
        
            [image: cover]
        

    
Key to Destiny

 


By Jason P. Crawford


 


 


Samuel Buckland Chronicles Volume 4

Key to Destiny

Jason Patrick Crawford

Copyright 2019 Jason Crawford.

Published by Epitome Press

ISBN: 978-1-943212-11-8

All rights reserved, including the
right to reproduce this book or portions thereof in any form
whatsoever. For information, please contact the author at
jasonpatrickcrawford@gmail.com.

Smashwords Edition

 


Discover other titles by Jason Crawford at

http://www.jasonpatrickcrawford.com


 


 


Smashwords Edition License
Notes

 


This ebook is licensed for your
personal enjoyment only. This ebook may not be re-sold or given
away to other people. If you would like to share this book with
another person, please purchase an additional copy for each
recipient. If you’re reading this book and did not purchase it, or
it was not purchased for your use only, then please return to your
digital retailer of choice and purchase your own copy. Thank you
for respecting the hard work of this author.


 


 


Special Thanks To:

Angelique Gunnels and Jentina for
joining me during writing nights;

Patricia Hankins for always being supportive,

Sara Hammons for being a true inspiration

and my wife, Cherrie, for bringing every single one
of my dreams to life.

 



Chapter One: Hide and
Seek

Chapter Two: Questions
and…Answers?

Chapter Three:
Fire

Chapter Four: An Unexpected
Visit

Chapter Five: False
Gods

Chapter Six: Dream of
Peace

Chapter Seven: God Only
Knows

Chapter Eight:
Resurrection

Chapter Nine: Betrayals and
Betrayals

Chapter Ten: Hiding
Again

Chapter Eleven:
Long-Awaited Reunion

Chapter Twelve: Flaws in
the Plan?

Chapter Thirteen: A
Proposition

Chapter Fourteen: Sides
Chosen

Chapter Fifteen: A War in
Heaven

Chapter Sixteen: A Ray of
Light


Chapter One: Hide and Seek

“Still nothing.”

Sam raked his fingers
through his hair, his eyes wild; his footsteps echoed off the cold
stone walls, and his shadow danced in the light of the
salamander-created flames. The slow drip, drip, drip of
condensation pattered onto the ground, small puddles that would
turn into rivulets. He glanced toward the speaker, nodding, then
leaned against the wall. Moisture and cold ran through his coat,
the garment only able to blunt the worst effects of the
temperature.

“Did any of them see
you? Follow you?” He spoke without facing his companion, his mind
racing at a breakneck pace, considering several different things at
once - escape plans, contingencies - and he scratched the back of
his neck.

“No, Keeper.” The
crackling voice that responded transcended the range of human vocal
cords, speaking like electricity sparking from fallen wires.
Glowing eyes swirled within a contained, localized wind, blue
contrasting with the dark, sullen red of the salamander-spirit’s
fire. “I stayed hidden within the clouds. The demons did not find
me.”

“Good.” Sam breathed
out, relief evident in his voice. “That’s good. I’m not ready to
leave here yet.” He stood fully upright again, shaking his shoes
and watching the moisture fan off them and land in the collected
puddles. “You can go now. Keep looking.”

The djinn in the
whirlwind bowed its head, then dissipated in an outrush, the draft
ruffling Sam’s hair and clothes as the creature departed. The
Keeper of the Keys took a moment to close his eyes, to allow the
world to fade out.

Feels nice.
Another breath, another second without sight, without
responsibility. But it can’t last. It never does.

Almost as if on
queue, Sam heard a skittering, almost like a dozen dogs clattering
their nails across a tile floor. His hand twitched, reflexively
preparing, as he turned his head and opened his eyes to face his
assailant - resembling nothing so much as a pair of human hands,
merged together at the wrists and flipped upside down so that their
fingers were curling away from their palms, the demonling stared at
Sam with a single bright blue eye, the iris tightening around the
pupil in the sudden light.

“Kill him.”

Before the demon
could react, the salamander perched on the wall above Sam pounced
on it, a bolt of fire from the heavens incarnate in a hand-sized
lizard. Its claws sank into the strange creature’s flesh, releasing
a wave of bile and viscera that spilled out of the wound like pus
from a lanced boil. As the nascent scream formed from the mouth
that filled the back of the “hand,” the salamander dug in, the
flames that surrounded it erupting into a volcanic frenzy; though
the inferno lasted for a fraction of a second, it left behind only
a greasy smear on the ground surrounded by scorched earth and
grass.

“Good.” Sam glanced
around, the ghosts of the fire dancing in his vision. He blinked to
reacclimate his eyes to the darkness. “It didn’t get a chance to
warn anyone.”

The mark on Sam’s
hand burned, an itch reminiscent of poison oak exposure; his
subconscious mind brought his other hand to scratch it before he
recognized it for what it was.

“What’s happening
now, Gabriel?” The Keeper closed his eyes, attuning his mind to the
connection between himself and the Archangel. Within that
connection, a new scene formed: a marble plaza flanked on all sides
by columns stretching into a red-purple sky. “It wasn’t good news
last time. Or is this just a social call?”

The celestial
materialized, fading into existence as if a camera were focusing
its lens on her, transitioning from a blurred, half-present figure
to fully-fledged presence. “It always pleases me that you can keep
your humor, even at such a time as this, Samuel.”

“So you’ve said.” He
shook his head. “But less and less seems funny every damn day.”

“I know.” She bowed
her head for a moment. “The Lightbringer’s forces continue to
multiply. He has recruited what remains of the Tuatha Dé Danann,
bringing their power to bear against us as well.”

Sam nodded, pinching
the bridge of his nose between his fingers. For a moment, his other
hand fumbled in his pocket, searching for the coin that had been
missing for more than a decade. “I’m not surprised. They’re
winning, all of them - getting stronger and stronger every day
because of what he’s doing. Why wouldn’t they side with him?”

“I know.” The
repeated comment made Sam grit his teeth. “But we must not spend
our time on recriminations and explanations. We need to act.”

“What do you think
I’ve been doing, Gabriel?” Despite the harshness of his words, his
tone came out tired, weary. “I’ve been down here fighting your war
while the rest of you hole up wherever you are, hiding from the
Devil.” He waved his hand, his shoulders slumped against the wall.
“But you haven’t come down here with any good news for me
either.”

“Unfortunately not.”
Gabriel’s voice drifted through the air, as musical and elegant as
the first time Sam had heard it. “Although I pray each day that
this will change.”

“Is God listening?”
The snarky reply leapt out before Sam could will it away. “Because
it sure doesn’t seem like it.”

Gabriel tilted her
head to the side, closing her eyes and lowering her voice to a
whisper. “Don’t blaspheme, Keeper. It doesn’t become you.”

“I’ll accept that
reprimand from God Himself, should I meet him before I die.” His
hand waved as if swatting away a fly. “Or afterwards, hell. But
there’s nothing here, Gabriel. I thought it was supposed to be
here.”

The Archangel turned
her face toward the sky; the darkness seemed to retreat from her
skin, a warm sheen of luminescence passing between her and the air
as it stirred her hair, taking strands of gold into itself. “So did
I, Samuel. So did I. But the information is vague, so vague. No one
knows for sure.”

“I don’t believe
this.” The Keeper of the Keys allowed himself to slide down the
wall, cracks in the brick and mortar digging into him through his
flannel. “No one kept track of the damn thing? It wasn’t important,
up there? At all?”

It wasn’t the first
time he had asked the question, but the Angels had never given him
a satisfactory answer, and this time was no exception. “By the time
we realized that Yeshua was important, the writings had already
spread. Your churches were arguing over which of them was to be
included in the Book, and the originals were long lost.”

Sam pinched his eyes
closed; without the competing visual stimulus, his ears picked out
small sounds from the surrounding settlement, the movement of
people and animals in their homes. Again the wind gusted, but this
time from within the township, bringing with it the unmistakable
smell of cooking meat and bread mixed with refuse and offal.

He wrinkled his
nose.

“Gabriel.” Sam’s
tongue passed over chapped, dehydrated lips. “Is--”

“Yes, Keeper.” The
archangel interrupted, but the kindness in her face took away any
insult or anger he might have felt. “She is well, but busy. I will
convey her your concerns when I see her again.”

He sighed, nodded.
“Guess that’s got to be enough.” Sam reached into the small satchel
on his waist, extracting a sheaf of rolled-up papers. Leafing
through them, he found one well-creased at the corner, with the
fold so deep it was almost torn through. “After the clues from the
Vatican led us here, I thought we were on to something for
once.”

“Perhaps we
misinterpreted those clues, or they were as the rest: the result of
human error only.” Gabriel’s slight form shook in a sigh, her wings
half-extending behind her as her eyes moved up to the sky. “Know
that I am as disappointed as you are. But we must never give up
hope.”

“Show me again.” Sam
hated himself as the words poured forth, but he couldn’t stop them,
and mostly didn’t want to. “Please. I need that right now.”

The Archangel’s only
reply was to take two steps toward the mortal man and extend her
hand, laying her palm flat on his chest. As her touch reached his
senses, Sam’s mind lost its tether on his body, flying from its
Earthly prison and flooding with peace, benevolence, and love. He
felt, vaguely and at a great distance, tears welling up in his
eyes, but could form no thoughts as he swam in Gabriel’s connection
to the Godhead.

For a moment, he
stared at himself, reflected and perfected as he could only imagine
being - musculature clear and powerful without being overwhelming,
hair full and healthy, face unmarred by the lines he knew were
creeping across it as a result of both age and stress. Joy and
happiness radiated from his face, beaming almost like the Sun. This
version of Sam banished every flaw and accented every virtue; in
every way, this was the man Sam wished he could be.

No. His mind
refocused, the image shifting - it was still him, exactly as
he was, but the same overwhelming joy and acceptance remained. He
could see the strain on his muscles and joints of running and
combat, feel the fatigue in his limbs from too many nights of
sleepless vigils, but those did nothing to diminish the suffusion
of love that emanated from the Divine Consciousness. It remained as
strong as he remembered from his first encounter, as overpowering,
and he lost himself within it.

After too long and
not long enough, it was over; the air filled his lungs again with
all the smells and tastes of soil and gasoline and incoming rain,
and gravity pressed him to the ground. Gabriel pulled her hand back
by inches until the limb returned to her side.

“It never changes,
Samuel.” Her words whispered across the distance, as if seeking to
avoid the errant moonbeams on their journey. “The Creator
continues, and loves us still.”

“It’s...it’s good to
know.” Sam brushed the back of his hand across his eyes. “Because
it’s hard to remember, sometimes, in the trenches with all the
dead.”

The celestial allowed
herself a small nod, her eyes wide and kind. “I return to the
others now, Keeper, to convey your tidings to the Host. Be at
peace, for we have not abandoned you in this dark hour, even when
it seems as if we have.”

Then she was gone. No
flash of light, no inrush of air; between the instants she simply
disappeared from one alternate reality into another. Still
recovering from the onslaught of emotion, Sam pushed himself back
upright and blinked another round of tears away. The salamander’s
light flickered, bringing the man’s attention back to the flaming
amphibian as its heat approached his right calf.

“Does the Keeper need
my fire? Burn whatever harms him. Burn it until it becomes ash,
nothing left but dust and bones.”

Despite the violence
inherent in the creature’s words, its tone carried concern,
sympathy, and worry; Sam laughed to himself, picturing how he must
look from the thing’s perspective. “Am I that far gone?” His right
hand twitched again, longing for the silver disc. “Maybe I am.”

The motion reminded
him of the sheaf of paper he still held, but had forgotten about
during his contact with the Godhead. Unfolding the leaves again, he
brought out a marker to cross off the latest in a long line of
leads. “Tel Aviv, how briefly I knew ye.” Moving the tip of his pen
down to the next row, Sam sighed. “And once again, the barrel is
dry, with nothing to show for it. Where to next? I guess I’ll know
when I get there.”

His feet sent a spasm
up through his nerves, reminding him of how long he’d been on them
this time, searching for nothing. He longed for his bed, for the
cushioning of a multi-thousand dollar mattress that had seemed like
such a luxury before. Makes you soft, he could hear his
grandmother saying, as she was wont to do about any sort of amenity
that seemed unnecessary to her. Makes you weak.

“I’ll take being weak
right now, Gran, thanks.” Tires squealed in the distance, and Sam
froze, his muscles locking up by reflex, rabbit in the headlights.
“But, okay. Let’s get a night’s sleep, somewhere.” His hand
replaced the marker and dug around for money, searching for bills
and coins against fabric before bringing out an oblong plastic
card. “Oh. Here we go. James Decatur.” He shook his head. “I guess
Mr. Decatur will be spending a night in Tel Aviv before moving on
tomorrow.”

Straightening his
clothes, Sam brought his hands together before dipping his index
fingers in the dirt. “Sylphs, spirits of the wind and lies, hide me
from my enemies.”

The symbols on his
hand and in the soil pulsed in unison, a thin blue light pulling
itself from the glyphs and into the air. A shimmer coalesced, a
distortion in the vague form of a person, with arms that ended in
something resembling hands and a definite head-shape.

“Come on.” Sam
beckoned the thing toward him with both hands before using one to
return the papers and pen to their pockets. “Make sure it’s low-key
this time. I don’t want to draw attention.”

The creature tilted
its head-shape, then flowed over Sam’s body, its essence drifting
underneath his clothes and covering his skin. The man shivered, the
sensation not unlike an ocean breeze constantly running over him,
chilling his flesh and forcing him to suppress the urge to rub his
arms and huddle into his coat, instead stepping out from the
alleyway into the streetlamp-lit boulevard. His entrance drew the
attention of the nearest passerby, a woman with a small boy in tow;
he ducked his head to avoid eye contact, turning at a right angle
and opening up his stride. A glance up at the street sign informed
him he was traveling on Trumpledor, the writing in three languages
- English, Arabic, and Hebrew - proclaiming their meanings directly
into his mind as the sylph translated them into thought-images
rather than sounds.

Within a few minutes,
Sam caught sight of a hotel, a towering skyscraper attached to a
low-slung rectangular entrance building. The main portion, reaching
up into the sky twelve or fourteen floors by his estimation, stood
atop the entryway but at an angle, not flush with the other
building but with its corners hanging off the roof. Flags decorated
the windowed entry hall, welcoming visitors in Hebrew and English
to the Hotel Metropolitan, and a steady stream of guests moved
through the doors, coming and going despite the late hour.

Sam checked his
watch; 9:42, local time. His stomach rumbled, reminding him of how
long it had been since his last full meal; at the thought, he
caught the smell of in-house cooking, meats and pastas and desserts
all mixing together into a cacophony of aromas that brought him
near to drooling.

“That settles it.”
The Keeper turned right, nodding at the doorman as the glass panels
slid out of his way, sensors catching his arrival into the
Metropolitan. “Dinner and a bed.”

The interior of the
Metropolitan did not disappoint; although not as luxurious as a
high-end resort might have been, lamps hung from the ceiling and
rested on desks, a warm glow that welcomed the weary. There were
several tables where guests could sample treats and obtain a cup of
water on the house. Three clerks worked at the front desk, a man
and two women; the man spoke to a young couple, his demeanor calm,
smiling, while the older of the women typed at the nearby computer,
an office phone tucked into the crook of her neck. The younger
turned to meet Sam’s eyes, her own gaze giving him a twice-over
before her professional smile settled in. Sam felt his hackles
rise, and discomfort bubbled up from its ever-present hiding place
in his soul.

What’s she looking
at? The disguise should be solid. He steadied his hands,
choking back the fear response that threatened to emerge from his
amygdala, and did his best to put a realistic, polite expression on
his face as he stepped up to the counter. Clearing his throat, he
whispered, allowing the words to carry only as far as the sylph
covering his features. “Now.”

“I’m sorry?” The
clerk raised her thin eyebrows, pursing her lips as the politeness
faltered. “Did you say something?”

“Nothing to you.” Sam
reached up, tapping at his ear; he affected the tones of someone
for whom English was a second, but practiced, language,
deliberately missing certain words and accents. “Anyway, is there
room for the night? I am very tired.”

“I’m not sure. We’re
often very busy.” The woman turned away from him to her computer
console; as she moved, Sam could see the sylph’s tendrils reaching
out like small eddies in the air, stirring the edges of papers and
notes until they reached the desktop. Smiling, she shook her head
as her fingers finished their journey over the keys. “No, I’m
sorry. We’re booked solid tonight.”

“Look again.” As
Abigail - according to her coppery nametag - opened her mouth to
protest, Sam leaned in, using his size and his assumed face to
press in on her across the counter. “Please. Maybe you missed
one.”

“Sir, I promise I did
not.” Far from seeming intimidated, Abigail gathered herself, her
professional attitude deepening even as the smile totally vanished;
she gave no ground and her eyes flashed the anger her voice refused
to show. “I checked our availabilities and…”

“Excuse me, sir?” Sam
reached his hand out toward the male behind the counter as he
wrapped up his work with the other customers. “Can you help
here?”

The gentleman,
showing his age around his waist and in the smile lines of his
eyes, adjusted his jacket and moved to Abigail’s side, his
practiced smile mirroring her former one. Glancing at his coworker
before turning fully toward Sam, he folded his hands on the desk
and rested his weight there. “What seems to be the problem,
sir?”

“Abigail here is
having a hard time finding me a room.” Sam leaned back, projecting
an attitude of comfort now that he was speaking to a man while
wincing internally at the misogyny inherent in his act. “Maybe you
can help her? I guess she’s probably new or something.”

“Matthew.” Abigail’s
words came through almost-clenched teeth, and Sam could hear her
anger, her fury at his dismissal of her, under each syllable, again
recoiling from the pain he knew he was causing. “I checked
everything already, and we’re booked up. You know that.”

“Sure, sure.” The
manager’s patronizing tone fit right in with Sam’s facade, further
driving the nails into Abigail’s irritation. “But maybe we missed
something. There’s always the chance…”

Matthew stepped in to
Abigail’s console, leaving the young woman looking on, her eyes
jumping between her supervisor and Sam. Her throat worked, and the
slightest hint of a tear manifested, but she brushed it away,
masking the movement as the straightening of her black hair before
turning away to answer a ringing phone.

“Ah. Here we are.”
Matthew grinned like a child finding a hidden stash of candy in his
parents’ closet. “Room 706. Looks like it was just vacated.”

Abigail’s attention
snapped back from the phone, her eyes narrowing as she scanned the
monitor from over the other worker’s shoulder. They moved from left
to right and back again as she searched the text on the screen, the
narrowness shifting to wide as the data made itself known to
her.

“No. Bullshit.” She
pushed Matthew aside despite his protest. “I just looked at that!
It was booked. They were all booked.”

“Abigail, that’s
enough.” Matthew’s good humor vanished. “Why don’t you take a break
for a few minutes? I’ll come talk to you in a bit.”

“But…”

“Now.” He crossed his
arms, tone brooking no refusal. Abigail took a breath, scowling
toward Sam - who put on a shrug, trying to convey a you asked
for it expression - then nodded and turned about, striding
toward the employee door with long steps as the manager refocused
his attention on Sam. “So sorry about that, sir.”

“Fine, no problem.”
God, that must have hurt. I’m so sorry. Sam’s eyes lingered
on the doorway for a moment. “So can I get the room?”

“Absolutely. It’s one
hundred seventy US dollars and ninety-nine cents, or 589 shekels,
whichever you’d prefer; we take both. And, of course, I’ll need
some identification and a card to charge incidentals to - room
service, videos, that sort of thing.” He brought up a card reader
for Sam, raising one eyebrow and nodding before going back to the
computer terminal. “There will be a pre-charge of a hundred dollars
to the card, but you’ll get that back when you check out.”

“Yeah, sure.” Sam dug
into his pocket, bringing out a small plastic rectangle resembling
a credit card, but a charge of static electricity burned his
fingertips, making him flinch. “Chip or slide?”

“Chip is fine.”
Fingers typed at keys, and the reader beeped, presenting its total
to Sam for payment. “Whenever you’re ready.”

Even though he had
done this dozens, maybe hundreds of times in the past decade, Sam
still felt his heart jump up into his throat as he inserted the
counterfeit card into the reader. The machine beeped, twice, before
the transaction began to process. Not for the first time, Sam
wondered about the mechanics behind the magic, the how of
what he had done: was the money coming from somewhere? A bank
account belonging to someone he’d probably never know? By skimming
pennies off of transactions around the world? Or maybe just
attributed to an error in the hotel’s own system, written off later
by an IT professional.

It was a few seconds
before the insistent beeping of the card reader brought his
attention back to the matter at hand, with Matthew’s raised eyebrow
bringing a flush to his cheeks. “Sorry. Got distracted.”

“Not a problem at
all, sir.” The hotel manager hit a couple more keys, nodding as the
printout began, then opening up a drawer and fishing out two
keycards before he coded them on the machine behind the counter and
slipped them into a small envelope. As the man worked, Sam glanced
toward the back, catching a glimpse of the young woman his
subterfuge had banished there. Her eyes burned through the window
like spears of flame, scorching him with their intensity.

What is that?
There was something in those eyes that Sam recognized, almost -
like music heard from the edge of consciousness, rising up from a
dream. Who is she? Maybe the Sight...

“...and you’ll find
the wi-fi code in the envelope as well.” Matthew’s words cut into
Sam’s introspection, and he mentally cursed himself for his lack of
attention. “Thank you for choosing the Metropolitan. I hope you
have a pleasant stay.”

“Sure.” Sam took the
proffered envelope and shoved them into his pocket. The wind
stirred his hair, another sylph bringing him news of the
now-vacated room he was to occupy. He held his hand up in a
negating gesture as the spirit regaled him with the exact details
of its subterfuge - the illusions cast, the panic that ensued -
until the thing spun off into the surrounding air. “What time is
checkout?”

“Eleven.” Matthew
gestured to the sign to his right, which stated the same
information in all three languages used at the hotel. “But if you
have plans to stay more than one night, try to let us know before
then so we can keep you in that room if at all possible.”

“Sure. And thank you
again.” Sam retreated toward the elevator, shaking his head; his
fatigue grew, and the idea of laying down for a few hours
accentuated the aching in his muscles. There were two other people
waiting, but he did his best to keep his head down and avoid eye
contact - the better to preserve the illusion - as he felt another
wave of exhaustion threaten to close down his brain, and the spells
he maintained.

The door
dinged, and Sam moved in, resting the back of his head on
the reflective mirror that made up the elevator’s wall. As the
doors closed, he relaxed, expecting some of the tension to lift -
too many people for the demons to come looking for him here, and
the one that had found him hadn’t lived to tell anyone.

But the tension, the
sense of impending danger and doom, remained, weighing on Sam’s
mind, dragging every thought into its own orbit. With grim
amusement, he realized that he hadn’t even checked what his room
number was. Glancing down at the envelope in his hand, his eyebrows
raised.

Triple 7s. Room
777.

God damn. He
rubbed his temples with his free hand as the elevator passed the
third floor and slowed to a stop on the fourth. The number, the
possible significance, banished his fatigue, lancing a sense of
nervous anticipation through his veins and nerves. It just never
ends, does it?

The other occupants
of the elevator stepped out onto the second floor, leaving Sam by
himself in the mirrored room as the doors closed again. The
familiar, almost comforting, sense of vertigo made by the elevator
swept him again, the inertia striking the fluids in his body before
they caught up with the elevator’s movement. He rolled his neck,
feeling the slow drumbeat of his heart in his ears ramping up,
accelerating by degrees as the numerical display counted up to
three, then four.

Bringing out a small
pack of sticky notes and a black Sharpie pen, he drew up several
warding sigils, slamming them against the walls and doors of the
elevator. Quick and dirty circles and symbols scribed on pink and
yellow paper multiplied, and the Keeper’s arm hairs stood on end,
caught in the rising energy of spells he layered on. His eyes kept
jumping from his work, to the door, to the floor display and back
again. With more time, he’d be more precise, but as it was...

The elevator slowed
as the final chime came, announcing Sam’s arrival on the seventh
floor. He turned to face the doorway, hands held in front of him,
sigils and symbols on his hands swirling, ready to summon and
dispel.

The motors whirred.
The doors cracked apart, revealing the hallway beyond - red carpet
adorned with a small marble table holding a vase with white blooms
below a large mirror. Signs pointed to the right and left,
directing visitors to their rooms. 777 was to the left.

Sam’s eyes, wide and
searching, scanned over the small lobby area, hunting for the
demons or spirits he expected to find waiting for him. He didn’t
blink, frozen in place, anticipating the inevitable attack.

It didn’t come.

Instead, the elevator
doors began to close, shaking him out of his near-trance state as
he stuck an arm out, prompting them to reopen with another
ding. With one finger on the open button, he used his
other hand to gather the slips of paper scattered around the
elevator, shaking his head at himself; as he worked, the electric
charge dissipated, slowly returning the environment to normal.

Scanning one more
time to make sure he had gotten them all, Sam stepped fully out of
the elevator, allowing the door to close. Turning, he made his way
to the junction, closing his eyes briefly as he stepped to the
left.

And slammed into
someone, the impact knocking him off his feet and into the small
table, upending the vase and sending the flowers crashing to the
floor. His eyes flew open, dancing, seeking the obstacle that had
sent him to the ground...but he didn’t see anything, no one
standing above him.

Then he heard the
groan.

Refocusing his
attention, Sam located the offending culprit - tumbled in a heap in
front of him crouched the female clerk from downstairs, her
raven-black hair knocked free from its bindings and covering her
face. She glared through the strands before scrambling up to her
feet, regaining her balance at about the same time Sam did.

“Listen.” The Keeper
put his hands out in what he hoped was a mollifying gesture. “I
just…”

“Matthew told me to
come up here to apologize to you.” Every word felt pulled from her
teeth, thready and bitter. She set her jaw-line, her green eyes
blazing into his. “He thought that I treated you poorly down in the
lobby.”

Sam rubbed the back
of his neck before realizing that his hand was full of sticky-notes
that scratched his skin, making him wince. “Well...yeah. Thanks.”
Then he shook his head. What was your name again? His eyes
glanced at the nametag. Abigail, right. “No problem, really.
Just a mistake, yeah?”

A shadow stirred at
the edge of Sam’s vision; he shifted his view, watching as it
dissolved under his direct scrutiny but returned when his gaze left
it.

I knew it. Fucking
knew it. Calm settled over Sam’s nerves - having a defined
enemy was always preferred to waiting for one - and his hands
sorted through the pile of notes, drawing three sigils out from the
group.

“So…” Abigail took a
breath, glancing down at his hands before resuming. “I’m sorry,
sir. I shouldn’t have…”

“Excuse me.” The
Keeper of the Keys stepped past the hotel clerk, reaching out to
the wall and slamming one of the notes down. “This’ll just take a
second.”

Abigail began a
protest, but it trailed off as Sam moved across the hall, affixing
the second sigil to the opposite wall. He glanced up again as the
shadow began to solidify, tendrils of darkness reaching out from
the corner as it crept along the carpet, then knelt to place the
last of his selected symbols in its path.

He heard an intake of
breath, a sharp inhalation from behind him.

“They must think I’m
as tired as I am.” In his preoccupation, Sam didn’t realize that
his words were being spoken aloud. “Too bad for them.”

“What…” Abigail took
another breath, firming her voice. “What is that?”

Sam glanced up, his
brow furrowing; Abigail had turned to face the other direction, her
breathing coming fast. “What is…” Now that his attention was
diverted, he could hear the whispering from the other edge of the
hallway, gathering and growing.

“Oh.
Son-of-a-bitch.”

The air rippled with
the creature’s passage; though it remained invisible even to
magical Sight, the effects it had on the world were not. Reality
seemed to bend in towards its center, light funneling toward it
like a black hole. With it came a sense of hunger, the urge
to consume and devour and feast until his stomach exploded from the
excess, and then to carry on after that.

“Shit. Shit shit
shit.” Sam dug in his pockets for a fresh note as Abigail cocked
her head at the oncoming madness. “I hate this thing. Can never get
rid of them for good. Always more of them.”

“It’s...it’s a
snake.” Abigail’s eyes narrowed, and she pursed her lips. “A giant
snake with a rock head.”

“Yeah, but you can’t
do anything to him till he strikes.” Sam nodded as he found an
unmarked slip; behind him, in the direction of the shadows, he
heard sizzling and screaming as the ephemera made contact with his
hastily-erected wards. “He slips under reality until then.”

“That makes no sense
whatsoever.” In contrast to the expected panic, Abigail’s voice was
calm, collected - not without emotion, not without fear, but
controlled, as if reacting to a situation she’d seen dozens of
times before and trained to combat. “Why is he moving so slowly,
then?”

“He can’t see us,
either. Not exactly. So he’s trying not to let us know he’s there.”
Something occurred to him then, and his work slowed, his eyebrows
pinching together. “If you hadn’t said something, I probably
wouldn’t have noticed.”

Before Abigail could
respond, the serpent broke through into Sam’s reality. The wall
shattered as the creature came through, sending fragments of wood
and drywall skittering across the lobby. Screams sounded from the
other end of the long hallway as the thing pulled itself out of the
hole it had made, dragging its twenty-foot long bulk along the
floor and raising its head toward Sam and Abigail.

“You need to get
down, now.” Sam threw his hands forward, casting the sylphs from
his face and sending them on the attack. As if struck by a wave,
the serpent rolled up and back, slamming down and smashing the desk
with its flowers and vase, leaving shards of pottery across the
carpet. Its voice rose in an angry hiss, akin to a hundred angry
cats, as it struggled to right itself. Again that wave of
hunger rolled over Sam’s consciousness, much stronger than
when it was beyond the curtain of reality. The desire to feast on
something, anything, grew in his throat and clouded his vision,
leading him to salivate and his stomach to cramp up.

As the Keeper became
distracted by the creature’s aura, it forced its way back into an
upright position, coiling like a cobra ready to strike. The sylphs
spiraled around it, battering at glimmering green scales with fists
and spears formed from the air itself, but Sam could see that even
they were beginning to succumb to its power, turning on one
another. He
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