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The Greystone Saga

Greystone-in-Training

Alpha and Omega

To my family, 

for helping me reach the finish line.
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Soriya Greystone picked at a plate of home fries. Her scrambled eggs and toast had already been devoured. The diner had become one of Soriya’s favorites when her friend had introduced her to the delicacies conjured in the kitchen. Whenever the opportunity came up to meet somewhere, it was Soriya’s first choice. Bethany Loren had no complaints about the selection.

Another forkful of food slid between Soriya’s lips. An eggy residue ran along her chin, and she swiped at it with her napkin. Beth sat across from her in the corner booth. She held a cup of coffee between her hands. Her gaze wandered outside at the slowly rising sun, distracted from the story Soriya shared.

“So I’m wrestling with this Yeren while his girlfriend is watching,” Soriya said. She tried to keep her voice down to avoid the attention of the other patrons in the diner. Her excitement, however, made it difficult. “She’s screaming. She thinks his transformation into a monster is a sign of their love. Like, lady, he was planning on eating you. Not that she would hear any of it. So we’re wrestling, and I get my stone ready to char his ass—it’s a thing—whatever. And do you know what he does?”

Beth remained silent. As the pause lingered, her attention returned from the window. She offered a slight shake of her head.

“He licks me,” Soriya exclaimed. “He licks me!”

She laughed, brash and boisterous. Beth stayed silent. Her eyes continued to wander away from the table. Soriya popped a slice of bacon into her mouth and chewed. Bits flew to her plate as she continued.

“I damn near slugged his face off I was so angry. Licked me!” She waited for a reaction. None came. Beth merely toyed with the handle of her coffee cup. “Grossest thing ever. So I take him out with the stone. Bye-bye, sicko. Then his girlfriend starts. She’s jealous over the whole thing! Doesn’t even realize he’s not coming back. She’s so focused on the wet one he planted on my cheek.”

Soriya took another bite of bacon. Settling in her seat, she rested her arm along the back and turned to rest against the window frame.

“People are crazy,” Soriya muttered. Her smile faded at the distant look in her companion’s eyes. “Right, Beth?”

The young woman, one of Soriya’s closest and most trusted associates, was lost to the sunrise and the city outside.

Soriya shifted away from the window, leaning closer to the table. “Beth?”

The name shook her from her thoughts and the blonde snapped back to the table. “Huh? Oh yeah. Crazy.”

“What’s wrong?”

“With me?” Beth replied. She waved off the question with a smile. “Pfft. Nothing. Not a thing. Why?”

Soriya saw through the act, more concerned than ever. “For one, you’re not drinking your coffee.”

“Stomach is off, that’s all,” her friend said.

“You sure?” Her hand fell on Beth’s instead. “Hey. I’m here if you—”

Beth pulled away, her gaze focused on the table rather than meeting Soriya’s eyes. “Just some work stuff. Don’t worry about it.”

Work stuff meant research. Beth was a historian; her focus was the city of Portents. It was how they’d met in the first place. Beth had been hunting down clues regarding the hammer of Hephaestus, as it related to a recent robbery. Soriya happened to be searching for an escaped minotaur at the time when they’d bumped into each other. Utilizing each other’s specialized skill sets had brought them together and cemented their friendship.

Beth was one of the few people to understand the truth behind Portents. She saw the myths and legends of old that hid in the shadows and accepted them as part of the world. Knowing the truth about Portents empowered her. It didn’t frighten her as it did so many others. 

Portents meant everything to Beth. That and her husband, Greg. If something was bothering her, Soriya wanted to help. Beth, however, stayed silent on the subject.

Instead of pushing, Soriya let the moment fade. It wasn’t her place to pry. She merely uttered a quiet, “Okay.”

Beth offered a grateful nod, and she lifted her cup to her lips. Sharp blue eyes grew wide, and the cup returned to the table. “I almost forgot.” 

She scrounged around her purse and unzipped multiple pockets in order to find something. After digging through the contents, she exhaled a sigh of relief and removed the object from within. She passed it over to Soriya. “Here.”

“What is it?” Soriya asked curiously. The box was wrapped in striped paper with a pink bow on top. 

“An early graduation gift,” Beth said. “I know the big test is coming up and you’re nervous—even though you’re going to do great.” 

The big test: Mentor’s final challenge in order for her to officially become the Greystone. Soriya had been waiting weeks for it to happen, ever since he’d mentioned it during one of their late-night training sessions.

“Anyway,” Beth continued. “I wanted you to have this.”

Soriya tore through the wrapping. Pieces flew across the table until the packaging came into view. Soriya held the item between them, and her brow furrowed. 

“A phone?”

Beth smiled. “So you can call me right after.”

Soriya rested the gift on the table. “Beth.”

“To celebrate, Soriya,” Beth said. “It’s a big deal. After Mentor’s test, I... I know you’ll be busy. Too busy for this.”

“Never.”

“People say that, Soriya.” Beth’s smile disappeared. “You might think of this as the end, as your last challenge to become the Greystone. But it’s really only the start for you. Your world is going to get so much bigger, and with that comes change. It happens to everyone. The world moves on. With this, though, you can always reach me.”

Soriya reached and took Beth’s hand. She squeezed hard, unwilling to let her friend go. “You can call me too. You know that, right?”

“Absolutely.”

Soriya nodded. Accepting the answer, she dropped Beth’s hand. She was grateful for the gift. Soriya tucked the phone away, then relaxed against the soft cushion of the booth.

“So tell me about this work stuff.”

“Soriya, I...” Beth’s phone buzzed in her pocket. “Sorry.” She pulled the small device out and read the message on the screen. With each word, creases formed along her brow and her shoulders slumped.

“What is it?” Soriya asked.

Beth put the phone away and immediately threw some cash on the table to cover the check. Then she shuffled for the end of the booth, gathering up her belongings as she went.

“I have to go.” Beth stood and slung her purse over her shoulder. “Take care of yourself out there, okay?”

“I...” Soriya tried to find a way to stop her friend’s departure. She fought for some reason to keep her in place and keep the conversation going. Beth’s full attention, however, was on the front door of the diner. There was no keeping her there and no way to determine the cause of Beth’s worry. Soriya could only mutter, “Yeah. You do the same.”

Beth didn’t bother to wait for the reply. She kept her eyes on the exit, never turning back to Soriya. Her quick steps carried her across the street and out of sight.

She wished Beth had offered her an explanation for what was bothering her. It wasn’t like her friend to keep secrets. The silence spoke to the truth of the matter more than the woman was willing to admit. Soriya couldn’t help but wonder what was wrong with her friend and why it concerned her so much.
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One Month Later

It was time. 

Annabelle Waterhouse knew it as soon as she woke up. The feeling ate at her like a cancer. It stirred her thoughts and drove her toward her goal. She tried to resist the urge as nothing more than the impetuousness of youth. She knew deep down, however, the time had come to try again. 

Books lay in large piles on every counter in her cramped one-room apartment. Some were opened, and the texts within were littered with stray notes and circled objects. Lists marred the edges of each page. Some related to specific tasks to be completed, while others connected to different writings entirely. 

The research had taken time, though it was something she skimped on in the beginning. That had proved to be a fatal flaw—the mistake that had followed all her attempts since. Even after months of preparation, Annabelle had jumped the gun last time. She had let excitement give way to arrogance, and another bitter failure was the result.

Not this time. Not again. Another mistake could not and would not occur again if it fell within her power. Days slipped to weeks, which turned to months, in her efforts to find the right tools for the job ahead.

She found rare ointments and elixirs. There were potions and brews lost to history, but she searched them out to gain access to their potency. Everything was in service of her goal. Fear held her back, but it could not stop her endless pursuit.

Annabelle shuffled her belongings into a knapsack. She delicately placed the items inside to avoid any unseemly collision of the volatile chemicals in each vial. She tucked the books in the back to keep the glass from shifting inside.

Placing the pack by the door, she reached for the coat rack and the lone cloak hanging from the hook. The cloak was long and trailed down to her knees when she slipped it on. The deep green cloth contained golden runic patterns along the back and sleeves. Annabelle tied it tight to her waist and let out a long breath.

She stopped in front of the mirror beside the door. She picked at stray locks of crimson hair to pull them away from her emerald eyes. Her lips were thin and her cheekbones were sunken against her gaunt figure. Who did they belong to? Which feature had been her father’s? She wondered with each glance. Did her mother share her green eyes? Did her father carry the same wild hair? She knew nothing of them and nothing from her past.

Her every endeavor was to learn the truth about her origins. She had called the city outside home for as long she could remember, but Portents was not her true home. It held no family, no lineage, or legacy. Her childhood had been one of loneliness and desperation; she had sought out friendships and connections only to find emptiness in the attempts.

Annabelle Waterhouse didn’t belong in Portents. She never had. Somewhere, though, was the truth. Tonight it was time to find out who she truly was and what she was meant for in the world.

The door would show her the way. 

Twice now she had made the attempt. Both attempts had failed. This would be different. Her preparations had seen to that. Her dreams would make it a reality. All she required was a glimpse of the truth, a snapshot of her parents waiting for her on the other side ready to take her home.

It had to be tonight. Annabelle had spent so much time over the last year studying and researching. There was no more fear nor any doubts about what she had to do.

It was time to find her past and face her future.

Annabelle pulled the green hood over her head. It hid her scarlet hair and dropped her eyes into shadow. Her hand snatched up the knapsack, slipping the strap over her shoulder. Then she stepped out into the night, ready to face whatever lay ahead.
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Life unfolded in the Courtyard. Soriya observed it all from the shadow of the alley. Across from her were the bronze entry doors to the hidden microcosm. She had been coming to this place since she was a child. Mentor had brought her to the Courtyard at an early age to see the wonders the true city held—and also so he could find a babysitter while he attended to a flock of harpies which sought revenge on a local gang.

There was always a new sight to see with each visit. Soriya stood in awe of the population residing within the twelve-block sanctuary. With doorways concealed throughout the space, the Courtyard bridged dozens of worlds and gave hundreds of unique creatures a place to call home. Thanks to the hidden space, they were allowed to live the way they chose rather than being pigeonholed into a certain role.

Elvish children rushed along the main road that cut through the space. They danced between the shoppers and the merchants, playing games and shouting laughter to anyone and everyone they met along the way. They ran recklessly, encircling the large right foot of a giant, who patted his stomach and muttered about the all-you-can-eat boar fest at the pavilion on the far end of the lane.

Laughter connected them all, from the street cart dealers to the residents in their mismatched homes. Some of the domiciles dated back decades, while others appeared as old as medieval times. The Courtyard transcended time and space. It pulled pieces of each era into its folds, while at the same time giving access to the multitude of worlds hidden just out of sight from the mundane and ignorant.

What it boiled down to was humanity. In that moment of pure relaxation, Soriya Greystone found the truest definition of humanity in watching the lives unfold around her. She realized the reason for her work, for every lesson learned and every task accomplished. It was for them and always would be. The thought made her proud.

She laughed, clapping along to the energetic, chaotic beat of the Courtyard. The sound filled the air, and her chest heaved from the pure joy in her heart.

The flapping of wings silenced her. Black and wide, they spread and gave flight to the raven called Kok’-Kol, who joined her at the mouth of the alley.

“It is good to hear you laugh, my child,” the raven said.

“Kok’-Kol,” Soriya said with a smirk. The raven landed on her shoulder. “I didn’t think you were around. If I had known, I would have brought a treat.”

Soriya left the street behind. The joy of the Courtyard fell into the background as the pair entered the darkness of the alley that served as the mighty raven’s home. Kok’-Kol left the comfort of Soriya’s shoulder and flew ahead. With each flap of his wings, torches flickered to life along the walls. The brick of tenement houses covered one side. The other was made up of cracked and broken stonework from the side of a castle. Kok’-Kol flew to the small altar at the back of the alley. He appeared to hover in the darkness. 

“The thought is appreciated,” Kok’-Kol replied. He lifted a wing and patted his gut. “I’m watching my figure anyway.”

Soriya chuckled. “I’m sure.”

“What brought about your visit tonight?”

“Well, I...” Soriya stopped when she realized the enjoyment behind the raven’s question. She pointed to the winged beast. “You already know, don’t you.”

“I do.”

Kok’-Kol was one the First Ones of the Miwok, an ancient tribe that, in their passing, became bound to their spirit animals. He had survived centuries as a raven thanks to his foresight—a gift that allowed him to view future events. It was in the sharing that he ran into trouble. Soriya had called him on it many times in the past, though she respected his methods and what he could offer to her.

“Mentor asked me to meet him here,” Soriya explained. “I think he’s planning his big test. He’s going to pass on the role of Greystone finally.”

Finally. Like it was a predetermined move by the man. Mentor wasn’t that old. He still had plenty of years left where he could protect the city. Soriya understood that. She also knew that until he passed along the mantle, while others might call her Greystone, she would only ever be his student and nothing more. It was a role she’d grown frustrated with of late—like somewhere deep inside she knew it was time to move forward.

“If you succeed in this last trial,” Kok’-Kol said.

“Thanks for the vote of confidence,” Soriya said. 

“I was merely reminding you to check your ego.” 

“I get it, Kok’-Kol.”

“Do you now?” he replied, eyes piercing through the shadows. “I’m not so sure.”

“Why? What have you seen?”

The raven hesitated. He dropped from the altar to a dumpster in the center of the alley. His beak picked at the remains on the small piece of cardboard covering the lid.

“It’s not like you to hold back,” Soriya said.

He caught the remark with a glare. Then he turned to face her. “Darkness and light I have seen. The door swings both ways. The daughters seek their kin to use for their own foul deeds. A choice will be made. Help her see the truth. She will be the key someday.”

“But what—”

“You asked what I have seen, my child,” Kok’-Kol interrupted. “That is what I have seen.”

Soriya balled her hands into fists of frustration. “That doesn’t explain anything though. You know that, right?”

“Next time you’ll remember the treat, then, won’t you?”

“Touché.” Soriya huffed. She shook her head, and her hands fell open before clasping tight to her hips. “I’ll be ready, Kok’-Kol.”

The raven spread his wings to draw her in closer. Green eyes burned at her. “Do not listen to the voice, my child. It is from the past and the future. He will only lead you astray.”

“What do you—”

Kok’-Kol took flight, which cut off her question. The black raven flew past Soriya for the open space of the Courtyard, rising higher and higher until he was gone.

“Thanks, Kok’-Kol,” she muttered. His warning stayed with her. The raven, though stubborn in his insight, was never wrong. Kok’-Kol had never failed in his duty. His explanations simply took the long way around. One of these days she feared she might fail thanks to his games. She hoped it wasn’t tonight. “What the hell did that mean?”

When her gaze fell back to earth, a shadow grew across the alley. A tall, lithe figure stood at the street, his tan cloak billowing in the breeze. Mentor’s stern look was lost to the shadows, but his very presence made his intentions clear.

“Soriya.” He held out his hand to her. “It’s time.”
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“You’re kidding, aren’t you?”

They had left the confines of the Courtyard in silence. It wasn’t until they had reached the bottom of the steps that Mentor had shared his plans for the evening. With each word, Soriya’s jaw had crept open more and more. She couldn’t believe what he was suggesting, or that her aging teacher had a wide grin on his face the entire time.

Soriya had built up her final test in her mind. For her, it was the be-all, end-all of her training—a training that had started at the age of five and carried through every day, every conversation, and every interaction for the last thirteen years. She imagined a world-shattering threat to face, or an ancient puzzle to solve, something that demanded all her skills and wisdom to crack. 

When Mentor didn’t respond, her hand fell on his chest. “Are you kidding?”

Mentor sighed. “The rules are simple.”

Soriya took a step back. “Hide-and-seek? Seriously?”

Her words boomed in the silence of the night. They were the only ones out and about at such a late hour, not that there were many along the strip known as the Corridor to begin with. The area had been an affordable housing project that never made it off the ground. The housing had been built too cheaply, yet had also cost too much at the same time. The result was a series of abandoned homes that did little but serve as squatter’s dens and drug havens for those with nowhere else to turn. The businesses dotting the other side of the street had also been shuttered thanks to the bad press of the area. All the while, the Corridor kept the Courtyard hidden in plain view.

“The whole of the city is fair game,” Mentor continued. He moved down the street, though his gait was staggered due to an injury to his right leg.

Soriya fell behind, still trying to wrap her thoughts around her final challenge. Thirteen years of study, yet the last test Mentor chose was a children’s game?

“You may hide however you choose,” Mentor said. He stopped at a lone bench on the side of the road and sat in the middle. His hands rested on his legs. “You can stay stationary, though I know it’s not your style, or you can keep moving. If I find you, if I see you for even an instant, you lose.”

Soriya scoffed. “Like that will happen.”

Mentor’s finger rose in warning. “You don’t have to accept this challenge, Soriya. This is your final test to prove you’re ready to fully take on the mantle of the Greystone. If you feel you’re not ready or are frightened by my significant seeking abilities—”

“Wait,” Soriya interrupted. “Significant seeking abilities?”

Mentor grinned. “I always find you, little one. Remember our games at home?”

“There was nowhere to hide!” Soriya exclaimed.

Their home consisted of an underground junction off the subway. The Bypass chamber was little more than a wide open space with a small domicile tucked in the corner. There were four rooms with no doors and no privacy. She had fought for a curtain in their makeshift bathroom, but little else was provided when it came to solitude... or hiding. 

The memory caused her to grin nonetheless. Mentor had never been known for his sentimentality, but she recalled on many occasions catching him smile at their fun. 

Mentor waved away her accusation, clearly unwilling to concede her point. “Whatever excuses you need to feel better about losing to your betters.”

“Oh, it is on,” Soriya replied.

Mentor stood and held out his hand. “So you agree to the challenge?”

“Hell yeah,” Soriya said. She took the outstretched hand and gave it a hard shake. She stopped at the sight of his grimace.

“Soriya.”

She rolled her eyes. He might have pretended to be anything but a parent, yet his lessons always held the same sting and carried the same weight. “I mean... yes, sir.”

Mentor nodded and rounded the bench. He reached beneath and retrieved a single brown paper bag. Soriya watched, wondering what other surprises were in store for her. Carefully, he removed a lone object and placed it on the bench before her.

“What’s that for?” She pointed to what appeared to be an oversized novelty hourglass. Sand sat on the lower end, stray granules filtering from the top. It stood three-feet tall and was wider than Mentor’s fist.

He flipped the hourglass over. “This is your head start. It should give you about an hour.”

Soriya peered closer as the thin stream of sand began to tick away the seconds. “Where do you buy a giant hourglass in Portents?”

“An interesting question,” Mentor said. “Would you like to hear the answer?”

“I almost would.”

“But?” He tracked her stare at the plummeting sand. “The clock is ticking, little one.”

Soriya grinned. She reached out and punched Mentor’s upper arm playfully. “See you in the morning, old man.”

“Not if I see you first.”

Soriya’s laughter filled the Corridor and echoed down the block. She broke into a run, racing ahead into the growing darkness of the city. This was it: the final test. One night to prove to herself and to Mentor that she was ready to be the Greystone. That she was ready to protect her city with everything she had, every ounce of will and spirit. It came down to a game of hide-and-seek. There was no way in hell she was losing.

The game was on.
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Soriya’s laughter stayed with him long after her departure from the Corridor. Mentor remained at the bench, eyeing the falling sand from the novelty hourglass he had found on a recent excursion downtown. He thought it set the mood perfectly for their night ahead.

Mentor beamed with pride at the thought of his ward. She had stuck by his side through every horror Portents had thrown at them over the years. Soriya had never asked for anything in that time, not friends, not vacations, not a single luxury afforded the youth of the world. Her only goal had been to study and learn everything he’d laid before her. She wanted to know about the myths and legends—the secrets of Portents—and the truth behind faith and religion. So much had been put on her shoulders, and she had taken it all in stride. 

That had been especially true of late. It had been over a year since the Minotaur had visited the city. He had nearly ripped them apart in his effort to conquer what he’d believed to be a new labyrinth. Mentor still felt the effects of the creature’s brutal assault along his right knee; the injury had never quite healed completely. Shiva and the Raktabija had brought with them their own pain and misery to Portents. How Soriya had found the strength to stand up to such enemies, such darkness, astounded Mentor. She was so young, yet so full of life and hope.
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