searching the woods as a spike of fear ran up his spine, then glanced up at the rising full moon. There was a fresh chill in the air, and suddenly Jack felt a deep-seated sense of unease.

He looked back at the fisherman, but the man was gone.

Standing alone now on the banks of the stream, Jack watched the moonlight skip and dance along the rims of the waves and through the ripples caused by the water’s anxious rush. An owl hooted somewhere nearby – a haunting sound that lingered as an echo. Off to his right, a long dark shadow moved within the brush, staying just out of view.

And then the fairies appeared. There was no question about what they were, no doubt in his mind. An explosion of bright forms surfaced out of the waterfall – silvery, twinkling apparitions that soared above stream and skipped along its surface with unrestrained abandon. Bells sounded from all around, and bright bursts of light emanated from within the stream’s flow, as if something living in its depths was seeking to break free. Jack might have turned and run if he had felt threatened in any way, but he did not. Rather, he felt embraced, welcomed, brought home to a place he had never known existed but had always been searching for. The feeling was so unexpectedly wondrous that he suddenly burst into tears, yearning to wrap himself up in it forever.

Then the Lady appeared – a diaphanous gowned bit of shadow and light, and beautiful beyond anything Jack had ever imagined possible. She floated above the churning surface of the stream, the fairies circling all about her as she approached, borne on the night air and the crest of white-capped waves. A procession formed as the Lady neared, a retinue falling into place behind her – reaching down to lift the train of her gown and to smooth the waters of the stream so her slippers might remain dry. Jack felt her eyes on him, this spirit creature not wholly substantive and not completely there, and her gaze warmed him. He saw the kindness in her face and instantly felt the blood rush to his cheeks in response.

Then abruptly she was standing before him, changed entirely – become as solid as he was and no longer so much a creature of another world. Her retinue disappeared. The waters of the stream lost their bright shimmer, the bells went silent, and the Fairy Glen became as it had been when he first approached it, as if none of what he had just witnessed had ever happened.

“Will you serve me?” the Lady asked in a voice so warm and musical it brought him to his knees.

He could not speak for a moment. Her request was a naked plea that demanded explanation and yet offered none. At the same time, it was so compelling, so impossibly irresistible, that he could not envision a world in which he would refuse. In those four words, he found a promise of the moral commitment he had always been seeking. He found, too, the answers to all his questions about his childhood brush with death – about Sinnissippi Park and Pick and the dragon that would have brought him down, had he not defeated it.

With an eager willingness that frightened him, he whispered, “I will serve you.”

The voice did not seem his own and the words appeared to come from somewhere else. Yet the Lady reached down and stroked his cheek, a gentle brushing of fingers that reached deep into his heart.

“Let it be so, then, Jack McCall. As of this moment, you are a Knight of the Word. You must never forget what you are. And you must never forsake me.”

Then she lifted him up to stand before her and touched his face once more. This time images began to appear before his eyes, a long continuous stream of history that revealed in detail all that had gone before and of which he would now become a part. Knowledge flowed into him and took root. It swept before his eyes swiftly and without slowing, and yet he knew instinctively he would never forget any of it. The images seemed to last only a few moments, but when they were gone he glanced upward and saw that the moon had moved all the way across the nighttime sky.

“Know, brave Knight, that your service is unique. It will be required once and once only. But you will need to be vigilant always, because they will come for you and seek to destroy you, and this must not be allowed. You must be preserved for that one high service you have been chosen to perform.”

“What service . . .?” he tried to ask, but her fingers silenced his lips with a touch.

“It is not yet time for you to know. Go now. Go to the life you will make for yourself. Go to the family that will become your own. We will not speak again until the need arrives.”

Her fingers found his chin. “Know this, too, Jack McCall. All brave knights who serve the Word must suffer the dreams of the damned. All must dream of the future that arises when they fail in the present. For most, those dreams are of a future that lies generations away. But you, and you alone, will dream of a future that will come to pass in your own lifetime – a future that will befall you and yours if you fail in your service. Be wary of your dreams, brave knight, for they will be treacherous and misleading, and not all that you dream will be as it seems.”

One last time, the fingers shifted across his face, this time coming to rest upon his eyes, closing them so that he felt himself drifting into such a deep inexorable slumber that he could do nothing but let it take him.

“Sleep now,” he heard her whisper, and he slept.

When he awoke again, it was dawn, and he was alone in the Fairy Glen. He blinked and rose from his bed of damp grasses, shivering and confused. His thoughts returned to the events of the night just passed, and there at their forefront was the memory of his meeting with the Lady.

No other proof of it remained to indicate that it had ever happened, yet he knew – as surely as he knew his life was changed forever – that it had.

He went back to the cottage and Arthur Henry and rested. He stayed for another day, so it would not appear that his departure was too abrupt, and then he returned home to discover how much of what the Lady had told him would turn out to be true.
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Chapter 5

They came for Jack McCall less than two months after his return. The Lady had not told him who it was that would come for him or why. She had not told him what he was supposed to do if they did come. Had he been left to his own devices, he probably wouldn’t have survived the encounter. But the Lady had foreseen what would happen and had taken steps to prevent any harm from befalling him.

With college behind him, Jack was back in Hopewell and living with his parents as he began his search for a more far-reaching future. His time with them was temporary, a bridge to finding a residence and a career of his own. He had already decided against going further with his schooling, anxious to get on with his life. He wanted to begin exploring its possibilities – through trial and error, if needed – while still asserting his independence. He found a job immediately, albeit one that might not last beyond the summer. He was hired by the Hopewell Municipal District of Parks and Recreation, through the encouragement of an old middle school teacher who had always liked Jack and had made the recommendation to a few of his friends who had connections, providing a strong letter of reference. Jack was hired on the spot as a Park Ranger and, within a week of returning, was hard at work patrolling and caring for the entire three-hundred-acre expanse of Sinnissippi Park.

The assignment was perfect – a job that required a daily commute of not much more than a short walk to the maintenance shed to fetch the all-terrain vehicle he was assigned. It was also ironic. Here he was, working for the benefit of the very park that Pick had told him he was responsible for as Guardian of the Magic ten years earlier. Jack thought there was a possibility they might meet again now, working in such close proximity on a daily basis.

But after a month with no sign of the sylvan – let alone even the slightest suggestion of a possible encounter – Jack was forced to admit that his hopes were dimming. He still looked for his little friend, but in his heart-of-hearts, where hard truths were kept stowed away with bad memories, he found the inevitability of his disappointment impossible to ignore.

When thirty days had passed with not a single sighting of Pick, he abruptly found himself face-to-face with Two Bears.

It was late in the day, and he had pulled the ATV into the maintenance shed and was securing his equipment and tools when the big man appeared. He didn’t materialize out of thin air exactly…but close.

“Welcome back, Jack McCall,” he rumbled. He stood there, backlit by the fading sun, his large body casting its big shadow, holding a staff in one hand with just the hint of a smile on his granite face. “I have something for you.”

He extended the staff, obviously offering it. Jack took a moment to consider the gift. It was a black, gnarled length of wood, worn and scarred and riven with markings he could not quite make out, but which looked to be symbols or writing. Jack took a deep breath, reached out and took it.

Though he had expected it to be heavy, he was surprised to discover it was unexpectedly light. It was sturdy, but did not feel cumbersome or awkward in his hands. If anything, it felt to be exactly the right weight and thickness – an extension of himself that he could sense simply by how easily he was able to handle it.

“You are a Knight of the Word now, and such men and women, one and all, carry this staff as a symbol of their office and the power invested in them. It will seem a perfect fit for whoever bears it, but will serve you and only you while it remains yours. There is power in it that will keep you safe. Such power will reveal itself when it is needed. It will teach you what to expect of it, and what in turn it will expect of you.”

Oddly, there seemed to be unexpected warmth to the staff. “You make it sound like a living thing,” Jack remarked with a smile, hefting it experimentally.

Two Bears nodded. “Because it is.”

The smile dropped from Jack’s face. “It’s alive?”

The big man ignored the question. “You are never to go anywhere without it. Ever. When you set it down, for whatever the reason, you are never to place it beyond your reach. When you sleep, when you eat, when you leave your home and when you are in it, the staff must always be close at hand. This will cause you some inconvenience, I admit. But a Park Ranger carrying a staff will not seem all that unusual. No one will question that you bear it everywhere.”

Jack pictured himself in church or at a social function, black staff in hand. “If you say so.”

“Treat it as an extension of yourself. Treat it with respect. It is your strongest protection against the things that will come after you. It is your link to the Word, and it is the Word you now serve – just as the Lady and I do. You are a Knight of the Word, kem’sho, and you must never forget what that means.”

As if I ever knew, Jack thought, without speaking the words aloud. As if I had any real idea of what is expected of me.

“Who it is that you and the Lady keep talking about? Who do you think it is that will come for me?”

Two Bears leaned close. “Servants of the Void. It is the Void that seeks to destroy us all, Jack. Including – and perhaps especially – you.”

The big man straightened and turned away. A smile creased his stern countenance. “I do not think I have ever seen such a beautiful sunset. Look, Jack. Have you ever seen such a vivid display of colors in the evening sky?”

He stepped out of the maintenance shed and pointed to where the sun was dropping below the horizon, the light already become diffuse and the sky brilliantly colored with reds and pinks. He pointed as Jack joined him, and together they stared as the colors deepened and spread, and the summer day closed with an explosion of color.

“Can’t argue with you about how beautiful that was,” Jack said quietly, smiling in spite of himself. “I don’t know when . . .”

He turned to face Two Bears. “ . . . I last saw one like . . .”

He trailed off into silence because the big man was gone, and he was alone.

Although the resultant feelings were still new to him, they were ones he would get used to in the months ahead.

* * * * *

His first encounter with the servants of the Void – Men themselves, but demon-driven – happened less than two weeks later. Thanks to the staff Two Bears had brought him, he was not as unprepared as they thought to find him.

He was working in the far southeast corner of the park – down towards the river amid a large grove of aged oaks and elms and a few unnamed species that were so gnarled and twisted that some called them witch trees – gathering up deadwood to dump in a trailer hitched behind his ATV. He had been working there all day, save for short pauses to drink cold coffee from his thermos and one half-hour lunch break. It was a Monday, the week new. The neighborhood kids were back to school and their parents hard at work either at home or their place of employment. Traffic in the park had diminished to almost nothing – a few hikers; a mother with her very young children back near the entrance to the park, where the big toys were located; and a fisherman who had passed by on his way down to the river.

He was alone and decidedly isolated when the three men appeared out of the trees, dressed in leathers and jackboots and bearing chains and lengths of pipe. Jack didn’t see them at first, absorbed in his work, so they were almost on top of him before they finally managed to catch his attention.

“Looks like hard work,” said one, a big fellow with a bushy beard and sleeves cut off to reveal arms the size of Jack’s thighs. “Can’t be much fun.”

Jack shrugged. “It’s what I’m hired to do.” He gestured towards the piece of pipe the man was carrying. “You fellows come out here to help?”

Another man, small and lean and roped with muscle, almost every inch of his exposed body covered in ink, laughed. “Good one. ‘Help him out,’ he says.” He turned to the third man. “Guess that’s what we’re here for, right, Albie?”

“Naw, we ain’t here to help him out.” The last man spit into the dirt and shifted the length of chain he was holding from one hand to the other. He gave Jack a hard look. “We’re here to mess him up.”

Jack already knew what this was about and who these three were. He’d been expecting someone, of course – but not these three, and not so soon. He was about to be tested and there would be no talking them out of it. Whatever had brought them here, whatever persuasion had been used, it was to accomplish one thing and one thing only.

To demonstrate, in no uncertain terms, that Jack needed to be taught a lesson.

Jack walked around to the side of the trailer, reached in and withdrew the black staff. He didn’t say anything as he did so. Nor did he say anything as he walked back around the end of the trailer and up to the big man with the bushy beard and swung the staff with such force that, when the other man raised the pipe to ward off the blow, the staff shattered the iron into pieces.

The big man stood staring at the six inches of pipe that remained clutched in his left hand, shock etched on his features.

“Get him!” Albie roared, charging forward, chain swinging.

They were on him instantly, all three, chains and pipe, and now the big man had dropped what remained of his shattered weapon and snatched a knife from beneath his leathers. Jack braced to meet them, knowing he was in trouble. But something strange happened. Turning to meet their rush, Jack found his staff alive with bits of fire, the markings that were carved into its length suddenly bright. Sparks and flames erupted all up and down its length, but Jack felt no heat on the exposed flesh of his hands,

The staff – seemingly of its own volition – took over the fight. Two quick strikes, short and sharply dealt, were delivered almost before Jack knew what he was going to do. Down went the big man with bushy beard, felled with a blow to the head, his knife skittering away. Down went the inked man, caught with a second blow that swept away the pipe he was carrying, hammering into his arm on the follow-through and breaking it; the crack was loud enough to be heard above the sounds of the struggle.

The last man, Albie, slowed, his features twisting into an animal-like snarl, words of hatred pouring from his mouth as he yanked out a gun. In Jack’s hands, the staff dropped so that its blunt end was pointing at the man. A burst of fire exploded from its length, engulfed the gun and melted it instantly, then climbed Albie’s arm in a hungry rush that sent him sprawling to the ground, where he rolled around in a desperate effort to smother the flames, howling as the fire licked hungrily at his clothing.

The struggle was over as quickly as it had begun. All three attackers lay prone, groaning and hugging themselves, eyes squeezed tight with pain, all the fight gone out of them. Jack walked over and looked down at them.

“Get out of this park and don’t come back. Don’t speak of this to anyone. Not one word of anything that’s happened. If you do or if I see you here again – anywhere in this community – I promise you won’t much like what happens.”

He took a moment to look at each of them in turn, making sure they were looking back. “Do you know what I am?” he whispered in something approaching a hiss. “Do you have any idea?”

They cringed visibly. “You’re the devil's spawn!” Albie cried, eyes wide with sudden realization.

Jack nodded. Close enough. “Get out of my sight.”

He watched them scramble to their feet and make their way back the way they had come, muttering to themselves and each other, casting frightened looks back at him, beaten predators he did not think would return. He could not deny the keen sense of satisfaction he felt on having passed his first test as a Knight of the Word. Discovering what his staff could do and how well he could protect himself if it became necessary was a revelation.

But he still was unsure of what the Lady expected of him in return. His service was centered on a single event, and he still had no idea of its nature. His ignorance nagged at him, and he was stymied over what to do about it.

Those feelings would stay with him for years to come, and when they were finally resolved, it would not be a pleasant experience.


Chapter 6

There were no further attempts at dissuading Jack from serving the Word following his encounter with the three thugs, and life went on pretty much as before.

He remained in his position as a park ranger for the municipality for several years, assigned to Sinnissippi Park and living in Hopewell. He moved out of his parent’s home by the end of the summer and into an apartment of his own. His work was steady and satisfying, and he advanced to become Assistant Director and eventually Director when the current office holder decided to retire to Arizona.

From there, his situation advanced dramatically. Five years into his new job, he was appointed Superintendent of Parks and Recreation for the entire county, and by the end of the following year had been asked to present at the National Convention of Parks and Recreation. He gave an impassioned speech about conservation in the face of rampant population growth, touching on the need for sustainable resources, which was well received and written up in several journals. Other administrators of parks and recreation facilities began coming to him for advice on issues of innovative development and nurturing of state and local parks, to the point where he became recognized as something of an expert.

He was soon in such demand that he opened a consulting business on the side and began supplying everything from advice to wide planning guides. By year’s end, he was advising and consulting with members of his field in more than a dozen midwestern states.

His social life, however, did not fare as well. He had a number of women friends, but nothing approaching a serious relationship. There were choices and opportunities, but none of them really interested him. Some of this was due to a failure to find common ground with these women, as their connection was limited to social gatherings and small talk. Some of it was due the demands of his job and his private advising work, which demanded long, frequently irregular hours. And some of it, he imagined, had a lot to do with his insistence on going everywhere with his black staff, no matter how inconvenient.

But mostly it was due to not finding anyone that excited him enough to want to pursue anything beyond a casual acquaintanceship.

Until he met Anne.

He first saw her at the annual National Convention of Parks and Recreation, two years following his first presentation, and it was an encounter that changed his life. He was there by invitation of the national board of administrators but was not presenting and had only come to hear what he hoped were new ideas and fresh approaches to management from others in the field.

She was partly there to meet him, but he didn’t find that out until later.

The convention kicked off with a meet and greet cocktail party of invitees and guests, offering an opportunity to renew old acquaintances. But the opportunities to find the people he wanted to see were severely limited simply by the huge number of attendees and the obvious difficulties of being able to find anyone in a room packed with hundreds of bodies.

An hour into the event, his interest in remaining was winding down. He had failed to find more than two of the people with whom he had hoped to speak, and was actually on his way towards the exit when she stepped in front of him.

“Mr. McCall, do you have a minute?” she asked.

Her smile alone was enough to stop him in his tracks. He smiled back. “Sure, but call me Jack. Mr. McCall is my father.”

She was tall and slender with curly blonde hair cut short and startling blue eyes. He tried not to stare, but he was already lost.

“I’m Anne,” she said and offered her hand. “I wanted to tell you how impressed I was with your speech on sustainable growth. I wasn’t there, but I watched the video later when my boss gave me a copy. You were so impassioned, so clearly dedicated to doing what you believed to be the right thing. You don’t see that often enough.”

Jack smiled. “I think I got carried away, but thanks. So, what are you doing here this year? Have you started coming regularly?”

She laughed. “Hardly. My boss couldn’t come and sent me in his place. I’m just a lowly assistant to the chief superintendent of the Seattle Park District, so I don’t get many chances like this. I came to get my feet wet. But I was hoping to meet you as well, so we could talk a bit about your speech.”

He smiled. “What are you doing right now?”

“What do you have in mind?”

“How about joining me for dinner?” He gave her a self-deprecating look. “In spite of my speaking prowess, I seem to find myself without a dinner partner, and I don’t much care for eating alone. What do you say?”

Her smile was back, and he felt electrified in the glow it produced. “I would love to.”

So off they went to dinner, and that was the beginning of everything that followed. While eating, they not only exchanged views on park management, but also ended up talking about themselves. Dinner courses came and went, and afterwards – when Jack had time to reflect on it – he could not remember a single thing he had eaten. He had an instant connection with her on so many levels it was astonishing. They shared a similar sense of humor, a larger worldview, a vision for park management, and even an agreement on movies and music.

By the end of the meal they were sharing much more personal parts of their history – he, for the first time in years, about his cancer; she, in a low, almost inaudible voice, about a violent attack she had suffered in college that had left her mute for almost a year. Their attraction for each other grew steadily stronger, and by the time Jack flew home again they had agreed they would like to see more of each other in the months ahead.

Within a month, he flew to Seattle to visit her, where she showed him around the city, visiting all the parks for which her department was responsible. He was so in love by then he could barely catch his breath, and was over the moon when it became clear she felt the same about him. The first night he spent at her apartment, Jack slept on the couch. By the second he was sharing her bed, and they were talking about a future together.

Within two months, he arranged for her to come visit him in Hopewell, where he introduced her to his parents and announced that they had decided to move in together. The sticking point was which city they would settle in, but it was resolved when she told him she could not leave her parents untended, as both were frail and in poor health. Jack never hesitated about moving, especially when she suggested that maybe it was time to let go of his municipal job and take up providing private management advice full-time. His parents, recognizing his strong attachment to this young woman whom they very much liked, urged him to go. They were older now, but still perfectly able to look after themselves. They would miss having him in Hopewell, but knew he had his own life to lead.

So he left his position as superintendent of parks, packed up his clothing and gear and moved west, driving across the country. By the end of the year, he had begun advertising his availability as a parks management consultant to the Pacific Northwest public and had become engaged. The wedding took place six months later, and for Jack McCall, a new life began.

He did not see Pick ever again. He would go back to Sinnissippi Park each time he returned to visit his parents and eventually to bury them, but neither of his fairy guardians ever showed themselves.

He did not hear again from the Lady in the years that followed, either. It was apparently not yet his time to serve. He did not come into contact with any other servants of the Void after that first encounter in the park, even though every day he kept expecting them to come for him once more.

He carried the black staff he had been given for protection everywhere he went but never told Anne the truth about it. He also never told her about the dreams the Lady had warned him to expect, in large part because the dreams hadn’t yet appeared.

But when his marriage and his new life in Seattle were nearly ten years along, they suddenly did.


Chapter 7

Jack had gone to SeaTac Airport to pick up a client who was flying all the way from Texas to receive a management plan for the park district he worked for in Dallas-Ft. Worth. It was a Saturday night in early April, and the airport was crowded with people flying in to their Seattle homes and flying out to other cities – a steady mix of arrivals and departures common to every weekend. Because of security regulations, Jack had to wait for his client in baggage claim. He was early, so he bought a Seattle Times and took a seat near one of the reader boards to wait for information on his client’s flight to appear.

He had waited for perhaps fifteen minutes, glancing up every now and then, when a swarm of passengers from a Los Angeles flight poured off the escalators, making a beeline for their baggage carousel. He watched them as they descended, idly noting faces and their carryon baggage, until finally he lost interest and went back to his newspaper.

It was not more than a minute or two when he became aware of a shadow falling over him, partially blocking the light he was using to read by.

“Is anybody sitting here?” a deep voice asked.

He glanced up at the thickset, rough-featured man in front of him, then at the empty seat beside him and gestured. “It’s yours.”

The man sat down. He was dressed in a suit, but it wasn’t the kind of suit businessmen wore. In fact, it wasn’t the kind of suit anyone wore these days, and it took Jack a minute to realize where he had last seen one like it. It was in a movie – a western although he couldn’t remember the title – and a gunman had worn it. Then he remembered the cover to the original paperback of the novel Shane, an old west tale about a gunslinger, and remembered he had seen it there, too. The suit was black and consisted of pegged pants, a frock coat with a white shirt beneath, a string tie, and leather boots. The man wearing these clothes was tall and rangy, and looked very athletic. He sat down next to Jack without looking at him for several long minutes, then he pulled out a hand-rolled cigarette and stuck it in the corner of his mouth, looking around the baggage area as if to assess the advisability of lighting up.

“You can’t smoke in here,” Jack told him mildly. “Rules.”

The big man gave him a smile. “Rules. Always rules. They get in the way of everything. You ever think how much easier life would be if we didn’t have rules?”

“Wouldn’t things be a bit chaotic?”

“Exactly my point. Chaos would dominate every aspect of our lives, and only those strong enough to survive the chaos would be able to determine how our lives were shaped.”

Jack stared. What was this about?

“I learned this a while back – far enough back that I can hardly remember that period of time in my life,” the man continued. “I’ve been who and what I am for longer than you’ve been alive, as a matter of fact. Much longer.”

Jack was suddenly uneasy. “Funny. You don’t look that old.”

“I suppose I don’t.” The big man stretched, his face contorting momentarily with the effort, giving him a very unpleasant look. Then his features relaxed, and he was back to himself again. “I’ve aged pretty well, kept myself in good shape, made certain that I met the goals that were set for me and not allowed anything to stand in my way. Sounds rather self-serving, but at the end of the day, isn’t that what we all do?”

Jack frowned. “I’m not sure I agree with that. Many of us believe it’s in our nature to try to do things that serve the interests of others.”

The other man laughed softly. “I know. But I also know that all those I have encountered who chose to follow that path are dead now.” He paused. “Jack.”

His name on the big man’s lips caused Jack to reach for his black staff, which was cradled against his body. “How is it you know my name?”

He knew the answer already, of course – knew, as well, what this man was and why he was there. He just couldn’t believe at first that it was finally happening. He had almost persuaded himself, with the passing of time, that it wouldn’t. It had been almost twenty years since he had been challenged by the Void, but it appeared from this conversation that he was about to be challenged again.

“Relax,” the other man said, making a dismissive gesture. “I’m not here to cause you any harm. I just wanted to introduce myself. I don’t think we should remain strangers, given what I’ve come here to do. I think we should get to know each other, try to find out how we match up, see if we can decide who might win the confrontation we’re eventually going to have. Maybe you’ll decide it wouldn’t be a good idea to risk that confrontation. Maybe you’ll choose to back off and rid yourself of the burden of that black staff. Oh, I know what the staff is and what it can do. I’ve encountered it before a few times. It’s not going to be enough, Jack.”

“Is that so.”

“Yep. I’ve been able to determine as much. Several times. Tells you something about me, doesn’t it? See, there aren’t many like me, Jack. Some others who called themselves Knights of the Word found that out the hard way. They made the mistake I spoke of earlier – the mistake of thinking that choosing the interests of others over their own was somehow correct. Those men are dead. And all of them died horribly. In a lot of pain. Saw their loved ones die, too. It would be a shame if you were to make the same mistake.”

Jack nodded slowly. “Not very subtle, are you? Who are you, anyway? What’s your name? You already know mine. I should know yours.”

The man in the gunslinger clothes shook his head. “I don’t have a name. I’m only a rumor. No one wants to know the name of someone like me. They just hope we never come face to face. When they see me, they turn around and walk the other way. Could be that’s what you should do, Jack.”

“Could be. How did you find me, anyway? How did you even learn where I was?”

“Oh, it’s a gift. A sort of sixth sense. I can smell you. Smell out any and all Knights of the Word. I can track them, find where they have their hidey-holes and ferret them out. You, I came across by chance. I was staying in a hotel where you were attending a forestry conference or some such. Knew you for what you were immediately. Found out your name and address from the enrollment forms – with a little help of a young lady working the tables. She didn’t want to let me see them, but I changed her mind. I’ve come all the way from Los Angeles to meet you.”

“I imagine Los Angeles is missing you already.”

The big man snickered. “Funny.” He looked off into space a moment and then back at Jack. “Let me explain what is going to happen. I’ve come to Seattle, I’ve found you here, I will find where you live, I will get to know all about your family and friends, I will make myself a part of your life, and there is nothing you can do to stop me. You can, however, rid yourself of me by being smart enough to avoid the mistakes of those other Knights of the Word I’ve been forced to dispatch. You can throw down your staff and walk away from your commitment to the Word. Do that, and you will be safe.”

Jack felt a shiver of fear in spite of himself. He thought of Anne and the children – his daughter ten, his son only a baby – placed at risk from this monster. His friends, as well. But he held his ground because to show doubt or fear now would be a mistake.

“Maybe I don’t believe you are as powerful as you seem to think.”

The big man nodded slowly and got to his feet. “Well, that’s as it may be. Let’s give it a little time, see how things shake out.” He touched his nose with one finger. “Be seeing you.”

Off he walked without looking back. Jack watched him pass down the line of carousels until he found the one he was looking for, reclaim a black satchel and walk towards an exit. Just before he got there, he turned back and gave Jack a final look.

Then he was gone, taking with him any chance Jack might have had of being able to stop looking over his shoulder in the days ahead.


Chapter 8

The first of the dreams promised by the Lady almost twenty years earlier arrived that same night. It arrived as dreams do, uninvited and unannounced, and in this case, unwelcome. By the time it showed itself, Jack was deep asleep, with Anne curled up beside him. Ten-year-old Mila was tucked away in her bedroom down the hall, and the baby, Jack Jr. – at fourteen months no longer requiring nighttime feedings but still prone to the occasional unscheduled nighttime waking – was in his railing-enclosed bed in the adjoining alcove where they could hear him cry should he unexpectedly wake.

Further down the hall, the family cat – an orange tabby named Scoot, who had been rescued from the streets by Mila – was asleep in the laundry.

The lights inside the house were all extinguished except for one nightlight in the bathroom and a second in the alcove wall. Outside the skies were heavily clouded, erasing any trace of moon or stars and leaving the surrounding neighborhood wrapped in a hazy, misty half-light generated by a combination of city streetlights reflecting off the low-hanging brume and a few neighborhood porch lights.

Jack had managed to spend most of the evening not thinking about the man at the airport, having dismissed him from his thoughts after meeting his client and driving him to his nearby hotel. The memory remained, however, and refused to be so easily banished; the man’s thinly veiled threats were troubling.

But on crawling into bed that night, Jack’s mind went back to their meeting, and the unpleasant realization of who and what the man was and lingered until he fell asleep.

And so the dreams began.

* * * * *

He hears what he thinks are the furtive sounds of someone creeping about outside his house, and he sits up immediately, alert and ready. Rising from his bed, he picks up the black staff, goes to the front door and steps outside. The night is hazy and his surroundings indistinct. While there is no explanation for it, he is fully dressed and wearing a coat against the chill. He looks around, decides that the sounds he was hearing were from someone who had slipped away, and decides to go after them. It is a foolish decision; he is leaving his family alone and unprotected, but he goes anyway because somehow, some way, he knows he must.

He crosses his yard to the front sidewalk and turns up the darkened street. The one he is tracking has gone this way. Again, he just knows, although he does not understand why. He moves quickly up the street, anxious to discover if what he searches for presents a threat to his family, anxious to put a stop to it. He spies movement in the darkness ahead, a glimpse of a momentary shadow sliding across the edges of a circle of light from a street lamp, there and gone again in an instant.

Got you, he thinks.

Sprinting ahead, he reaches the spot where his prey had given itself away, but there is no one there. He casts about, then spies faintly glowing paw prints indented in the soft grass to one side. Paw prints signal that whatever he chases is not human. He notes the size of the prints. Huge, deep outlines indicate something big and heavy – something much larger than he is. A creature of the Void, in all likelihood. A demon.

An ordinary man would turn back at this point, but he is a Knight of the Word and possesses the power of his black staff, which can overcome anything. There will be no hesitation, no turning back, no second thoughts.

He continues on, proceeding more quickly than before, his eyes scanning the gloom. He is moving between a screen of residences now, crossing a series of back yards, turning down alleyways, still following the faintly glowing tracks; the paw prints leave a clear, unmistakable trail for him to follow. He finds himself thinking that perhaps he is moving too quickly, rushing to a confrontation he might not be ready for. But the freshness of the tracks compels him to continue.

Then, abruptly, he reaches a neighborhood of stately old houses, most of which have been here for more than sixty years. They speak of stature and money, and they straddle portions of the tangled old growth that comprises Schmitz Park.

He has no idea how he has gotten this far from home. He is miles away by now. Impossible.

He slows now. The tracks are visible as he crosses Admiral to the park entrance, an open invitation. Come in; see if you can catch me. This time Jack hesitates. There are no lights in the park, and the shadows cast by the great old trees are deep and concealing. Mingled with the drifting trailers of mist, they create a heavy blanket of gloom over the entire park. There is a silence emanating from that fortress of trunks and limbs that is unsettling. No sounds are audible, and nothing moves in the darkness.

He is momentarily undecided.

Then, his decision made, he proceeds across the car lanes and into the thicket of Schmitz Park’s formidable undergrowth, keeping to the pathways. Behind him, the last of the streetlights disappear. He is alone now, wrapped in mist and darkness.

To his left, shadows move suddenly, as something attacks. His hands lift his staff to protect himself. He is struck a blow that sends him sprawling and everything goes dark.

* * * * *

He was in his bed when he woke again – only this time for real – shocked out of his sleep by what he had dreamt. He waited until his head had cleared itself of the lingering after-effects from his nightmarish dream and went into the bathroom. Once he had relieved himself and drunk some water, he walked down to the kitchen to find Scoot pawing at the back door and meowing. Since the cat was a stray and spent large amounts of time outdoors anyway, Jack didn’t hesitate to open the door and let him out. Scoot was gone in a flash of orange fur, leaving Jack peering blindly into the darkness as if he might somehow see something from his dream. But there was nothing there.

After a few minutes of staring, he closed and locked the door and went back to bed.

Immediately, the dream returned.

* * * * *

He is picking himself up off the ground now, aware that a night bird – likely an owl – has flown into his head, striking him a glancing blow but causing no other damage. He stands where he is for a few minutes, regaining his composure, waiting for his eyes to adjust to the darkness. They do so quickly, allowing him to locate the vague outline of a pathway that runs deeper into the park.

He no longer sees the glowing paw prints on the ground before him.

Until, suddenly, they appear again.

He sets off to track them to their source, angry now at this intrusion into his sleep, but worried as well, as it increasingly appears that magic is at work. And not the good kind. Whatever is out there is making a point of toying with him, always staying a step ahead and just out of reach. But this will end soon enough because he will catch up to his elusive prey and put an end to this hunt.

Deep into Schmitz Park he walks, following the tracks, which are staying on the pathway. Nothing has changed, and increasingly nothing seems to make any sense. Several times he thinks to turn back, to end this foolishness. Let this creature he hunts go its own way. Go back to bed and get some sleep before the night is over. He will have other chances to encounter whatever leads him on, and better opportunities for settling matters. All he is doing now is wasting time and energy.

Yet he hates to give up. He hates to admit defeat, however temporary or questionable.

He continues on. He walks until he reaches the darkest part of the park and slows. Something waits on the path ahead – something huge and unidentifiable in the gloom. The glowing tracks end where it stands, fading away even as he watches.

He hesitates and then moves forward. The nearer he goes, the less he can tell of what awaits. But his instincts scream to him in warning. This is something very dangerous. This may be too much for him. Turn back now!

But he doesn’t, and suddenly he realizes that whatever has been waiting is coming towards him. It seems to grow larger as it advances while at the same time becoming even less distinct. It is a shadow, a patch of gloom, a monstrous gathering of inky darkness formed out of a combination of his fears and uncertainty.

It is his own death.

He attacks furiously, charging to meet its advance, determined to banish it or kill it or do whatever else is needed, but still it comes for him.

And then he realizes in horror that the magic of his staff is not responding, and the thing on the trail is on top of him, bearing him down, swallowing him up. He has no defenses, nothing left to turn to . . .

* * * * *

This time, when he woke, he was sweating and had wrapped himself in the sheets and blankets. All of them. Anne is asleep next to him, but her huddled form suggested she was probably more than a little chilled. So, he untangled himself and draped the bedding over her, careful not to wake her. Then he got up again and went back into the bathroom for another drink of water.

When he emerged, he paused. Something was drawing him towards the kitchen. He went down the hallway in the darkness, aware suddenly that he had left his staff in the bedroom. The doors were locked, the house quiet, and his instincts would have warned him if there were an intruder.

Still, something did not feel right.

He entered the kitchen and looked around. Nothing. He listened to the night for several long moments and heard only silence. He almost went back to bed and then remembered Scoot. Walking over to the back door, he turned on the porch light and looked out.

And saw what was left of Mila’s cat scattered in pieces all over the walkway.
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Chapter 9

Jack slept poorly for the rest of the night, the dreams gone, but still a fresh, raw memory. It was bad enough that the dream had left him feeling as if he had been a witness to his own death – caused in no small part by the failure of his black staff, his sole protection as a Knight of the Word, to ward him against a creature of the Void. The fear that the talisman on which he relied so heavily might somehow fail him was distressing. But finding poor old Scoot eviscerated on his back porch – a real life horror and not a dream – was worse.

On discovering the remains of the cat, he had acted quickly to remove all traces. He did not want Mila to wake and find Scoot’s remains when she walked out the door. So he had thrown on a coat and slipped on his work boots and gloves and gone out into the yard in the dead of night to remove the evidence. He gathered up the remains, placed them in an old shoebox, then retrieved a shovel from the garage to dig a hole. It was cold, and the ground was hard. It was miserable work, but it had to be done. It took him about an hour to complete, and when he had finished by hosing down the walkway, he came back into the house to find Anne waiting in bed with the light on and a book in her hands.

“What was that all about?” she asked, giving him a look that suggested he best not sugarcoat it.

But he did anyway, unwilling as yet to reveal everything he knew – especially about the agent of the Void who had approached him at the airport and threatened to harm not only himself but Anne and the children. So he simply said he had heard something outside – a fight of some sort – and found Scoot dead in the yard. He had buried the cat and would tell Mila in the morning. Must have been a large predator, he suggested, so he would need to warn the neighbors to keep a close eye on their pets and children for the next week or so, just in case it returned.

“It was pretty brutal,” he added. “Poor old Scoot.”

Anne didn’t question him on the details, but he thought she suspected there was more to the story. They could always sense that about each other – that feeling of something being held back or watered down. Their unspoken pact to always be truthful with each other allowed them to see beyond words and expressions to what was in the eyes and heart. But Jack had never told Anne about his encounter with Two Bears or the Lady, had never mentioned his trip to Wales and Fairy Glen, and had never said a word about his commitment as a Knight of the Word and the real purpose of the black staff he always carried with him.

He did not think now was the time to do so, either – even though he knew in his heart that what had happened to Scoot was not a coincidence and had nothing to with wild animals. The arrival of the man in black almost certainly signaled the start of the struggle the Lady had warned about, but he had to be absolutely sure before he even thought about confiding in his wife.

And he wasn’t at all sure he could make himself to so even then.

So, when morning arrived, he rose, showered and dressed, waited for Mila to come down to breakfast, and broke the news about Scoot. He did not go into any details, but she was bright enough and old enough that she understood what had happened. She cried a bit before announcing she would make a marker for Scoot and put it on his grave, so she would always remember him. Jack hugged her and told her he loved her and promised he would come take a look at the marker once she had it ready to place. He said Mommy would come look too, and maybe each one of them would tell a story or two about Scoot so that they would always remember him.

It was still early when he walked from his home to the grocery store five blocks away for orange juice, milk and a newspaper. Seattle was a series of neighborhood communities, each identified by a specific name. There was Queen Anne, Capitol Hill, Magnolia, Ballard, Green Lake, the U District and several more, all clustered about the downtown core. Jack and Anne lived in West Seattle, which occupied a peninsula that lay on the other side of Elliott Bay and directly across from the city. They were actually close to the southern border of their neighborhood, not far from Lincoln Park and the Vashon Island Ferry terminal. It was a mixed residential and small business community, which Jack liked, because everything from gas stations to grocery stores to Starbucks to cleaners and a few cafes and bistros were an easy walk from home. There was a sense of belonging that he hadn’t found anywhere else since he had married Anne, and not since Hopewell from before.

He entered the grocery store, grabbed a basket, and began to move up and down the aisles, not only picking out the items he had come for but also a few others he decided he might need. He was lost in thought and not paying any attention to who was around him until a shadow blocked his path, and he knew even before he finished looking up who it was.

The man he had encountered at the airport, still wearing the same black ensemble, stood there smiling. “Fancy meeting you again so soon,” he said.

“Does seem like an odd coincidence,” Jack agreed.

“Not so odd. It’s my neighborhood store now, too. At least for a while.” He paused, as if assessing Jack. “Hope you don’t mind my saying so, but you look a bit tired this morning. Bad night, was it?”

“What do you think?”

Another smile. “I think your family lost a cat.”

Jack looked away for a moment. “Yep. Wild animals. Never know what they’ll do or where you’ll find them these days.”

“True enough. Got to keep a sharp eye out.” The man gave a shrug. “Well, best be on my way. I expect we’ll see each other again before too long. Give my regards to your wife and kids.”

“I don’t think I’ll be doing that. Don’t think I’ll be seeing you around for much longer either.”

“Oh, I wouldn’t bet on that. And one thing more. You should start pretending you’re talking on your cell because, at the moment, it looks like you’re talking to yourself. All these other folks?” He gestured. “They can’t see me. Only you can.”

“My bad luck, I guess. Maybe that will change.”

“Maybe. Maybe not.” The man touched the brim of his black hat. “Sorry about your cat.”

Jack stared at him expressionlessly. “No, you’re not.”

The big man laughed. “No, I guess I’m not. But it was sort of cute. I hated to mess it up like that.”

He was starting to walk past when Jack grabbed his arm and held him fast, their faces only inches apart. “Sometimes, it’s best to leave well enough alone. Otherwise, your luck can turn on you. And that can be a nasty.”

The man studied him calmly, then gently but firmly extracted his arm. “Likely we’ll find out, won’t we?”

He walked away, turned a corner at the end of the aisle and disappeared.

* * * * *

Jack went home, thinking about what he should do. The demon was making no pretense at being anything but what it was. It was also making no effort to conceal its intentions regarding what was in store for Jack and his family. The need to alert Anne had taken on new urgency. If the demon intended to get to Jack through Anne or the children, didn’t they need to be aware enough of the danger so they could be on the lookout? Certainly Anne was entitled to a warning. The baby was too little to understand any of this, and Mila was too young to have to deal with it even knowing what it meant.

So shouldn’t he at least tell Anne?

But if he did, what then? What would she be able to do to protect herself? If the demon could get as close to Jack as it had already demonstrated it could, what chance did Anne have of avoiding it? She could lock herself and the kids in their house and stay there until this was over, but somehow Jack knew that even doing that wouldn’t be enough to protect them.

But mostly – and certainly selfishly – he did not want Anne to find out about his connection to the Word and the Lady. He was afraid of what it would do to their marriage and to their lives as a couple. Would she even believe him, or would she think him deranged? There was every reason for her to question his story and even insist he go in for therapy. If she was telling him what he was considering telling her, that would be his first response. He would feel sorry for her, want to help her through whatever was troubling her, and book her an appointment immediately.

None of which would help protect them from the demon.

No, he decided after he was within half a block of their home. He couldn’t do it. It was too much to ask her to believe. No matter how sincere he sounded, no matter how hard he tried, she would never be able to do it. He wouldn’t have believed it either if he hadn’t witnessed it and hadn’t been exposed to the Lady and the creatures of the Fairy Glen. Just telling about it wasn’t enough. You had to be there.

He stopped just outside his doorway, thinking. Could he take Anne to the Fairy Glen and persuade the Lady to tell her it was all true? Would the Lady even meet with them if he tried? Was there time enough for him to do this? What about Mila and Jack, Jr.? What would they do with the children while this was happening?

No, realized at once. Taking her to Wales was only avoiding the inevitable. Sooner or later, he was going to have to face the demon. He made up his mind almost instantly about what he would have to do. It was a compromise, but it was sensible and would remove his family for the danger they would otherwise be in. At the same time, it would leave him free to find a way to remove the threat.

He entered his home and walked back to where Anne was sitting on the living room couch, reading, the baby wrapped in his blanket and asleep on the cushion beside her. Mila must be upstairs, working on Scoot's grave marker.

His wife looked up as he joined her and recognized at once the determined look on his face. “What?”

“I’m going to ask you to do something. You’re not going to want to agree, but you have to. I will try to explain what I’m asking for and why it is so important, although you probably won’t be satisfied when I’m finished. But this is one of those times you’re just going to have to trust me. Knowing me the way you do, you will have to accept that I would never ask it of you otherwise.”

She grinned. “Okay. So, who is this other woman you’re throwing me over for?”

He sighed. “I wish it were that simple; that would be easier to talk about. I better just tell you.”

She quit smiling at once and sat back to listen.


Chapter 10

Two days later, an hour or so after midday, Jack bundled his little family into their SUV, along with fully packed suitcases, and set off for a limo service located at the edge of town. Under normal circumstances, he would have ordered a pickup at home, but now he was taking no chances. He did not go directly to the service, but drove around a bit, watching for signs of anyone following. When he was convinced no one was, he went straight to the service and unloaded Anne and the children and luggage.

“I don’t like this idea,” his wife told him while he was driving. “I don't like the idea of taking Mila out of school like this, and I don’t like leaving you.”

He nodded. “And you don’t like it that I won’t tell you why I’m doing it.”

“That, too. Although I imagine you have what you believe to be very good reasons. And you will tell me them once this is over. Whenever that is.”

“My word of honor. Everything. But I cannot emphasize enough how much I need to put some distance between myself and you and the children until then. If I want this to end well, I have to know that I won’t be putting you in danger. I would never ask this of you if I didn’t love you so much and know that you believe I am doing what I think is the best way to protect you.”

She nodded without speaking. In the back, Mila was singing a pop song she had recently fallen in love with. Better a song than a boy, he thought. Although it wouldn’t be all that long until things went the other way.

“This isn’t anything illegal?” Anne pressed him. “You’re sure about that?”

“Very sure. It has nothing to do with legal or illegal. It has to do with right and wrong, in the moral sense. Look, don’t ask me to talk about it now. Please.”

She was quiet after that, and the remainder of the drive was spent in a cone of silence, save for Mila’s singing.

At the limo facility, she embraced him, kissed him hard and hugged him to her. Mila was standing by, holding Jack, Jr. in her small, protective arms.

“Don’t let anything happen to you,” Anne whispered. “Don’t get hurt.” She hugged him harder. “Don’t leave us.”

He nodded into her shoulder, hugged her back, and broke away, moving quickly to the SUV. “Call me when you get there,” he called back over his shoulder. “Love you. Love you all.”

He climbed into his car and watched them walk inside. From here, they would go to Portland where they would stay with Anne’s aunt and uncle until he drove down to bring them home. No airports, which he had briefly considered and dismissed. Maybe it was because the demon had appeared at the airport, and even the thought of choosing that form of transportation made him uncomfortable. Better to use something more private and less easily tracked. If his family was away from Seattle, the demon couldn’t get to them as easily and Jack worry less for their safety. Of course, it had meant telling Anne what to do without telling her why, but that was better than telling her nothing.

It was awkward, and sad. He knew he was betraying her. He knew she loved and trusted him and would never think he was doing something that would hurt her or their children. She did point out that they had always agreed to trust each other and keep no secrets, and he acknowledged this had always been the case. But this one time, he needed her to grant him a dispensation. One time, and one time only.

It was a fresh betrayal. He was not telling her about the staff or the Lady or his agreement to serve her. He was not revealing the truth about the demon and the threat it presented. Maybe it was because keeping these secrets was by now so common a practice. Maybe it was because he genuinely believed it was safer for her not to know, now especially that she and the children needed his protection. Whatever the case, he had kept the truth to himself and told her something else entirely.

She had reluctantly agreed, though he could see the skepticism in her eyes. How much he would tell her later, he wasn’t sure. He supposed he would worry about that when the time came. Or if it came. Because he couldn’t ignore the possibility that he might not come out of this in one piece – or even alive. But this was the time the Lady had told him about all those years ago – the one time he would have to serve as her Knight of the Word. He had sworn to do so, and he would not break his word.

At least then his service would be ended, and his life with Anne and Mila and Jack, Jr. would return to the way it had been before. He had to believe that would happen. He had to believe he could make it happen.

He drove into his driveway and parked the car. Got out and went inside. The day was already growing hotter, and the air was still and sultry. Not a day for working in the yard. A day for a nap, he decided suddenly. The urge to rest was so strong he could not resist it, though he might have tried harder if he had not welcomed a chance to escape his thoughts. Within seconds he was curled up on the couch, fast asleep.

In his sleep, he dreamt. A dark, devastatingly real nightmare in which either Anne or Mila had been taken by the demon and imprisoned in the old Winston house, close by Lincoln Park. The dream was fragmented, bits and pieces revealing a future so horrific he could barely stand to watch it unfold. A phone call to Jack from the demon – the details of which were implied rather than elucidated – if Jack failed to come save them. The voice, but little more, of Ineke, who remained a mystery, reminding him of who and what he was. The promise of a confrontation that would strip him of everything he treasured in his life.

When he woke, the details of the dream faded. Jack was left confused and filled with doubt, and he kept his eyes closed as he tried to recall everything he had been shown. But the specifics eluded him. Who was Ineke? She had featured prominently in the dream, yet he had never heard the name before. Were Anne and Mila in danger – either of them – or was this an empty threat?

He lay where he was, waiting for his heartbeat to slow and his pulse to steady. He started to drift again, oddly weary. As he did, a by now familiar voice spoke to him, small and light and ethereal. No face showed itself, no surroundings framed the speaker. There was only blackness, and words spoken in a whisper.

Come to Lincoln Park at sunset tonight.

Ineke.

* * * * *

When he woke again, no more than an hour had passed, but it felt as if he had slept all day. A glance out the window and then at the clock told him it was just past midafternoon. The words spoken in his sleep had stayed with him, fresh and new.

Come to Lincoln Park at sunset tonight.

They were real, even if their source remained a mystery. How could he be sure Ineke was not a minion of the demon? Or even the demon, itself? There was every reason to believe this was a trap. Hadn’t the dream warned him of what was waiting? Hadn’t he been told the demon had his wife or daughter? Or both? How was he to know if the second speaker and summons were not the demon’s work, too?

Yet instinct told him they weren’t, and he knew already that he would do as he had been told.

The remainder of the day passed in a blur, a waking dream in which he found things to do and things to avoid without distinguishing between the two. He ate an early dinner to allow time enough to reach the park on foot, and by the end of the daily commute he had set out. It was not that far from his home, and he preferred to leave the car and allow himself the freedom to move as quickly as necessary, should circumstances make it advisable. On foot, you could always run in any direction you chose. That might be a reaction to his already overactive imagination but having met the demon and seen what had been done to Scoot, he was not inclined to take chances.

As the sun slipped behind the Olympics west, he reached the park and entered through the Beach Drive parking lot. A few cars still sat waiting for their owners, but mostly it was empty. Shadows cast by the great old conifers were already lengthening to overlap the paths that led into the park, eating up the last of the light cast by the vanishing sun. Somewhere distant, he could hear children’s voices, although it was hard to pinpoint their direction. An elderly couple passed him on the trail, nodding silently, but otherwise he saw no one.

He came here often, usually to think, but sometimes to escape his life, too. Not in the sense that it was too depressing to face, but because the change of scenery always proved refreshing. It was calming in the park, and foreign enough that you could leave your life behind for a bit simply by immersing yourself in a magical country you could not find anywhere else. He had always felt that way about parks – that they were magical. He had always found them soothing, a balm for the troubles, worries, pains and losses that saddled him in his other life, so it was always good to abandon those for a bit before stepping back into the fray. It was his legacy from his youth, the feeling with which he had been left with after coming out of his bout with cancer – and his successful battle with the dragon Desperado – those long-ago childhood rites of passage. Parks were healing, and none more so than those with forests and hills and rivers and that precious, longed for sense of otherworldliness.

He had no idea where he was supposed to go, how long to wait or what to expect. So, he went to his favorite bench, his resting place for when he needed to sit and think. No one was there, and he was able to claim the bench for himself as the last of the light was leached from the sky and the world about him turned dark.

He gripped his black staff tightly and waited.

Waited some more.

Come on, come on!

But nothing happened, and no one appeared. The darkness deepened, the park emptied of occupants, and his thoughts drifted.

He thought about Anne and the kids, wondering if they were at her aunt’s yet, wondering if his wife might have called. But she would have called him on his cell, which he carried in his pocket; he could feel it pressing against his thigh. There was no reason he wouldn’t have felt it vibrate, had she rung him. But he worried anyway. His family was everything, and he could not help thinking of what it would mean if anything happened to them.

“The demon counts on that, you know,” a familiar voice said.

Soft, whispery and feminine – the voice from his dream. He didn’t look for the speaker. It was too dark to see much by now anyway. “I suppose it does,” he replied. “Hard for me to pretend I don’t care, though.”

He caught a flicker of light out of the corner of his eye, and then a creature of small size and little substance was standing in front of him. She was no bigger than a human child, but was something else entirely. Her face was chalk white save for her rosebud mouth and eyes wreathed in dark circles. Her hair was wispy and oddly colorless, framing her haunted features and trailing from her bare limbs. She wore diaphanous clothing from which small bits of light emanated, floating through the fabric as if through water, living embodiments of something Jack could only guess at.

“You’re Ineke, aren’t you?” he asked. He took a further moment to study her. “Are you a fairy creature?”

“I am a tatterdemalion,” she answered, moving closer. “The Lady has sent me to you as a gift. I am to be your guide and, for the time I am allotted, a voice of reason should your darker nature surface. Which I fully expect it will.”

Ineke. The name in his dream. He glanced down again at her clothing, at the things moving within its rippling surface, fascinated. She seemed to be little more than an image projected on the night air.

Her eyes flicked down to where he was looking. “I am made of the memories and dreams of human children that have died young and been forgotten. Bits and scraps of their lives are all that are left behind of them, and magic shapes and binds them to me until I am no more. Then they will scatter to seek new forms in which to reside and provide nourishment. But I am them, and they me, until then.”

She glanced down at herself. “You see what remains of them and how they have become me.” She paused, looking up at him again. “Your own life is not so different, Jack McCall. You are in your heart and in your essence the sum of your memories and dreams. Do you not feel it is so?”

He did. “Where are you to guide me?” he asked.

“To the demon’s lair, but more importantly, to yourself. To a better understanding of how you must prepare for the confrontation awaiting you – for the challenge you face, and the fears and doubts you harbor that will hinder your efforts to withstand the power of a creature of the Void. You will be tested, you know.”

“Did you send me a dream this afternoon?” he asked, and quickly described it. He could not seem to help himself. “Did you tell me that the demon has my family?”

She regarded him solemnly. “I sent no dreams. I lack such power. Dreams are the province of the Lady.”

“Would she have sent me such a dream?”

“You are a Knight of the Word. Your dreams tell you of the future you will face if you fail in the present. Perhaps you are testing yourself. Have you fears and doubts you cannot manage?”

He frowned. “None, if my family is safe.” He hesitated. “Wait.”

He pulled out his cell phone, checked it and waited. It rang through to Anne’s answering service, and he left a hurried message for her to call him back.

He put the cell away. “I can’t be sure. If I knew, maybe . . . .”

“What is true is that however well you prepare yourself, you can never be sure of anything where demons are concerned. You must know it will not let you escape so easily. It will find a way it believes it can break you, and you will not necessarily see it coming. The nature of your challenge requires that you be ready, which means you must be true to your oath as a Knight of the Word and not betray the trust of the Lady or the code by which you have lived.”

He thought it over. “All right. I see what you mean. I will welcome whatever help you can provide. Starting now.”

Her taut, parchment white face brightened. “I am at your service, Jack McCall. But we don’t have much time.”

“Because?”

She gave him a troubled look. “Because it probably already knows what you’ve done with your family.”

Jack felt his chest constrict. “How could it know something like that? I only made the decision yesterday evening.”

“Well.” Ineke looked perplexed. “It’s a demon. Demons find things out whether you want them to or not.”

“Then Anne is in danger? And Mila and Jack, Jr.?”

“It would be best if you acted quickly to help protect them.”

“How do I do this?” He spat it out, suddenly frantic. “How do I help them?”

“Confront the demon. Put an end to it.”

“Now? Right now?”

“Now would best. Are you ready to do it?”

Jack felt as if his world was collapsing around him. This was not supposed to have happened. He was supposed to have made Anne and the children safe by sending them away. Apparently, he had guessed wrong. As a result, his choices of what to do about the demon, and how soon to act against it, were reduced to one.

“Where is it?” he asked wearily.

Ineke turned away. “I will show you.”

* * * * *

They walked together through Lincoln Park, traveling south under an umbrella of hardwood limbs and in the shadow of towering conifers. The park had turned dark, the sky bright with moon and stars. No clouds lingered to disturb the firmament’s majesty, the air had gone warmer, and the winds had died away almost completely. There was a hush to the park, a quietness that left the faint sounds of cars and voices and doors slamming the only indicators of life beyond the park’s boundaries. And even these seemed to belong to another time and place, momentary interruptions in the otherwise deep stillness.

“Where are we going?” Jack asked. He thought he already knew, but he didn’t want to speak the words. He was aware of his hands clasping his staff too tightly, and he forced himself to loosen his grip and breathe deeply to relieve the pressure in his chest. If anything were to happen to Anne or the children, he didn’t know what he would do. The possibility haunted him, as had the cancer he had been diagnosed with all those years ago. It left him emptied of every consideration but finding a way to protect them from the demon’s threat.

Ineke’s small face glanced up at him. “It’s not far.”

The demon was a monster. It possessed no moral center and no conscience. It served the Void, and by doing so had abandoned both long ago. It did what it was told to do and never questioned the reasons. It commanded tremendous power, magic that might have no recognizable boundaries, no limits, and no control. Jack had sensed all this in his conversation with the Lady, all without being told – a sort of understanding that went with his agreement to serve as a Knight of the Word.

But the reality was overwhelmingly different. It was one thing to sense a possibility in the abstract and another entirely to encounter it as reality. He had thought he could overcome any challenge he might face, having overcome a dragon and a cancer. But both seemed long ago now and far away, and the immediacy of the threat from this frock-coated demon was both devastating and inevitable in a way he had not anticipated.

Suddenly he was something he had not been since he was a boy.

He was afraid.

“How can I defeat this demon?” he asked Ineke after long moments of silence.

She pursed her lips. “It will lie and attempt to deceive you. It will use whatever you fear most against you. It will seek to break you down before it attacks you, and then it will use its magic to smash apart your defenses and destroy you.” She paused. “You must not allow it. You must resist.”

“With my staff?”

“The staff will help. It serves as sword and shield, and it can give you the means to destroy your demon enemy. But it is your courage and strength of will that will aid you most.”

She slowed and stopped. They were just within the fringe of the trees at the north end of the park. Ahead, from beyond a rise they were approaching, he could see the roofs and lighted windows of the neighborhood homes bordering Beach Drive. He caught himself as he realized he was standing in front of the hill on which he had stood in his dream when he had viewed the demon’s haven.

“The old Winston house,” he murmured. Just as he had feared. Just as shown to him in his dream of earlier that afternoon. He wondered at once if Anne was inside.

“The demon waits for you,” Ineke murmured back. Had he spoken the words aloud without realizing it? “It may have friends who will aid it. Creatures of the Void, come over from the darkness to give it an edge in its battle. They will try to distract you. They will try to turn you from your efforts to reach their leader. Do not let them do so; cast them away from you.”

“Cast them away?” What was the tatterdemalion talking about?

“See them for what they are. Demons and demon-kind disguise themselves to hide the truth of what they are and pretend at being what they are not. Remember this. Protect yourself from the lies and deceits that cloak them all.”

He shook his head. “How can I do this? All by myself, how can I survive what’s coming?”

She reached up and brushed his cheek with her small white fingers. “The Lady chose you because she saw in you something she has not seen in others. The demon you face is a killer of Knights of the Word. It is a hunter of our champions, and it has slain many. Did it not tell you this itself?”

It had, Jack remembered, there at SeaTac Airport, that first time it had appeared before him and revealed itself. He understood now. “This is what she was waiting for,” he whispered. “For this assassin to come seeking me so that, where others had failed, I might succeed. She thinks I can do what all those other Knights of the Word could not. But what if she is wrong?”

Ineke shook her head slowly, her feathery white hair a whiff of smoke against the night. She paused for a long time, her eyes boring into him, her features composed. “Do not ask yourself that question, Jack McCall. Do not even think it, or you are lost.”

Jack stared in hopeless understanding. Ask it, and you have already lost, the tatterdemalion was telling him. Ask it, and you were ceding ground you could not afford to relinquish. Put aside your doubts and fears. Trust in who and what you are and in the magic you wield.

His cell vibrated against his thigh and he pulled it from his pocket, glancing at the ID. Anne! He triggered the talk button at once. “Anne?”

“She’s right here with me, Jack,” the demon said. “But she’s not taking any calls. Care to leave a message?”

Jack went cold clear through.


Chapter 11

The demon had known right away what Jack McCall would do, able to read his thinking as easily as if it were its own. McCall would attempt to spirit his family to safety – to put them beyond reach – while he fulfilled his obligations as a Knight of the Word. He had sworn an oath, and he was the sort of man who felt that such oaths should be kept. With his family out of the way and presumably hidden from his adversary, he would stand against the demon in battle.

A futile effort, of course. He would end up just as dead as the others. He would end his life begging for mercy. But it was the gesture that counted to such men as McCall. It was the carrying out of his duty – his adherence to the promise he had made, strengthened by the knowledge that he had acted with honor – that mattered above all else. With his family protected, he would not waver, though it cost him his life.

The logical course of action was to not give him the satisfaction of knowing his beloved family was safe, but to make sure they were not.

It was easy enough to take the steps necessary to make that happen. An intercept on his phones – cell and home – to monitor his calls. A late-night visit to the limousine service to arrange for a look at the assignments, followed by a further visit to the driver’s home to arrange for him to be replaced. Then nothing more to do but to wait for McCall to deliver his wife and children to the limo service where he would confidently place them in the hands of his enemy to be spirited away.

But even demons can misjudge.

Anne McCall was not some simpering, easily frightened victim who would fall apart at the first sign of trouble. Long before she had met Jack, she had been a strong, determined young woman who had excelled at all levels in both academics and sports.

In college, she had been attacked, beaten and violated, and had spent two years afterwards recovering from the trauma. Therapy and an intense determination to find a way back had allowed her to heal. Even the failure of the authorities to identify and catch the perpetrators had not stopped her. Even spending the entire first year of her recovery not speaking had not deterred her. She was unwilling to concede anything to her fear and loathing. She refused to allow one experience – no matter how traumatizing – to define the rest of her life.

She was young when she had attained her PhD in park management and forestry. She was on a fast track to a leadership position when Jack had met her, and afterwards when she had been offered the job in Seattle as an Assistant Director of Parks and Recreation for half the city.

She had overcome a series of difficulties with those who sought to stop her from reaching her goals, and a few that might have derailed her entirely had she allowed them to do so. She had dealt with men and women who disliked her – some intensely – just because she was successful and personable. Some viewed her as an obstacle or potential rival that needed to be eliminated or discredited.

Such was the world in which we all live, but she was never one to think of herself as a victim.

Now she was a wife who wondered what her husband was keeping from her, and what danger it was she faced because of it. Whatever the answer, she had gone into protective mode – a mother hard bent on keeping her children safe. Because she understood that whatever risk Jack was running might well impact her own safety and that of her son and daughter, she quickly fell into a mindset that caused her to be both wary and suspicious of everything about her.

So when she had been sitting in the limousine office for almost five hours and the driver assigned to transport them to Portland had not arrived, she began to suspect that something was wrong.

“Excuse me?” she said to the man behind the dispatcher’s desk. “What’s happened to our driver?”

He glanced up from his computer and then down again. “Delayed. He’ll be here soon.”

She stared at him, decidedly uneasy. His abrupt manner, his failure to provide her with any real information about why she was still sitting there with her children when they should already be on the road, and his insistence on staring at the same three sheets of paper for the entire time she had been there, were evidence enough of his intentions.

“Why was he delayed?” she pressed.

The man looked up again, held her gaze and shrugged. “Something about a family problem. He shouldn’t be long.”

I don’t believe that, she thought. He hasn’t taken a call for the last hour. This is a large service with several dozen cars. So no one is checking in? No other customers are looking for service?

None of it felt right. She pulled out her cell phone and called Jack. No answer. No, wait. She glanced at the phone. No service! In this office, where communications were essential? She was suddenly certain that whatever Jack was protecting his family from was going to appear on the doorstep of the very soon, and it was not likely to take the shape of the driver they were expecting. It was a debatable, perhaps entirely irrational conclusion, but she was also quite certain that if she stayed around to find out more, she was going to regret it. Whatever else she did, she had to bundle up the children and get out of there, now.

But how could she manage any sort of flight with a small girl and a baby? If she could get her hands on a car . . . No, she hadn’t the first idea of how to do that. A taxi? No, she would be stopped from leaving.

Wouldn’t she?

“Excuse me,” she said to the man behind the desk. “Can I use your phone to make a call?”

The man shook his head. “Business calls only.”

“But I want to call my husband.”

He pointed. “You have a cell phone in your hand. Use it.”

“It doesn’t work.”

He rose and walked over to her. His expressionless, dead eyes were fixed on her. “Let me have a look.”

She gave it to him, and he fiddled with it for a few minutes. “Hmmm.” He walked back to his desk, sat down, fiddled some more and then set it down in front of him. “Seems to be broken. What’s your husband’s number? I’ll make the call for you. We can forget regulations just this once.”

She nodded her acquiescence, thinking they should already have his number in their records, but not saying so. He punched in the number on his phone, listened for a few minutes, then spoke a few words she couldn’t hear into the receiver and hung up. “It went straight to voice mail.”

She hesitated, and then rose. “I think I’ll take the children and walk down the block to that Shell station and call from there.”

He was out of his chair like a shot, moving quickly to stand in front of her. “I can’t let you do that, Mrs. McCall. It’s getting dark already. There’s a storm coming on. It’s not safe out there for you and your children. Best to remain here. Just be patient.”

This was enough to convince her. This man – whoever he was – wasn’t the regular dispatcher, and there was no limousine coming. Not unless she was reading this all wrong, and she was pretty sure she wasn’t.

There she sat, a woman with a ten-year-old daughter and a year-old son, trapped. Who was this man sitting behind the desk? Who was it that was coming for her? She knew so little. Jack should have told her what this was about. He should have trusted her enough to give her more information. She was suddenly furious with him for putting her in this situation, and at the same time terrified of what was going to happen to all of them.

She took a deep breath and exhaled slowly. If she panicked now, she was lost. She had to remain calm. What can I do? How can I get out of here? Beside her, Mila was reading a book. Jack, Jr. was sleeping in his carrier. Occupied, both of them. There was no good way to warn them – no way to prepare them.

Tears leaked from her eyes. She could not hold them back.

She reached into her purse, fumbling for a tissue to stop the flow. Her fingers brushed against a small metal cylinder, and with a shock she remembered. She was carrying a container of pepper spray Jack had given her years ago for protection against a worst-case scenario. She’d never used it – never even looked at it once she’d stuffed it in there. Her fingers closed over its smooth metal length, and she flipped off the trigger guard and fitted her index finger in place.

A sharp wave of relief flooded through her. Maybe she would be able to get her family out of this mess after all.

She took a deep breath and exhaled slowly to calm herself. She would have only one chance. Then the so-called dispatcher would be all over her. Did the spray even work by now? Was there a ‘use by’ date? She didn’t know. But this was her only chance, and she would have to take it. She took a quick look at her target. He was back to studying his computer screen. Slowly, she bent down to her daughter.

“Mila,” she whispered, and waited for her daughter to look up at her. “Listen carefully. I’m going to hand Jackie to you. I want you to hold tight to him, no matter what. When I walk over to the desk, stand up and move towards the door. Slowly.”

Her daughter peered up at her in confusion.

She swallowed hard. “I need you to be very brave, Mila. The man behind the desk is a bad man. We have to leave here right now. We have to run down the block to the gas station and call daddy. All of us – you, me, and Jackie – we have to run as fast as we can. We can’t stop or look back. Okay?”

Her daughter was staring, but her face was composed. Brave little Mila. “Mom, what’s wrong . . .?”

“No questions!” The words were an admonishment that sounded harsher than she had intended. Anne reached down at once and stroked her daughter’s cheek. “Honey, I need you to be a big girl. Can you do that for me?”

Mila nodded slowly. The look in her child’s eyes broke Anne’s heart, but she fought down her dismay and simply lifted Jackie out of his carrier and handed him to her daughter. Then, she stood up, holding her purse in front of her with both hands, and walked over to the dispatcher desk.

The man behind it looked up. “Mrs. McCall, you need to sit down and wait for . . .”

“What I need,” she interrupted him, leaning forward, one hand inside her purse, gripping her pepper spray, “is for you to sit right where you are while the children and I walk out that door. Am I clear?”

The man stared at her for a second and then started to get to his feet. There was no mistaking the angry look that crossed his features. “I’ve had enough of you,” he hissed.

She yanked the pepper spray out of the purse, pointed the nozzle at his face and pulled the trigger. A burst of white liquid flew out, coating him from forehead to chin. Filling his exposed eyes. Flying into his mouth as it opened in shock. He howled with pain, stumbling away from her, hands coming up too late to protect him. Abruptly, he lost his balance, lurched into his chair, and went over backwards.

By then, Anne was moving towards the door, shouting to her daughter. “Run, Mila. Fast as you can!”

She had time for one quick glance behind her. The man she had sprayed was rolling around on the floor, thrashing wildly, his face all red and swollen – as if a thousand wasps had stung him – his eyes squeezed shut. She hoped she hadn’t blinded him, but it was his own fault if she had. She caught her daughter at the door, took Jackie in her arms, and together they went out of the building and into the night.

* * * * *

Further down the road, the lights of the Shell station blazed against the darkness. A single car was parked next to the building; no one was gassing up at the pumps. There was only one attendant inside the building to help them. He would have to be enough. Anne was running hard, aware of Mila running right next to her, small legs churning. In truth, within seconds it became apparent that her daughter was in much better shape to make this escape than she was. Even carrying Jackie, she would have thought herself better able to flee a madman. But already she was tiring, legs aching, muscles tightening. Perhaps the stress and the urgency had worked to compromise . . .

“Mrs. McCall!” a ragged voice called out to her from behind.

She glanced back. The fake dispatcher had emerged from the building and was lurching after her. His face was a reddish ruin, his body all twisted and alien. But his eyes gleamed a deep red, reflecting in the streetlights like an animal’s as they caught the glare.

“I’m coming for you!” he shouted. “Oh, yes, Mrs. McCall. I’m coming for you and your children!”

“Keep running,” she said to Mila, who was already scurrying ahead even faster than before.

They reached the gas station and burst through the door. The attendant, a skinny young man of maybe twenty, was sitting behind the counter reading a magazine. He looked up in bewilderment and pointed towards the bathrooms.

“No, no!” Anne shouted. “Lock the door!”

The attendant gave her a goofy look. “What? I can’t do that. We’re open.”

She rushed up to him, Mila clinging to her legs. Jackie was awake now and starting to cry. “There’s a madman out there,” she gasped in frustration. “Chasing us. He’s not someone you want in here. Lock the doors!”

But the attendant shook his head. “Can’t do that. Why don’t you just use the restroom and go on to wherever it is you’re going . . .”

“Call the police! Let me call them!” She realized in horror that she had left her cell phone behind on the fake dispatcher’s desk. “Please do something, don’t just . . .”

The door burst open, and a nightmare apparition barely recognizable as the fake dispatcher stumbled into the room. The young attendant realized at once that he had made a mistake and compounded it by making another. He reached into a drawer and pulled out a gun, pointing it at the intruder.

“Get out of here!” he screamed in warning. “If you don’t, I’ll shoot! I mean it!”

Maybe he did, maybe not. Whatever the case, the creature he confronted did not give him a chance to do anything more than stand there – frozen in place by its terrible eyes as they fixed on him. Anne shrank back, clutching her son and pulling Mila behind her. Grinning, the creature lurched to the counter, reached across, snatched the attendant by the neck and yanked him right over the counter and onto the floor. The gun fell from the attendant’s hands and skidded away as his assailant fell on him. He screamed once as he thrashed in an unsuccessful effort to free himself, and there was a terrifying sound of something snapping.

Anne was already moving back to the gas station door, dragging Mila with her. The creature rose and made a futile attempt to stop her. But he was too slow, hampered by the effects of the pepper spray. In a flurry of arms and legs, she was out the door with her children and running once more.

The thing they were fleeing – she no longer thought of it as a man or even as human – came after them. But there was something else coming, too. A series of shadowy forms had appeared – faceless and amorphous – closing in from either side. She screamed as she saw them, and Mila screamed with her.

Behind her, the limo dispatcher howled like a wolf at hunt.

* * * * *

The man in the black frock coat arrived at the limousine station to pick up Jack McCall’s wife and children as planned, but the office was empty. No sign of McCall’s family or the dispatcher. The demon sniffed the air for clues; its sense of smell was exceptional. A quick survey revealed the presence of pepper spray. Used on its minion, no doubt, to facilitate an escape. The demon smiled. Mrs. McCall was resourceful. She had discovered the truth, and now a chase was underway. Not that it would change anything. Its demon servant would follow her to the ends of the earth if need be, and it would take a good deal more than a woman and two small children to stop it. In the end, it would run them down and secure them. Human still, if barely, it would still do what it had been ordered to do. That was the nature of demon-kind. Once gone over, there was no going back. Any return to ever a semblance of humanity was not permitted.

The demon glanced down and noticed the cell phone lying on the desktop. It picked it up, turned it on, bypassed the security code and opened it. Ah, look at that; it belonged to Mrs. McCall. She had left it behind, no doubt in the flurry of activity required for her to escape. She must be regretting losing it about now, the demon thought, amused. She must be on the verge of panicking.

Smiling to itself, it went to the contacts list and called her husband.


Chapter 12

She’s right here with me.

The demon’s words were a knife through Jack’s heart. They were an affirmation of the worst possible outcome he could have envisioned. 

He could not accept it. He could not bear for it to be true.

“You don’t have her,” he said at once. “You’re lying.”

“She’s safe for the moment, Jack,” the demon whispered. “She and your children are quite comfortable. I will make sure nothing happens to any of them if you agree to come to me.”

Jack went cold clear through. How could this have happened? Anne, Mila and Jack, Jr. – in the hands of this monster. Intercepted on their way to safety. He felt a shudder pass through him and knew instinctively that what the demon was saying was true.

“I want them released,” he said tightly, his words tinged with barely controlled rage.

“You shall have them back, Knight of the Word. But not until you come to me and lay your staff at my feet and promise never to trouble me again. You will renounce the Word and its acolytes and the Word’s power over you. You will renounce your pledge and swear never again to take up your black staff. Then, and only then, shall I grant you your wish. Then, you can walk away with your family.”

Jack squeezed his eyes shut against the choice he was being asked to make and turned off the cell, jamming it into his pocket. “The demon has my family,” he said to the tatterdemalion, unable to look her in the face. “It has them and . . .

“Saying doesn’t make it so.” Ineke looked at him appraisingly. “What did I tell you about demons?”

He paused. “That they lie. That they will say anything to try to break you down.” He shook his head slowly. “But I don’t think it’s lying. Not about this. I have to do something to save . . .”

“You know what it wants,” the tatterdemalion hissed roughly, interrupting. “But what do you want?”

“My family back again, safe.”

“What will you do to make that happen?”

“Go to them. Rescue them.”

“And if you can’t?

“Die trying.”

“Very noble. And very admirable. But your dying will help no one but the Void. Stop a moment and think this through. What will happen if you do as the demon asks of you? Do you think he will release your family? Do you think he will let you go – let all of you just walk away and never bother with you again?

Jack hesitated and then shook his head slowly. “Probably not.”

“Probably not?” Ineke scrunched up her young face, pale features growing even more translucent. “Definitely not! It will make you its creature, subvert you so that you will be obligated to obey its every wish. It will use your family as playthings for its personal amusement. It will use you however it wishes, but in the end it will destroy you. It will humiliate and degrade you until you are reduced to nothing. And then it will kill you, along with your wife and children. I am not positing this, Jack. I am telling you what will happen. Because that’s what demons do. A bargain with a demon is a bargain for your soul.”

He shook his head. “I want this never to have happened.”

She moved close. “Too late for that. You came here to find the demon and destroy it. Either commit to doing so or flee now, while you still can. You will not survive this encounter otherwise – not in any form you would recognize. And I, for one, do not care to risk myself for a failed Knight of the Word.”

“But you would otherwise?”

“It was why I was sent to you.”

“But what can you do? You are hardly even there. I can see right through you. You seem as if you might disappear entirely at any moment. How can you help me?”

She stiffened at the rebuke. “What do you know of me? What do you know of tatterdemalions at all, for that matter? I can help you in more ways than you can imagine. Not in a battle with a demon, admittedly. But in other ways. What do you intend to do about the demon? Will you submit to it? Or will you see it destroyed?”

He shook his head. “I don’t know. What you are saying about the demon is probably true. I know what it is. I know I can’t trust it. But what about Anne and the children? What if I have to watch them die in front of me because of my insistence on keeping my word to the Lady? My life would be over, no matter if I destroyed the demon afterwards or not.”

“What if you if you destroy the demon and by doing so save them?”

“I can’t know that it will happen that way! I would be risking their lives as well as my own!”

“What life will you have if you submit to it and are betrayed? What life will you have knowing you lost everything – your dignity included – for no reason at all? What will your family think of you if you do not stand against this creature? They will never see you the same way again, even if you survive the encounter. They will see you as a coward and a failure. Rest assured, the demon will make sure of it.”

The little tatterdemalion was right, of course. Everything she was telling him was right. He would be less than half a man if he faltered and submitted to the demon’s demands. He would be stripped of everything that mattered to him, and he would have done it to himself.

She paused. “What will those of us who serve the Lady and have committed our lives to the Word think of you? What will be your legacy to us?”

He laughed, bitter and filled with self-loathing. “Better to have died trying than to live in shame for not having tried at all – is that what you’re saying, Ineke?”

“If the shoe fits.” She moved away from him, deliberately distancing herself. “Now, what’s it to be? Time is fleeting, Jack McCall.”

He knew there really wasn’t any choice unless he was prepared to abandon all of his principles and all of his moral strength because his fear for his family demanded it. He didn’t think he could do that, no matter the consequences. His fear was one thing; that was a weakness with which he could live. But to give into it completely – to surrender everything he had always believed to be true about himself and cast off any semblance of moral responsibility – that was another thing altogether.

“All right,” he said quietly. “I’ll face the demon and do what I must to put an end to it. Maybe I can rescue Anne and the children while I’m at it.” He shook his head at the impossibility of it all. “Will you still help me?”

She turned away. “If I can, yes. Of course, I will help you. Beginning right now. Our path into the Winston house is known to me. I have looked it over in the form of one of my familiars – a tiny flying creature – so that I would be ready for this. Come, now. Stay close to me.”

They moved off the crest of the hill and walked down into the trees at the park’s southern boundary where it bordered on the lawns of the houses. Among those was the old Winston house – a timeworn brick-and-board three story that had once housed a shipping magnate and his family. There were lights in most of the other residences, although not as many as he would have liked. The Winston house, however, was a dark and silent specter in their midst.

He slowed, suddenly wary. Ineke seemed to know what he was thinking. “There will be Void creatures waiting for you. The demon itself would never come alone to kill a Knight of the Word. But its minions will try to stop you from ever reaching it. I will find you a way in, but some of them will be waiting for you. You must be ready.”

He thought about what that might entail, but there was no way of being certain. How many would be waiting? What forms would they take? How dangerous would they be? The questions buzzed in his head, angry wasps searching for a way out. He gave them the moments it took to reach the edge of the back lawn of their destination and then roughly shoved them aside.

Then he noticed the shadows moving. All across the yard, dark forms were sliding across the lawn – hundreds of them, formless and featureless, although vaguely human-shaped, prowling through the night. Jack froze, staring in shock. “Are those what you were talking about?” he asked Ineke in a hushed voice, pointing. “Those shadows?”

She shook her head. “Those are something else. Feeders. They belong to no one, and serve only themselves. They gather in response to the coming confrontation, drawn by the prospect of the magic that will be wielded. They are devourers of that magic and its leavings. Pay them no heed. They can only harm you if you let them.”

Devourers? Jack wasn’t pleased to discover that in addition to the demon and its minion there were these things out there too, but he forced himself to look away. Ahead, a wall of bushes blocked their path. Beyond, he could make out a scattering of ornamental trees, a swing set, a patio, a screen porch and a back door. “Do we enter there?” he asked Ineke, pointing to the latter.

“Perhaps. For the moment, we need to cross the lawn to where the house sits. Unseen. For that, you will require a dusting of powder. Close your eyes and don’t breathe until I am finished.”

He did as he was told and could feel her moving all around him in slow circles. Something feathery was brushing against his exposed skin and, by dint of proximity, his clothing. A dusting, a layer. He stood still and waited, and finally she told him to breathe again. When he did, the scent of the air rushing in through his nostrils was tinged with the smells of trees and grasses, of the park’s flowers and its earth.

“Now you smell just like everything around you, and your human scent is muted. A necessity, since a demon’s sense of smell is its best defense against enemies. Unless they detect your movements, you will essentially be invisible to those who would sniff you out. Now, come ahead.”

She led him through the bushes and out onto the lawn. He was instantly casting about for anything waiting for him, searching the shadows, peering into dark corners and layers of deep blackness, expecting with every step that something terrible would emerge. The anticipation was excruciating, threatening his sense of balance. But, in the end, nothing happened.

By the time they had reached the sheltering back wall of the old house, Jack was sweating freely and breathing hard. For all that his fears and doubts were crowding in, this all felt too easy, too simple. Something was wrong, but he had no idea what it was. He cast about the yard and the trees of the park beyond in an effort to uncover whatever it was that was troubling him.

“Where is the welcoming committee?” he whispered to Ineke.

For a moment, she didn’t answer. Then she lifted one slender arm and pointed behind him. He turned to look and immediately froze.

What approached did so on four legs, those in back longer and thicker about than those in front. It was wolf-like in his head and jaws, and bear-like in the girth of its body and shaggy appearance, but it was also something else Jack could not define. Its eyes had a human look, an intensity, color and shape that were unpleasantly recognizable as something he had seen in men and women he had known. The creature was prowling as it advanced, taking its time, sniffing the ground one moment and the air the next.

“It cannot see us,” Ineke whispered in his ear – but when he turned to find her, she wasn’t there. “Don’t bother looking. You cannot see me in my present form. I am a bird for now, too small to be easily detected but swift enough to flee should the need arise. I am on your shoulder, close to your neck.”

He ducked his head, tracking the sound of her voice, and saw the tiny iridescent blue bird perched on his shoulder. “You’re sure?” he whispered back. “It can’t tell we’re standing right in front of it?”

“Poor eyesight, but good hearing. Stand still. Say nothing more.”

He did as she told him to, watching the creature advance until it had reached them. It stopped not six feet away, testing the wind, growling softly. Long, sharp fangs revealed themselves. Suddenly Jack realized that this creature was what had torn Scoot apart. This was the creature he had chased all the way to the park. He closed his eyes and held his breath. The beast sniffed some more and then moved on.

When it had passed around a corner of the house, Jack breathed out again and felt the tension drain away. A quick glance around revealed no other sentries.

“That was an ur’demon called a Mange,” Ineke advised. “Very dangerous. It was a good thing it didn’t detect us, or you would have had a hard time of it.” She flew off his shoulder and reverted to her ghostly little girl form. “Let’s get inside.”

She led him away from the Mange and towards the other side of the house where she found a window she liked and pointed to it. “This one. Use your staff to release the lock. Just think what you want, and it will happen. At least, it will with locks.”

Jack touched the window with the tip of his staff, willing it to unlock, and he heard the lock release. In moments, they were inside, standing in a library with floor to ceiling shelves filled with books. Jack looked around in amazement. It was a private library the likes of which he had never seen. Furniture provided for reading occupied the open space, and a ladder for reaching the higher shelves was attached to rollers that allowed for it to be moved easily about the circumference of the room.

“This way,” Ineke ordered, wasting no time on looking around, moving towards the entry door.

“Does no one live here?” Jack asked as they crossed the room.

She shrugged. “The demon and his companions.”

“But no Winston family?”

“Apparently not. This house appears not to have been occupied for a long time.”

They slipped through the library door into a hallway, where the tatterdemalion paused. She sniffed the air (an unpleasant reminder of what the demons did) before indicating that Jack should wait where he was. Changing form to the tiny bird, she flew off into the shadows.

She wasn’t gone thirty seconds when a shadow appeared at the end of the hallway and moved towards Jack. He watched it come, wondering if he was visible yet. Or visible to whatever was coming, in any event. The creature that approached walked upright, so that eliminated the Mange. It had a human definition to its shadowy form, and as it drew closer Jack could see that it was a man. Not the demon, but someone else.

It was his father.

Except that his father was dead. Gone for almost two years now.

“Jack!” his father exclaimed in surprise. “You’re not supposed to be here!”

“You, either,” Jack replied. “You’re dead.”

“Really?” His father laughed, that deep chest-booming explosion that was so familiar. “I thought it was just a trick of the light.” He wiped his eyes, just like he always used to after laughing hard. “So I really am dead? No wonder I have trouble meeting people.”

Jack smiled in spite of himself. Just like his father to say something like that. “Why are you here? This place isn’t for you.”

His father’s face suddenly turned serious. “Are you sure?”

Jack felt something drop away inside, a fear he hadn’t realized he harbored until now surfacing. What if his father had become a creature of the Void? Or worse, had been one all along. He had never seen his father that way, never thought of him as anything but a good man. But demons specialized in deceit, didn’t they, and how could Jack be certain of anything at this point?

His father gave a weary sigh. “I’m here to warn you. I had to do that much. You have to get away from here. They’re waiting for you, down in the arena. Too many of them for you to face alone.”

“My wife and children are here. I can’t leave them.”

“You have to.” His father shook his head firmly. “They are lost to you, their fate sealed the moment the demon caught them and brought them here. They were a lure to bring you. And, sure enough, here you are, just as planned. It’s too late to save them, Jack. Too late for anything but saving yourself.”

Jack felt a momentary rush of despair. Anne and the children gone forever? His life would be damaged beyond repair. He closed his eyes in an effort to make it not so, to banish it from his mind.

“Jack, Jack,” his father soothed, his voice drawing closer – comforting and soft with compassion. It was the father he remembered so well, the man who was always there for him when needed. The memories resurfaced – times he had thought lost to him, moments he believed forever gone. His thoughts were suddenly jumbled, and he dropped his guard. This was his father, returned to him. “It will be all right, son,” his father was saying. “Just know I am here for you. Everything will be all right . . .”

“Jack!” Ineke shrieked in horror.

His eyes snapped open in time to see his father’s face disappear and his head split open to reveal a huge pair of jaws full of crocodile teeth, gleaming with hunger and expectation. He flung himself clear of the clawed fingers reaching for him and whipped his black staff about in a savage blow that sent the demon spinning away. A follow-up strike crushed the jaws and the head. Fire burst from one end of the staff as he thought it into being, and the creature collapsed to the floor, where the Feeders fell upon him and devoured what remained.

Ineke fluttered down in front of him as he staggered away, changing from a tiny bird back into her usual form. “You let yourself be hypnotized by it, didn’t you? That’s what demons do. They make you believe they are someone else – someone you want them to be – and then they take you.” She shook her head in admonishment, her long hair shimmering. “Remember. You must remember! Nothing in this house, aside from me, can be trusted. No one you encounter will be a friend. You must concentrate to see the demons as they really are, not as they appear. If you do not, you will not survive this night.” She glared furiously, and then just as suddenly her expression softened. “At least now there can be no doubt they know you are here.”

“No, they knew I would come.”

“Yet they don’t know yet what you can do. Let’s go show them.”

He hesitated. But what I can do? Does it make any difference to these creatures?

Jack McCall glanced at the pile of ashes to one side, thinking of how he had been tricked into believing it was his father. A part of him was devastated by his own willingness to embrace the impossible. But a larger part was infuriated by the nature and extent of the deceit. What else might they attempt?

He blocked his rage away long enough to see Ineke halfway down the hall, waiting for him to follow. He set off to catch up to her, determined not to be fooled again.

Determined, as well, to put an end to this nightmare.


Chapter 13

They passed down the central corridor of the home, the Knight of the Word and his tatterdemalion, passing rooms in which shadows dominated and anything might be hiding. But nothing threatened, and whatever danger might be lurking remained in the shadows and in Jack’s imagination. In short order they were nearing the back of the house, where a wicked orange glow was emanating from behind a partially open doorway. There was a flickering quality to the light that suggested fire, but Jack knew that wasn’t possible. Fire in this ancient structure would catch in the blink of an eye and burn the house to the ground. Nevertheless, the possibility felt so real it practically screamed at him to flee.

Ineke reached the opening first and pulled back the door to reveal a set of stairs leading down. The orange light passed right through her frail form, leaving her tinged with Halloween color. Jack moved to the head of the stairs and took a quick look down. The glow was rising from below, but its source remained a mystery. The stairs, steep and narrow, seemed to go on forever – for far too long for them to be ordinary stairs leading to an ordinary basement. It was a descent to another world, another realm, and the harsh and deadly promise of a terrible unknown. That there was something down there was an unavoidable certainty – a snake’s hiss in his mind that warned him to flee now and not look back.

They are waiting for you down in the arena, his false father had said. The arena. Images of gladiators and beasts rose to mind, unbidden. Images of blood and gore and death from combat too horrible to contemplate.

“Brave knight,” Ineke said quietly, bringing him back to himself. “Do not doubt yourself. Do not be afraid.”

He wondered if Anne and the children were really there, as the demon had taunted. Or was this just another lie? He hoped they were not; he prayed for it. But it felt as if he were trying to capture the wind.

Suddenly, he was terrified, certain that he could not prevail against whatever was waiting for him. Doubts crowded to the forefront of his thoughts, overpowering whatever confidence he had managed to cling to. What was he doing here? Why had he ever agreed to be a part of this madness? He knew what was going to happen to him. He knew what the demon would do to him – this creature so powerful that he was nothing but an insect beneath its feet.

“I don’t think I can do this,” he whispered.

Ineke stared up at him. “You can, Jack McCall. I will be with you. I will be a voice in your ear, cautioning you, guiding you, warning you whenever necessary. Listen for me. It is why I was sent to you. I am to share your fate; I am to be for you what you must be for the Lady – a sacrifice to the commitment the Word has made to hold the magic of the world in balance. Remember what you must do as a Knight of the Word, no matter what waits for you.”

“All I want to do is save my family.”

She cocked her head. “You are here to destroy a slayer of Knights of the Word.”

“I understand that!” Abruptly, he was shouting. “I have to destroy the demon in order to save my family. Doing the one is necessary in order to achieve the other. I get it! I accept it!” He took a deep breath to steady himself, his voice lowering to a furious whisper. “I will do what I have to.”

He straightened, resigned to his fate. His fears served no purpose; his doubts provided no help. His words echoed in his head. I will do what I have to. He pulled himself together, letting the words repeat themselves, over and over.

“You need not go with me, Ineke. You have done enough just by bringing me this far and helping me to see what it is required of me. No more wishing for things to be different. I can manage alone; you can return home.”

“Jack McCall.” She spoke his name as if in admonishment, but without rancor or disappointment. “You must understand – I am home.”

She turned away and started down the stairs, an ephemeral presence that seemed to float towards the source of the orange glow as if a moth drawn to a flame. Jack followed, one hand gripping the black staff that would give him whatever chance he had of surviving this night. His footfalls were almost silent on the wooden steps, the sound muffled in a way that made no sense. He could no longer even hear himself breathing, the air hot and thick in his lungs. A thirst rose within him, overpowering and demanding, but he had no way to sate it. Nor time or space, had there been a way. He was on a pilgrimage, a death march, a crusade, a fool’s errand – all somehow bound together, compelling him forward.

He lost count of the steps in his descent, but there were too many for number to be real. Nothing could be this deep within the earth other than its core, and there was no indication his journey drawing to an end. Time passed at a snail’s crawl – seconds, minutes, hours? He found himself wondering why all this was happening, then almost as quickly as he asked the question, he answered it. The demon was attempting to break him down before it ever needed to face him. But the demon had failed to take his measure. Its plan for him would not work. He would not allow it. He would not be broken; he would not succumb.

And then suddenly Ineke disappeared – there one second standing before him and gone entirely the next, faded away into the orange light. I am here, she whispered almost immediately, a voice in his ear. I am with you.

He took a deep breath, realizing the stairs had ended, and he was standing in a large room, octagonal in shape and empty of everything. No doors or windows or furniture. Walls, floor and ceiling, that was all there was. The orange glow seemed to issue from those walls, but still there was nothing to indicate its source.

Yet the light had grown harsher and was now streaked with dark streamers that might have been formed of ash or smoke, but which wafted on the air as if released in a recent conflagration.

Three figures materialized in front of him, slowly taking shape. They stood on their hind legs like humans, but any resemblance ended there. Hunched, crooked-backed, with their bodies warped and their limbs twisted into knots, they were monsters out of a horror story. Their faces were empty and blasted – as if caught in a terrible explosion so they had melted and fused like plastic. There might have been eyes, noses and mouths amid the ruin of their features, but it was impossible to tell.

Jack’s hands fastened on his staff as he prepared to face them, for there was no other reason for these creatures to be here, waiting. No other reason but to put an end to him. Their intent was clear, their purpose undeniable. But he was ready for them.

He watched them divide to become six, and then again to become twelve. It was a trick, he realized – a charade to steal away whatever confidence he might have in himself. See them as they are, he heard Ineke whisper in his ear. He stood waiting on them, slowing his breathing, calming the urge to despair and abandon hope. To flee. And one by one, they began to disappear, fading back into the flickering light, until only the original three remained.

They came at him then, all of them at once, in a silent rush – gnarled, misshapen forms with mouths (had they been there all along?) opening hungrily, and clawed fingers reaching. He pointed one end of his staff at them and, with a single incisive thought, blew them back across the room and into its far walls with such force that they simply exploded and were gone.

To be replaced, almost instantly, by the Mange.

He knew at once that this was no mirage, no trick of the mind, but a substantive presence that possessed the power and the ability to kill him. It stood before him, its shaggy head lowered, its greenish eyes glittering, its sturdy legs planted as if to withstand any attempt to move it from where it stood. It stank of sewage and rot, its thick fur crawling with creatures he could not identify – tiny scurrying beasties that burrowed and surfaced by turns. A low growl escaped its throat, its muzzle drawing back to reveal its blackened teeth, the rictus of its features a nightmarish promise of the agony it promised to inflict.
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Steady, Ineke whispered. Find a weakness.

Very helpful, Jack remembered thinking in something approaching panic, just before the Mange launched itself at him.

He brought up his staff, trying to ward it off, concentrating on throwing it back, just as he had the creatures before it. But the Mange overpowered his futile attempt, which did little more than deflect its rush just enough that Jack was struck only a glancing blow by the massive body as it catapulted past and slammed into the wall behind him. A glancing blow was enough, however; he was nearly flattened. Shaken and dizzy, he spun around to face his attacker once more, watching it struggle up and turn back to come at him again. Jack knew that another rush would smash his defenses for good, and he would be lost.

He needed to finish it now, or it would finish him. One chance was all he would get. A weakness, Ineke was whispering frantically. Find a weakness.

Jack lit his staff with a blue fire of confidence and inner will power that was almost overwhelming. Sheathed in his strength as a Knight of the Word, he stood waiting on it, refusing to yield. The air around him crackled as if alive with a reflection of his determination, fiery electricity issuing from his body in a deadly web.

The Mange attacked at once, charging from across the room, its huge shaggy body descending on him like a great darkness that would swallow him whole. He waited on it – though the wait was only seconds – a solitary presence at the center of the room. As the Mange reached him, jaws opening wide to take him in, he jammed the length of his staff down the monster’s throat and sent the magic’s fire deep inside. The jaws closed, enveloping him, and he was swallowed whole.

He knew at once that he was a dead man; he felt the power of this beast overwhelming him, its teeth ripping him apart, shredding him like torn paper. He had no protection sufficient to stop it from doing so. He was a fragile bit of flesh and blood held fast in its terrible grip. Yet he did not perish. He held his staff firmly in both hands and kept its power surging into the dark interior of his attacker in a steady stream that never faltered. He refused to give way to the fear that ripped through him; he refused to be devoured. He found a way to hang on, to fortify himself with an unquenchable determination to live. His was the greater strength, he told himself. And the iron of his self-belief blossomed to feed the power of his black staff’s magic, which surfaced in a rush to shield him, against the creature’s efforts to consume him.

Survive! The word ratcheted through him, an echo that would not be stilled. Endure!

Then, abruptly, he was back in the room – alone once more, the Mange gone as if it had never been, his body untouched as if never attacked, the battle a dream. He took a deep breath to be sure, exhaled sharply, and looked around. Everything was exactly as it had been.

Brave knight, Ineke whispered in his ear. You have prevailed.

For a moment, he thought she meant that his nightmare was over, that the demon was defeated – that transforming into a Mange in an effort to overpower him had failed and now it was gone.

But then he saw the orange glow brighten and the walls of the room fall away, and he was transported instantly into a massive cavern with walls that rose so high he could not find where they ended. All around him, dark and twisted figures occupied rows of bleachers like spectators in anticipation of a sporting event. Upon his appearance, their screeches and howls filled the air with a cacophony that hammered at his ears like a thousand horns wailing at once. They stamped on their walkways and pounded on their benches and thrust their arms and fists into the air. They were everywhere about him, and he could see at once that he was completely encircled.

So it wasn’t over. He was in the arena where he had been told the demon was waiting for him, and he was the main event. He had prevailed over the ghosts and the Mange, but the one that mattered most – the slayer of Knights of the Word – he must still face.

And as if he had summoned it, the demon materialized.

Still dressed in its familiar black ensemble – frock coat, string tie, pegged pants, leather boots, western hat, and now wearing gloves as well – it stood on the far side of the area. Its eyes glittered with expectation and savage promise, its look at once predatory and pitying. “Jack McCall!” it howled, and the creatures gathered for the battle echoed the name in a raw frenzy of barely recognizable sounds.

Jack did not wait on his adversary. He started forward, his black staff already alight with blue fire, wanting to close the space between them, determined to see this business ended. He heard Ineke calling to him, but he was too enflamed by his rage and dark intentions to listen to her. He wanted to get his hands on this monster and throw him down and force him either to return his family or admit it was all a lie. One or the other, but he would have the truth and have it now.

Yet something was wrong. No matter how hard he hard he tried to reach the demon, he seemed to be going nowhere. He could not lessen the distance that separated them, could not close the gap.

The demon’s laughter rang out across the cavern, rising above even the shrieks and howls of its minion audience. “What’s keeping you, Jack? Am I really so far away you cannot manage to reach me? Are you so weakened that such an effort is beyond you?”

Jack! Ineke hissed frantically. Look around you!

He did so and saw Feeders everywhere – hundreds of dark forms, writhing and leaping, shadows frantic with need, climbing over each other to reach him, yet not quite yet able to do so. He understood at once. These were the manifestations of his darker emotions, materialized as a result of his fear and fury and bloodlust. They were here at his behest and they would satisfy their cravings at his expense if they were able. They were drawn by the magic that he would expend in his battle with the demon. If he faltered, if he gave in, if he failed to control himself sufficiently, they would devour him.

Jack remembered again the warning that Ineke had given him, about the efforts that would be made to break him down. Those attacks by the ghost creatures and the Mange had never been about killing him – though that might have simplified things for the demon. No, it wasn’t killing him that mattered. It was weakening him – stealing away his strength through a series of ordeals.

Leaving him shattered.

He stopped running, slowed, and finally stopped altogether. “You can come the rest of the way to me!” he shouted back. “Or are you afraid?”

The demon moved towards him, easily covering the distance separating them. It approached without effort and without any evidence of tiring or exertion. “Want to see your family, Jack?” it asked.

“You don’t have my family,” Jack replied quickly. “That’s just another lie.”

“Really?” The demon was within a dozen yards now and stopped. “Is that what you believe?” The insinuation was evident in its tone of voice. “Or is that just what you want to believe?”

He made a sweeping gesture with one arm and a dark object began to lower from the ceiling, slowly taking shape as it descended. A cage, Jack saw, when it was close enough, containing his family. His throat tightened with sudden anguish. Anne was holding Jack Jr. in her arms, and Mila was pressed up against her mother, arms around her shoulders. All three were crying, and the stricken looks on their faces were heart wrenching.

Jack! Anne called plaintively. Daddy! Mila begged. Help us, please, help us!

“You have a choice!” the demon shouted, turning in a circle so that his words would reach all those watching. “Either lay down your staff and renounce your service as a Knight of the Word, or watch them die!”

It’s a lie! Ineke was screaming to him. It’s all a trick! He hasn’t . . .

A sudden gesture from the demon struck a sharp blow, hammering into Jack’s head, right up against the ear in which the tatterdemalion was speaking. The blow rocked Jack sideways, and for a moment he was left dizzied. And her voice instantly stilled.

As he struggled to regain his balance, he could hear his wife and daughter pleading with him to do as the demon asked, so they could all go home and be a family again. He could hear little Jackie howling in misery, unable to understand what was happening. A trick, Ineke had warned. And, indeed, he was reminded of how he had been tricked before. But suddenly he knew this was different. He knew. The tatterdemalion was wrong this time. What he had seen as he looked into the cage as it lowered into view could not be mistaken. His family had been taken, and his precious Anne and their children were now in the hands of the demon.

He straightened, trying to clear his head. A wave of understanding swept through him. It was asking too much to do anything but what the demon had commanded of him. He was helpless before its power, foolish to risk the lives of his family, stupid beyond words to think that anything mattered more than protecting those you loved.

A deep weariness settled within him. All he had done to make a good life for his family was being threatened. All he cared about was in danger of being destroyed if he persisted in his efforts to do as the Lady had asked. Why destroy one demon when there were so many more out there? What difference did it make? Why should he sacrifice everything just to kill a single creature of the Void?

A sudden wash of hopelessness descended, sapping his already fading resolve. He lowered his staff, his prior sense of commitment slipping away, preparing to accede to the demon’s demands, preparing to capitulate.

Yet a nagging sense of wrongness persisted, and a refusal to give way to the doubts assailing him brought him up short. Memories of all that had taken place in the past few days resurfaced in a rush of warning. How many times had the demon attempted to trick him? How many efforts had it made to subvert his thinking, to bring him down with lies and deceits? Over and over, it had attempted to use his fear as a weapon against him, a crowbar to pry him loose from his resolve.

Was not that happening again here? Was any of this as real as the demon would have him believe?

Then a tiny bird appeared from nowhere, rocketing through the gloom towards the cage. A single heartbeat later, it was inside the cage with Anne and the children, rushing back and forth with such frightening speed that all of them took on the appearance of flickering images on an ancient, deteriorating piece of film.

Revealing them to be nothing more than a mirage.

The demon howled in fury, wheeling on the cage, hands thrusting towards its interior in a frenzied movement. The bird faltered, collapsed and went still.

Jack realized at once what he had almost given in to. The curtain of glamour cast by the demon’s magic fell from his eyes. Ineke had been right; it was all a lie.

He went straight at the demon then, and this time nothing slowed his advance. Without a word, he attacked, no longer crippled by uncertainty, no longer shackled by fear. He struck out with the power of his staff, his thoughts of what he wished for the monster clear and bright as daggers.

The blow he struck was powerful enough to stagger it, but not to take it down. It recovered quickly, hands going to its sides, where it yanked its weapons free from the frock coat, in the manner of the old west gunslinger it was emulating. A pair of short iron wands appeared, tips glowing with crackling green flames. The demon pointed the wands at Jack, and fire exploded in two jagged lines. Although his staff caught and deflected the flames, he was thrown backwards. He regained his feet almost immediately, but fresh strikes from the wands took him down a second time. Burns and lesions blossomed on his skin, visible through the rents in his clothing. Fiery pain rushed through his body and he felt his strength dissipate.

But he did not give in to it. He refused. He would die first. Memories of his boyhood struggle with the dragon in Sinnissippi Park resurfaced. He could have died then – perhaps should have – but he had stood firm, refusing to give in to the overpowering fears and doubts the possibility of dying woke within him. But it wasn’t only his life that was at stake now. This was not just about him; it was about Anne, too. Anne, whom he loved beyond measure. Anne and his children, for whom he would do anything. He must survive for them. He must justify the faith the Lady had placed in him all those years ago, when she had asked him to serve. What remained of him if he did not? He had been given the black staff and assigned this single obligation, this single moment in time, this one and only battle, because she believed him stronger than the evil he would face. He could not fail her now.

He would not.

He rose and came on once more, barely aware of the damage that had been done to him or the fresh blows from the iron wands that continued to hammer at him. The demon shrieked with more than fury now. A Knight of the Word could tell; a Knight of the Word could know. Fear was in the demon’s voice, distinct and unmistakable.

Jack struck at it with the magic of his staff, still advancing, never hesitating. Images of his wife and children, caged and helpless, flickered in his mind, reminding him of what the demon had tried to do. The Feeders had gone into a frenzy, advancing with him. Memories of the demon’s insidious words haunted him, barbs that ripped and tore at him. He had been such a fool! He had been so weak! What had he almost done because of it? What had he almost given up? He was ashamed and embarrassed. He was diminished by what it made him feel.

But he was newly committed, too. He was iron forged in fire. He was the man Ineke had urged him to be.

Around him, the demon’s creatures had gone suddenly quiet, their voices stilled by what they saw happening to their leader, their confidence eroded. Jack fed off their loss of faith, his determination further strengthened. By now, his efforts were those of a berserker. Heedless of the danger to his life and the pain that wracked his body, wrapped in the armor of the magic that had been bequeathed to him, he bore down on the demon until he was on top of him and could see as clearly as his own foolishness the bright look of fear in his enemy’s eyes.

Down came one end of the staff, bright with fire and sparking with bright shards of magic that mirrored its bearer’s rage. The demon faltered. Down came the staff a second time, and the wands dropped from its hands. Once more it descended, the arc of its swing leaving a path of blue fire like a contrail to mark its passing, and Jack McCall – a Knight of the Word at last – brought down his enemy for good.

And the Feeders fell upon what remained eagerly.

* * * * *

In the aftermath of his victory, the arena and its audience and the cavern and the cage and the remains of the demon and even the Feeders all faded away. Jack was left alone in the basement in the old Winston house with only a single light bulb dangling from the ceiling to give confirmation to what he knew had happened. He stood in the center of what had only moments earlier seemed an arena, looking around with a mix of shock and disbelief.

Then he remembered Ineke.

She lay a few feet away, reverted to her original form, her small figure curled into a ball, but her transparency increased enough that he could see through her to the concrete floor. He knelt beside her and lifted her head. Her eyes, closed until then, opened.

“Brave knight,” she whispered.

“Don’t die,” he whispered back, his fear for her a palpable presence. “Please don’t die.”

Her smile was wan and brief. “Do not be afraid for me. My time is over. What I came to do is done. I have to leave you now.”

“No! You can stay if you try. I know you can!”

There were tears in his eyes, and she reached up to wipe them away. “I will stay, Jack McCall. I will stay with you always. I will be there in your memory of this night forever.”

Then she was gone in a slow fading away that left him holding only air. She had given herself for him, just as she had said she had been sent to do, and he should not have been sad for her. But such fortitude of emotion and stoic acceptance was for someone stronger than he was, and he felt his sadness flood through him.

Long minutes passed as he knelt. But when his grieving had lessened sufficiently, he forced himself to rise and walk from the basement of the old Winston house, his body aching from the blows he had weathered, but his conscience healed. Once outside again, he paused to breathe in the cool night air and look up at open sky.

I am free, he thought. My service to the Word is over.

Then he made his way back along the tree-lined edges of Lincoln Park and through the neighborhood residences surrounding it to reach his home and find his family.


Chapter 14

When he re-entered his house that night, Jack found it dark and empty. For a moment, he despaired. The demon hadn’t been lying after all; it had stolen away his family. But almost immediately he knew he was wrong. Whatever had happened to Anne and the children, they had not been prisoners of the demon. It didn’t matter that the demon had Anne’s cell phone. It didn’t matter that they weren’t here at home and he didn’t know where they had gone.

Wherever they were, they were all right.

He searched the house from top to bottom, just to be sure he hadn’t missed something. He tried to make himself call her aunt and uncle in Portland but hesitated when he realized it would only frighten them if they knew his family was missing. But he had to do something, so he pulled out his cell to make the call anyway and saw the familiar blinking light indicating Messages Waiting and punched in the retrieval code.

First message.

“Jack! Where are you?” Anne, sounding frantic. “Something’s happened. I need you to call me! The children and I are staying downtown at the Sheraton. We took a room for the night. Call as soon as you get this message!”

The call ended. He went to the next. The second call was pretty much a repeat of the first. Then he listened to a third, this one made less than half-an-hour ago.

“Damn it, Jack! Call me right now! Use the hotel number. I lost my cell.”

Well, that explains the demon having it. He called the Sheraton and asked to be connected to her room. She answered at once. “Jack?”

“I’m here. Are you all right?”

“I am now, but . . .”

“Stay right where you are. I’ll explain everything when I get there. I’m on my way.”

After a quick shower and a change of clothes – he couldn’t let her see him this battered and bloody – he was out the door and into his Jeep. On the drive downtown, he realized he could not, in fact, tell her what had happened. She would never bring herself to accept the truth, and he knew it would eat at her for the rest of their lives. The knowledge of what he had been given to do by the Lady, and what she had been forced to endure as a result, required a more believable explanation.

Which meant he must again break the rule they had made to always tell each other everything and have no secrets

He knocked, and she was in his arms the moment she flung open the door, and they held each other wordlessly for a long time afterwards. The children were in bed asleep, she whispered. Then she pulled him inside to sit with her on the couch, and she related in detail what she had gone through that night.

“If I hadn’t been able to stop a taxi on its way back from the airport, I don’t know what might have happened to us,” she finished. “The fake limo guy wasn’t chasing us anymore by then, but that didn’t mean he had given up. I couldn’t bring the children home; I didn’t know if we would be safe there. So, I came down here instead and started calling you.”

She looked into his eyes and gave a weary, exasperated sigh. “Now, you tell me what is going on. All of it. Every last bit.”

But he did not. He told her instead that he had run afoul of some very bad people and seen something by accident that he shouldn’t have. It had happened by chance while he was on a job, and there was nothing he could do about it. When he realized they would come after him, he had sent her and the children to her aunt and uncle, so she would be safe. He had no idea how determined they were to get at him, but the matter was finished now. He had done the right thing and brought in the police and they were all in custody.

She listened without saying anything, but he could see the disappointment reflected in her eyes. She knew he was holding something back. But she reached up to stroke his face. “I love you, and I trust you. If that’s the story you want to tell me, fine. I don’t think that’s all of it. What I want to know – all I want to be sure about – is that this is the end of it. I want your word that we are all safe. I don’t want to spend my life looking over my shoulder because you held something back you shouldn’t have.”

He nodded. “This is the end of it.”

But even as he spoke the words, he wondered. Would other demons come looking for him because of what had happened here tonight? Would the Lady ask something more of him later? He wasn’t sure. He wondered if he could ever be sure, or if the burden he carried of agreeing to serve her would follow him for the rest of his life.

“You don’t look so good,” she said, her hand still stroking his cheek. “You look like you’ve been in a fight.”

He shrugged. “You should see the other guy.”

She smiled. “I’d rather just see this guy. My husband, in bed with me. It’s late. Let’s get some sleep, tough guy. Then let’s go home and put all this – whatever all this really is – behind us.”

He smiled back, knowing it was the best he could hope for.

* * * * *

They did not speak of it again – not in a direct way – but Anne let him know every now and then that she knew he wasn’t telling him everything and she was not about to forget it. He did his best to live with that, trying to lead a normal life – one that did not involve Demons of the Void and Knights of the Word and the possibility of unwelcome visits from things born of dark magic.

Even so, he continued to carry the black staff, his reassurance that he could still defend himself and his family if the need should arise.

Months went by, and life resumed a normality that suggested the past actually was behind them. Both Jack and Anne resumed their careers and care of the children, and they seldom spoke to each other – never in the presence of Mila – about that night. Mila talked about what she remembered for a while, commenting mostly on some of the more terrifying and gruesome aspects of her experience, but both parents discouraged further talk, and her friends mostly responded by rolling their eyes. Soon enough she lost interest as other, more immediately pressing matters captured her attention.

Five months later, on a crisp fall day in late November, the approach of Thanksgiving imminent and thoughts of family celebrations ripe in everyone’s minds, Jack was reviewing plans for an expansion and rehabilitation site in Lincoln Park, when Two Bears appeared. He came out of a cluster of giant hemlocks where Jack was certain there had been no one a moment ago. Tall, broad chested and stone-faced, wearing the combat fatigues of his Viet Nam service, he had the look of a man on a mission, and Jack was immediately on guard.

“Jack McCall,” he greeted. “It is good to see you again, kem’sho.”

We’ll see about that, Jack thought. But instead of saying so, he said, “And you, O’olish Amaneh.”

The big man nodded. “You remember my given name. I am honored.”

“Are you here to check up on me? Or is it something else that brings you back?”

“Why don’t we sit for a moment?” the other suggested, gesturing towards a nearby bench.

It was cold that day, the wind gusting now and then, the sky gray and heavily overcast. The promise of winter’s coming was unmistakable. Jack did not much care to sit around talking. What he wanted was for this meeting to be over.

They seated themselves and studied at each other a moment. “You did well against the demon and his creatures,” Two Bears said. “You did what many others failed to do. What many gave their lives for in their failed efforts. I think that says much about your character.”

Jack shook his head, brushing aside the compliment. “Does this mean you’re here to ask me to undertake something more for the Lady?”

“If I was, how would you respond?”

Jack almost said he would tell him to go jump in a lake, but then he hesitated. Would he really refuse the Lady’s request outright? His memories of his meeting with her in the Fairy Glen resurfaced, bright and shining images from the past. He would never forget how wonderful it had been just to be in her presence. He would never be able to ignore how she had made him feel. As if he were special. As if he were born to be more than he had ever thought he could be.

“It would depend,” he said finally.

Two Bears smiled. “Diplomacy. It suits you well. But I am not here to enlist your services a second time. You were told you would be called on once and once only. A promise is a vow when given by the Lady. She sends me to tell you so. To reassure you that she will keep that promise.”

He paused, his dark face gone serious once more. “And to do one thing more. Something that will offer proof your service to her is truly finished. I am to take back your staff.”

Jack felt a sudden rush of uncertainty. Take away his staff? Take from him the talisman he had carried for so many years, his sole defense against the demons? It felt as if Two Bears was asking for his right arm and he would be left diminished in a way he could never compensate for.

Two Bears nodded, as if understanding what he was feeling. “You will not have further need of it, Jack McCall, but another will. Another who has just agreed to serve the Lady as a Knight of the Word.”

Jack said nothing, only shook his head doubtfully.

“If you choose to keep it, you will remain in her service, a Knight of the Word. The staff will continue to serve you well. But it will attract those who would take it from you. And they will try, no matter what they have to do, to make it theirs.”

Jack took a deep breath to steady a sudden shaking inside. “You mean no matter what they have to do to me or my family.”

Two Bears shrugged. “You have lived with the staff long enough. Better it should go to another who has earned the right to bear it. Whoever receives it will have much to live up to. Your service to the Lady has set a very high standard.”

Jack nodded. Two Bears was right. His time of service was over; his time to possess the black staff was done. No matter his attachment and his sense of loss, he should let it go. He should not forget what it felt like to believe that by agreeing to bear it he had lost his wife and children. He should not forget what it had almost cost him. He should not forget his promise to Anne.

And he should not forget his brave little tatterdemalion, Ineke.

“Do the right thing, kem’sho,” the big man said quietly.

Jack McCall looked at the staff one last time. Then he handed it over. He felt a sense of loss immediately, but undeniable relief as well. The events of that terrible night when the demon had come for him were finally consigned to the past. Anne had asked him then to promise her that the danger to their family was ended for good.

Now he had the chance to assure her that it was. And the chance to rethink his refusal to tell her the truth and to remove the stain of having kept that truth a secret from her. They had never had secrets before; they should not have one now. If you loved someone as much as he loved her, you trusted them to accept any truth.

He must do so here. He must repair the breach he had opened between them, no matter his hesitancy and misgiving.

Leaving Two Bears standing with the black staff firmly gripped in his huge hands, Jack McCall went home to make things right.
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