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Tales from Portents



Prologue One

Eighteen Years Ago

 

 

Freshly fallen leaves lay under her feet. The chill of autumn entered the city quickly, giving no time for transition from the beach lovers to the nature lovers. Not that this was unusual by any means. It was the sound of the leaves that seemed uneasy to her ears. They did not crunch heavily or slide out from under her heel with the slickness of the mid-morning dew. They broke and cracked under her miniscule weight and the additional mass of the doll she carried by the hair in her left hand. 

She had named her Lady of all names. Not terribly creative, but it was cute for a four-year-old. The doll had been her companion through many seasons, taking the prerequisite beating any toddler placed on their possessions. A missing eye, patchwork blonde hair, and three busted seams made the doll unique, special, and no less important in the eyes of the child. The girl and her doll looked at each other, listening to the cracking of the leaves.

A strong wind rushed through the air. Brisk October weather paved the way for the snowy November to come. The autumn leaves took to the skies, propelled by the gale above the young girl. They formed a wave of colors which surrounded her and made her smile. It would be a long time before she smiled again.

As the colors continued to brighten before her, as the leaves carried along by the wind swept around her, she realized the bright oranges and nuanced reds were not natural. They were not the autumn leaves that made up piles along the roads to jump in before the city workers could take them away. These leaves were not meant to see the end of the season or be admired for their beauty and color.

These leaves were charred.

The crackling sound overhead emanating from the leaves was the sound of small flames still burning through each one. Lady realized this first, and the girl saw it through the glass eye that hung limply to the doll’s sewn face. If horror could have been written on her patchwork face, it would have, but still she smiled at her owner the same as she always had.

Behind the girl, a van continued to burn. Flames engulfed the tree the vehicle was wrapped around on the side of the large curve at the city limits of a place called Portents. A wall of fire and heavy smoke enveloped the front half of the van. The tree suffered greatly; half of the thick trunk vanished in an instant, a giant matchstick helping spread the destruction. 

The young girl stood twenty feet away, unsure of the ordeal and unaware of her role in it. The emergency workers surrounding the scene felt the same. They had roped off the area and attempted to clean up the accident. 

Fire crews arrived late because of traffic, but worked to put out the growing flames before they spread to the rest of the woods. Medics found their role to be minimal, another set of witnesses and nothing more. Their only living patient was the young girl standing in the middle of the road with her doll and not a scratch on her.

Attempts had been made to pull her away from the scene. After checking her vitals, everyone had taken a turn to offer her quiet words of comfort and a hand to hold. No words were heard, and no hands were taken. The girl simply stood in place, Lady by her side, while the van quietly burned behind her. 

Words continued to be spoken between officers and EMTs who then mingled with the Fire and Rescue teams that arrived on the scene once traffic permitted. Most barely noticed the girl among the wreckage. 

“She hasn’t said a word. Doesn’t even look at it like it’s there,” one of the EMTs said to his compatriot, a balding man with thin-rimmed glasses. 

“You said her folks were in there?” his colleague replied, fixing his glasses to the bridge of his nose.

“Looks that way,” said the first man. His voice was low, and he turned away from the young girl. “Pulled two bodies out. They’ll be lucky to identify them, though.”

“Road isn’t even slick.” Another voice entered the fray, more distant than the others. “How fast were they going to do this?”

“What were they running from?” 

The first man’s response caught her ear. “She doesn’t know yet.”

“Poor girl.” 

Their words faded behind the sounds of the sirens and the hoses and the chaos of the bend outside the city limits. They did not matter to the girl. She was lost in the glowing air that sang sweetly along the breeze. Leaves danced before her with a radiance she would never see again in her lifetime. One caught on a crosswind and raced back in the direction it came from.

Following the runaway leaf, she viewed the accident for the first time. The van was unrecognizable from the midsection to the front, a charred memory that would never stick. The leaf fell before her along the street, and her foot stopped its movement when something caught her eye under the singed shell of the van. 

Slipping under the caution tape, through the overworked men and women on the scene, the girl moved like a wraith toward the wreck. No one saw her. No one tried to see her. The object was small, curled up tightly near the rear tire of the van. Something pulled her forward. She had to have the object. In that instant, nothing else existed in her universe. 

Lady slipped from her grasp in the excitement and found her final resting place among the charred leaves on the road—a third victim of the accident. 

The young girl raced faster toward the vehicle, crouching beneath the flaming frame. Her small hand grabbed the object and held it up so she could get a better look. It was cold to the touch, even among the flames of the wreck. 

She had never seen the item before in her life. It was small and round, with smooth surfaces on all sides. As she turned it over in her hands with wide eyes of wonderment, she thought something was written on its face. She blinked deeply, passing it off to imagination, and held the object before her once more.

A simple stone of grey.

 


Prologue Two

Four Years Ago

 

 

Greg Loren felt every dip and crack in the pavement through the worn-out soles of his Nikes when he stepped out of the grocery store. The evening traffic coasted off the expressway onto King’s Lane, home to the second-floor apartment he rented. The names of streets, exits, and businesses flashed on signs, billboards, and taxicabs. The signs were the only way he could survive in the city. Even after living in Portents for the last six years, he still found himself turned around through the maze of downtown. 

“It was designed that way,” Beth always said with a smile at seeing his scruffy face round the corner, pouting at running late once again after taking the East End stop of the D line train instead of the East End stop of the A line. The city funneled into downtown like a garden maze, a myriad of dead-end turns and paths. All flowed directly to the shining black tower at the center of the city, never to Loren’s destination of choice.

“Let’s move there then. We’d never get lost.” 

Beth never answered his jests. She tucked another set of maps into his bag or a handwritten note in the pack of smokes he swore would be his last.  

He reached into the grocery bag when he passed the King’s Lane sign at the top of the Knoll and pulled out the latest of the last packs of cigarettes. It fit nicely with the salad ingredients he stopped for earlier to surprise Beth with a healthy meal. He beat the unopened pack squarely against his palm three times, then tore into the wrapper for a break from reality. 

It had been another double shift at the precinct. The fourth in a row since the “Kindly Killings” struck the city. The case landed square at his feet though he imagined it had been inserted somewhere completely inappropriate, because after four days of witness testimony and chasing his tail, Loren swore he walked with a waddle. 

That was how it went in Portents. Murder and mayhem reigned supreme. Normality was cracking skulls and pounding pavement to stop it all from spinning out of control when everything around you said differently. 

Thankfully, he had Beth. 

Beth, whose smile rose with the sun and never faded even in the dead of night. This was her city, and she saw it in a way he never understood—hopeful and proud. Where he viewed madness and dreamed of running away, she saw people, places, and history. That was her gift to him and it brought him hope. 

He had to marry her. There was never any question in his mind. From that first moment, she made him smile, wearing a milkshake mustache and a sundress. Though every instinct told him to escape the city, he stayed for her. Shadows seemed to lighten when she was around and he needed that every night he found himself walking the streets alone, searching for another indescribable beast to throw behind bars. She made it safer just by being with him. That was enough to keep him going.

Rubbing out the butt of his cigarette with his shoe, Loren felt a change in the air. As he bent down to lift the butt from the ground to toss it in the nearest corner receptacle, traffic stalled down his street. Not a “Breaking News Update” by any means, but he thought it odd some had been vacated of passengers. Pedestrians had slowed to a crawl in their travels down the lane, their eyes looking toward a four-story brick apartment building sandwiched between a deli and a laundromat.

Loren’s apartment building.

He rushed over to the mounting crowd of people as fast as his feet would carry him. Somehow, he knew, no matter how light the shadows had become since meeting her, that something had happened to Beth.

“Excuse me.” Loren shuffled through the crowd. He clutched firmly to the two bags of groceries to keep them from getting lost in the melee. He needed them to make dinner for Beth. “Please let me through. Police officer.”

No one questioned this fact. They simply took a step to the right or left of him. Their eyes never left the center of the crowd. Murmurs passed between them, whispers and rumors Loren was afraid to hear.

“She… she just fell,” one woman said, pointing up toward the roof of the building. 

Loren noticed the window to their apartment was open. Beth loved having it open to hear the sounds of the city in the evening. Portents never comes to life before sunset, she’d say.

“Ambulance is on the way,” a man said from Loren’s right. He held tight to a young boy. “I heard someone call but—”

“Not going to matter, I think,” an older gentleman said, finishing his sentence. 

A lone woman lay upon the sidewalk in the open circle, surrounded by onlookers. She stared up into the growing darkness of the Portents sky. Blood curled by her thin, pink lips and ran down to meet her blonde hair that spread wide against the pavement. She wore a red sundress with rose print trim. 

“Beth.” The name escaped his lips. His groceries slipped from his hands, forgotten in an instant.

Loren fell to his knees beside her. He tried to lift her head, to hold her close, but felt nothing solid to grab onto under her stained hair. He could feel the tears stinging his cheeks. Sirens blared in the distance, but they were too far away.  

Beth was too far gone.

Her hand grazed his cheek to pull him back to her. Her dark blue eyes were oceans of calm, staring up at him. She smiled through the blood. Her chest heaved under shattered bones. Lungs struggled to hold in air—her breaths too shallow and labored.

His mouth opened once, then twice, all to ask the dozen questions that he would bring to the table at any other crime scene he investigated—but nothing came out. There were no words… only tears.

Her lips moved to speak, and he bent closer. Beth continued to smile, her words lost behind the noise of the approaching sirens and the murmurs of the crowd. The beating of his own heart in his ears drowned out her final plea. 

All that remained was her smile when Beth’s eyes closed for the last time.

 


Chapter One

 

 

Rain poured against the city, threatening to wash it clean. It beat against the tallest skyscrapers and the smallest row of houses along the East Side. Every drop flowed down and settled in a series of deep puddles. 

The warehouse district took the brunt of the storm, with a band of clouds hovering overhead for hours after sunset. Where bright lights from the nearby club scene stemmed the tide against the torrent of raindrops, in the warehouse district of Portents where darkness was constant, rain meant clouds, which equaled more shadows.  

Vladimir Luchik hated the rain. It chilled his bones, it slammed the top of his head like a jackhammer, and it never, ever missed the opportunity to knock him further down when he could not possibly need the help. Precipitation soaked through his sneakers and weighed down his ripped jeans. He always hated the rain.

Tonight, however, he hated the shadows more.

Every corner he passed, every alleyway, offered a fresh threat. Shadows surrounded him. Water splashed under his heels, soaking him further. His movements were slow, his feet sluggish and heavy, yet each step betrayed his need for stealth. Sweat mixed with the raindrops. How far had he come since it started? Fear kept Vlad from looking at the path he had traveled, afraid of the darkness that seemed to grow with each passing second. 

It was still coming for him. Vlad could hear its eerie laughter over the sound of his heart pounding in his chest. He needed help and was in the worst place to find it.

The warehouse district was not known for being a hotspot of activity during the daylight hours. Most of the structures surrounding the small residential complexes near the rail yards had long since been shut down or abandoned. Some were reconditioned for office space, but none operated at night. Few people did in Portents; it was an unspoken instinctual rule of the city. 

“Dammit,” he cursed under his breath, then again for the pain that cut right through his abdomen. He reached into his pocket and found his cell phone. The damn phone was the reason he had been out in the first place. She was waiting for his call. Anything for a girl, he always said. He had planned to help her with a case, but found something else waiting for him instead. Now he needed the help. Glaring down at the cracked screen as the rain pelted against it, he realized help was not coming. 

Something shattered the silence behind him and his heart stopped. He ducked into a nearby alley, then whirled back toward the empty street. Was it him? Could it even be called a him? 

A metal garbage can rolled along the sidewalk across the street. Its displaced lid flopped along the pavement. The sound echoed down the street, but no one was near.

“Rats,” he muttered. “Giant damn rats. Has to be.” His left hand slipped from his abdomen for the first time since he started running. Instinctively, he reached out to the nearby brick wall to brace his weatherworn body. His head fell low, spit mixing with the rain running down the length of his chin. The stream flowed into the puddles beneath him. The puddles ran dark in swirls and spread outward. 

Blood.

His eyes shot to his left hand to see the same dark red substance dripping from his fingertips and down the brick wall.

His blood.

A streak of lightning cut the sky above. The sudden light from the heavens allowed Vlad to see the damage sustained. His attacker had been quick but effective. The surprise assault left five thick gashes across his chest and abdomen. Each gash was covered in thick red blood that trailed along the ground, and down the city streets for anyone to follow. 

He hoped anyone meant a Good Samaritan who would rescue him from his plight and take him somewhere safe and warm. Vlad, of course, knew better. His version of anyone following meant the monster who had started their chase. 

The garbage can clatter finally faded, yet something still did not feel right to Vlad. Shadows shifted across the street. As another bolt cut the sky, he swore he saw something swing back farther to go unseen. The bleeding man fled deeper down the alley, leaving behind the block letters that painted a single name along the side of the building—Evans. 

A fire escape occupied the far end of the alley. Vlad clutched tight to his wounds, hoping the rainwater would help keep them somewhat clean long enough for him to find cover for the night. What hope he found was minimal, but it kept him from falling off the steep ladder of the fire escape while he climbed. 

At the first landing was a window, shattered like so many others that lined the streets. Shards of glass lay within the thick frame, and Vlad gingerly stepped in to prevent any additional harm to his wounded body. He felt weightless for a moment; Vlad’s body hovered in the open air before he slammed against the wood flooring. 

A cavernous room stretched hundreds of feet before him. He had no idea what was once present in the room and the shattered glass had removed any foul odors that were once trapped within the building. Spiders were the prime residents of the warehouse, from what Vlad noted, trying to find his footing once more. 

Across the room, a single staircase led to a row of second floor offices. Vlad’s eyes flitted toward the broken window every time the lightning split the darkness. He waited for a chance to see his attacker, though prayed it would never come. 

Nothing, not man nor monster, presented through the darkness.

An uneasy feeling remained, however, even as he climbed the metal staircase. The first step creaked and moaned so loudly Vlad thought the entire structure might collapse. The second step was the same. 

Taking a deep breath, the young man calmed his shaking body. He lifted his foot and let it slide along the metal. He ran his free hand along the rail and, using his upper body, lifted his tired frame until his left foot joined his right. No loud crashes boomed through the warehouse this time. Vlad let out a long breath, stared up at the dozen steps ahead, and pushed onward.

The only open office appeared to be the one farthest from the stairs—the perfect place to find cover for the night. Dust-covered filing cabinets lined the right wall with a desk pushed in front of them and out of the way. Across the room from the door, a row of shattered windows and broken shades stretched along the office. Vlad closed the door behind him and entered the space. The tension melted from his weary frame.

He slipped out of his soaked shirt and wrung out the blood and rain on the wooden floorboards beneath him. The movement was agony for him, but needed to be done. He then took the shirt and wrapped it tightly around his abdomen. Tying the sleeves into a knot, Vlad screamed. The pain caused his knees to give way and his body fell. The pain continued for a long moment. A small smear of fresh blood filled the shirt, then slowed. Even through the intense pain, Vlad found the will to chuckle at having made it to safety.

The sentiment was fleeting.

The smell of ashes came along the cool, early summer wind. It was the smell of something old. Vlad’s eyes shot open to scan the room while still tracking the scent. He found himself encircled by a sea of shadows. Near the corner of the office, two specks of light came into focus. The pair of eyes were small and round, one of deep crimson and the other of sky blue. 

The end had come for Vlad.

“It’s you, isn’t it?” he called to the two mismatched lights. “I can feel you. I can smell the death on you.”

His knees shook as he struggled to rise once more. Defiantly, he shouted into the darkness. “You’re there, aren’t you?”

Lightning crashed outside. The thin light revealed a form in the shadows, and the figure answered Vlad softly. “Yes.”

The bleeding man rubbed his temple. He tried to push through the pain in his gut. Vision sharpened as Vlad looked around the room, and everything became clear. Fresh scuff marks ran along the floor from where the desk had been originally positioned. The marks were smeared, however, by something else. A blood red image spread beneath him.

“You led me here,” Vlad said to the darkness. The merry chase he had been part of had simply led to this moment. “You wanted this place.”

“Yes.”

Silence fell between them. There was no more running for Vlad. There was only the chance to act. As Vlad shored up the last dregs of strength in his body, he thought of his phone and the call he never had the chance to make. He thought of the woman at the other end of that call and of the strange stone she carried with her at all times, and how he would never see her again. Missed opportunities floated through his mind. 

With a scream filled with regret and rage, Vlad charged at his attacker with every ounce of strength left in his tired, battered frame. His cry carried the only question he wanted answered before the end.

“Who are you?”

Vlad entered the shadows, his hands reaching into the dark for his attacker. They clawed at nothing but empty air. Hidden within the thick darkness, two eyes glowed deep with excitement. With a single swipe and a bloodcurdling cry that echoed through the empty streets of the warehouse district, Vlad said no more and fell.

“I am the end,” answered the shadow looming over Vlad’s dying body. “And the beginning.”

 


Chapter Two

 

 

The apartment had been packed up months ago. The furniture had been sold, and the mattress tossed. Books, dishes, and utensils were all neatly boxed and labeled. Life had vacated the second-floor apartment on King’s Lane years earlier, the remnants of which waited until the lease finally inched toward expiration. 

Loren stood among the wreckage of the life he once lived. Floorboards creaked under his shifting weight. He stared obsessively into the mirror above the fireplace in the living room.

Who are you? It was a question he asked daily to the unshaven face. He used to clean up every day. It was ritual, for his life, for his job, and for Beth. With her death, the rituals slipped away. Through the dark hair covering his chin and cheeks, Loren saw lines he had never seen previously. They belonged to an older man, not one shy of thirty-seven.

Dirty blond hair hung low over his ears. Thin, brown eyes continued to stare blankly in the mirror, waiting for the answers to appear magically. Loren leaned heavily on the mantel of the fireplace; his shoulders slumped from the weight. Even through the dust covering the mirror, he saw he needed to clean up and change. The riddled-with-holes Superman shirt hung well below his neckline, his jeans wrinkled and stained. It all added up to one thing in his mind.

It was time to leave.

Boxes surrounded him. Most were better left forgotten and were labeled for the garbage. Others—the dishes and utensils they had used for meals on the couch and Monk marathons when they’d found time away from their jobs—were all headed to Goodwill for a loving family. 

Some were set to make the trip with him, including stacks of books Beth had always kept close to her—some for pleasure that still carried the scent of her soap in the pages, some for work as a local historian that contained her handwritten notes in the margins. They were her version of a diary, and he refused to let them go. Those boxes had failed to make the original trip east to his new home in Chicago.

He found it funny to call the Windy City a new home when it was first for him. A born and raised Cubs fan, Chicago remained home to his family. Still, the change felt good. There had been bright moments in the last three months since he departed Portents. He’d found a new job and a new apartment, which, thankfully, kept him from knocking on his sister’s door in need of help. Work had even overlooked the mistakes of his past, allowing him the fresh start he needed. 

The change felt incomplete, though, as if the door to Portents remained open and held him back. He knew the likely culprit. It sat in the small duffel bag near the entrance to the apartment. The casefile traveled with Loren wherever he went. 

Beth’s killer was still out there. In four years, there had been no break in the case. Half of that time had been spent making sure the case was not filed as a suicide for the circumstances she was found in that evening. The other half had been spent doing things Loren wanted more than anything to forget ever happened. Lines had been crossed in the dark.

That can never happen again, the stranger in the mirror reiterated back to Loren’s tired face. It’s time to leave.

Across the mantel, Loren’s cell phone started to vibrate loudly. His hand snatched the small device before it fell to the floor, but he hesitated to answer after looking at the display. It was a number he was hoping not to hear from until he had passed the city limits near the old charred tree on Olcott’s Curve. He surrendered to the infernal vibrating device and hit the Talk button.

“Heard you were in town,” the voice said before Loren could greet the caller. The sound of the wind cut Captain Alejo Ruiz’s voice thin, but a smile crept into his words. “I could use your help.”

“Wish I could,” Loren replied, lost to the image of the stranger in the mirror. “Pretty busy.”

There was a slight pause on the line. Metal clanged in the background before Ruiz returned to the call. 

“Staring at your face in the mirror, wearing a rag that hasn’t had the right to call itself a shirt in a decade? Definitely sound pretty busy to me.”

Loren wheeled around. “Where the hell?”

It took him only a moment before he realized. Loren made a beeline for the window at the far end of the kitchen. He opened it, and the sounds of the evening traffic filled the apartment. Crouching on the fire escape that led down to the side alley was a middle-aged, cocoa-skinned Hispanic, with a grin spread across his face. 

“I went to the trouble of climbing up here.” Ruiz closed his phone and slipped it back into his pocket. “May as well let me in.”

 

 


Chapter Three

 

 

Methodical movements carried Ruiz around the entire apartment in a wide sweep. He scanned the labels on the boxes with nothing more than a subtle nod. When he looked at Loren, it was a quick glance, not wanting him to see the concern in his eyes, though it was difficult to avoid. 

Loren studied his friend as well. Ruiz always wore the old dog look when he was deep in thought; it was not a new addition in his late forties. Matted down gray hair receded back and to the sides. He bore larger cheeks and a wider frame—an unwanted gift from a life of paperwork and politics in the captain’s arena. 

Now, though, he seemed worse for wear. Hair that once held tight to a thin black nature had surrendered to gray. The smile that he once carried through the workplace, the one that said, “When the dinner bell rings, I’m going home to the greatest family on Earth, so who gives a crap about all of you and all this bull” was now sullen. However, it was the bags under his eyes that Loren had never seen before. Thick dark circles swallowed his eyes unless the light shined directly on his face. 

Ruiz lifted two books from the box closest to him. He put one back but held tight to one of Beth’s favorite works, one she helped put together about the history of the city, something Loren always promised to read but never had time for in all their years together. A passage from the foreword she’d written had stuck with him, though he never understood why.

There is a level of understanding that comes from looking at the city from a different angle. The true angle and the true story of Portents.  

Ruiz didn’t bother to crack the book open. He promptly put it back, then shifted to another box on his way toward the front door. 

“No furniture?” 

The question needed no response. Still, Loren played the game the way Ruiz intended, knowing it would be for the last time. 

“Sold the furniture to the thrift store down the block,” Loren answered. “You came all this way to—”

“I could have helped,” Ruiz interrupted. He opened up another box, this one closer to the door of the apartment, and found more books. Ruiz quickly closed it without pawing through the contents. Realization filled his face—they all belonged to Beth, not Loren. Ruiz continued toward the boxes by the front door. “Pack, I mean. One thing Michelle lets me handle when it comes to the annual Ruiz family vacation. I am well known for my packing abilities.”

“No.” It came out harsher than he intended.

“No, what? What no? All I’m saying….” Ruiz stopped at the duffel bag by the front door. He lifted the center flap. Beth’s casefile rested on top next to a spiral-bound notebook dogged by years of travel and scribblings. The past refused to stay where it belonged. Loren moved away from the mantel, stepped beside the man he had called friend, and closed the bag once more.

“What you’re saying and what you’re doing are two different things.” Loren grabbed his coat off the hook to the left of the door. He dug his hand deep into the right pocket and removed the pack of gum he kept on him at all times. His last one, he continued to swear, even to the mystery man in the mirror. 

He hated the habit worse than smoking, but after his wife’s death, he knew it was time to change. The chewing gum crunched in his ear. Everything tasted like layers of fruit whenever he craved one last drag. 

Damn, he missed smoking. 

“You want to survey my mental state? Just ask me like a normal person. You want to borrow a book, feel free. But this here? These boxes? This is me leaving.”

“In a few days,” Ruiz answered.

“No. Train leaves in a few hours, Ruiz. Hours.” 

“I need your help, Greg.” 

“Not my beat anymore. It was never really my beat.”

Loren’s eyes flashed at Ruiz. The exhausted Hispanic was smiling again. “You know that’s not true. Besides, don’t you think I’m a little too busy to waste my time asking for your help?”

Ruiz opened the door. The smell of Mrs. Arbogast’s stuffed shells from across the hall was overpowering, but it did not deter from his moment with Loren. The bearded former detective ran his fingers along his eyes to the bridge of his nose and nodded.

“Chicago,” Loren said with a grumble. 

“My first call,” Ruiz said. “Lovely Captain Roberts, old friend as you know, cleared it immediately. Come on. I even rescheduled your return trip for you. All on the city’s dime.”

Loren stopped in front of Ruiz, who held the door open for him. He blew a large bubble with the flat flavored stick of gum, then let it pop inches from Ruiz’s face before continuing into the hallway for the stairs. 

“You make a guy feel real special.”

“Don’t mention it.” Ruiz closed the door to the apartment. He followed close behind Loren, shuffling down the stairs toward the building’s main entrance. 

Mrs. Arbogast was only the most obvious neighbor to peer out her door at the two officers, though Loren felt other stares through the small peepholes on the neighboring apartment doors. He kept his eyes on the bottom of the steps and the door beyond to avoid any awkward questions. 

As Loren reached for the exit to step outside, Ruiz called out. “And don’t mention the car either. It’s the wife’s.”

Loren stepped out onto the front walkway and into the cool evening air. Though summer was a warm front away from taking root in the city, the nights still struggled to be tolerable, much less comfortable. The weary detective spit his gum at the retaining wall next to the building’s lifeless garden. 

Slipping on his leather coat, Loren rubbed his brow deeply. He continued for the sidewalk, then backtracked. Two fingers reached for the sticky mass on the retaining wall to collect the gum. He tossed it in the trash receptacle on the sidewalk, wondering how many more times he would have to do that before he remembered to carry the wrapper. 

A red minivan hugged the curb in front of the building. A family bumper sticker clung proudly to the rear window of the vehicle, though it was one Loren had never seen before. Four women surrounded a single stick figure man, all talking as the man ripped his hair out. Unique, but definitely Ruiz.

“Nice ride.” His laughter faded as his eyes wandered to the sidewalk. Even after four years, he saw the chalk marks, the stains of blood, and Beth’s eyes staring up into the darkness. He cleared his throat loudly. 

Shaking hands came back with another stick of gum. Filthy habit. 

“I said don’t mention it,” Ruiz huffed, heading to the driver’s side.

“I know.” 

Ruiz reached in and grabbed the file from the dashboard. Once Loren settled along the passenger seat, Ruiz tossed it on the former detective’s lap. 

“How bad?” Loren asked. He let the file rest before him, afraid to open it.

“Bad.” Ruiz shuffled for his keys. The ignition clicked for a moment and then the van whirred to life. 

“Meaning no one else wanted it.” Loren nodded, his gaze still on the sidewalk. He didn’t need Ruiz to confirm his statement. They both knew what Loren really meant. No one else could understand the case, let alone solve it. 

It was the type of case Ruiz kept out of the daily briefing so that there were no questions asked—that ended with a brief statement but never an explanation. They were the cases that had kept Loren going after Beth’s death, but eventually drove him away when he realized what they were doing to him and how they were taking over. 

“Except Mathers,” Ruiz said.

“Christ,” Loren muttered, thinking of Ruiz’s opposite on the day shift. “Sounds like old times.”

The van shifted to drive and Ruiz pulled away from the curb into traffic. 

“Welcome back to Portents.”

 

 


Chapter Four

 

 

A scream cut through the city. The loud and shrill beacon lasted only a second before the screeching of tires and the blaring of sirens swallowed it up. Few turned at the sound, even fewer acted, more intent with their own pursuits. For one, however, the scream signaled her arrival to the city streets. 

The woman clad in ripped jeans and light leather jacket rushed across the alleys and away from the sewers that hid her from the world. She pushed aside all other obligations and responsibilities to locate the source of the scream. Nothing slowed her, not the din of car horns warning her of their approach when she raced across downtown streets or the bellows of her so-called fellow man who hooted and hollered at her very presence. 

She didn’t belong with them—not with any of them, really. Despite all her wishes to be part of Portents, she found herself isolated and alone more often than not. There were plenty of reasons to remain that way, yet she continued to push for more in her life. She craved connection and one had brought her to the surface with the setting sun. 

Now, though, there was a more pressing issue and the young woman with stark black hair flowing behind her racing figure pushed harder to find the troubled soul at the heart of the cry. Her travels took her away from the red lights of downtown and out of the shadow of the black tower. She turned down alleys and leaped over privacy fences. Entire blocks faded behind her in a blur of light and shadow.

At the next intersection, the streetlights showering over her dark skin, the woman stopped. She listened intently for another cry. 

Pedestrians pointed with curious looks. Passing cars nearly halted, then rolled up their windows instead and kept driving. They didn’t understand her. They never had, not since she was a small girl of four, watching the fiery leaves dance along the autumn wind. 

She was no longer that girl, though. Her life had ended that day and a new one began. With it came a new name—Soriya. 

It had taken her months after the accident to speak, let alone attempt to remember the events of her life before that fateful day. Everything had been lost, including the faces of her family and the names they bore—her own included. In the orphanage library, she had found a book of names, and weeks of reading had helped her locate the one that made her feel whole once more.

The name was unique among the other girls, not that Soriya ever shared it with them. It derived from the Khmer word for sun, a sentiment she needed in the long, cold winter she endured within Saint Helena’s Orphanage for Girls. Her surname found origin in the stone she had found, the one she continued to keep close at all times. It linked her to the past while carving a path for her future.

It was called the Greystone. 

And now, so was she. Soriya Greystone.

The name made her feel almost normal, a rare sensation in her day-to-day life, yet the curious stares of the city continued to separate Soriya from the rest of Portents. Their questioning gazes made it clear they would never understand her or the responsibility placed on her shoulders. 

Although Soriya wanted to be part of the world, the distance protected those around her. It kept them safe from the work she performed from the shadows that spread over Portents like a blanket.

“Where are you?” Soriya muttered under her breath. Despite the beaming headlights from passing cars, she held her position in the intersection. She was close, almost close enough to smell the threat. Yet, the silence held. “Come on. Where are you?”

“Help! Please!” The scream boomed from the left. 

Like a bullet, Soriya shot forward. She leaped over a passing Honda Civic. The startled driver cried out. His panic caused his over-sized Pepsi to spill all over his shirt. He swerved slightly, then braked hard. 

Soriya glanced back while racing ahead, a smirk on her lips. It was a stupid thrill, one easily avoided from the numerous alleys cutting their way through the downtown area. She wanted to be seen. No matter the consequences, Soriya desired nothing more than to be known to Portents and her people. 

She left the thoroughfares behind. The lights dimmed, cut off by office buildings, businesses and artsy lofts. Darkness crept in from all around her, but she never slowed. The cry for help was a beacon and Soriya tracked it around neighborhoods until at last she found the shattered storefront of Mel’s Convenience Store.

Glass scattered across the sidewalk. The door beat against the frame, unable to settle back into place. Before Soriya could snatch the handle to enter, three figures burst through the broken storefront window. Their sneakers crunched the glass beneath their soles when they landed.

Masks covered their faces. All three wore sleeveless black t-shirts and dark pants. Each carried a full sack of stolen food from the shop. That was where their similarities ended. The man at the front of the trio stood taller than the others, with broad shoulders and a thin gaze—the clear leader of the group. Behind him, to the left, was a man who wore two different colored sneakers, with laces hanging loose over the sides of each. The third kept itching his face through his mask, a clear sign of facial hair hiding beneath the cloth covering. 

Starting toward Soriya, the trio halted in her presence.

“Going somewhere, boys?” Soriya said with a smirk and a clenched fist. 

For a second, she wondered about the odds. Three against one didn’t exactly sound fair… for them.

The lead crook made the decision for her. “Move! Move!” he shouted to the others. Pulling at them, they started away from the shop and turned at the nearest alley for the shadows.

Soriya moved to pursue. At the sound of hushed moans, she shifted to the shattered frame. Inside the store, two figures lay huddled against the counter in the corner. The man and woman cradled each other close. She wiped at the blood, which ran in a deep gash along the man’s brow. 

“Is he—”

“They always come,” the woman snapped in broken English. “Always take. He tried to help, tried to stop.”

“I’m fine,” the man said, forcing a smile. It quickly shifted to a wince at her touch. “They needed to be stopped.”

“They will be,” Soriya replied. 

The man offered a nod. His companion, concern still in her eyes, shooed Soriya on from the window. Sirens were getting closer, help on the way for the wounded. It was time to handle the source of the problem.

Soriya left the shop behind and continued into the darkness. This wasn’t how her night was supposed to go. She had things to do, more important tasks to handle. Petty thievery typically fell to the police. 

But something in the woman’s shaking eyes, in her trembling hands, pushed Soriya forward. No one deserved to live in fear like that—not from anyone.

Pounding feet carried her into the darkness. She bolted down the alley, twisting and turning to match the thieves. They were loud and brash, hopped up on the adrenaline from their actions and in need of a comedown. 

Soriya was more than
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