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Prologue One

Ten Years Ago
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The snow danced in the sky. Multi-colored lights hung along the row of shops dotting the block. The holiday season was in bloom and the weather was finally catching up. The sharp drop in temperatures held no effect on the crowds rushing along the lane, feeding into downtown in a mad dash for last-minute shopping. 

Soriya would have loved it. She always preferred to be surrounded by the people of the city—to witness their joy, to sympathize with their sadness and grief. She was much more connected to Portents even at such a young age. It surprised the man known as Mentor to no end how different they were, despite their shared purpose. 

The coffee cup shook in his hands. A long night filtered into a longer day, a case of demon spawn hatching in the coves offering more of a challenge than he originally considered. He should be resting. His right leg ached—his knee locking up mid-stride. It was getting worse. 

He wasn’t ready to return to the Bypass chamber, though. He needed to think through things, needed to figure out the signs. He should have done so alone, or with his charge who waited patiently tucked underground off the C-Line in the heart of downtown. 

Instead he came here, to an elaborate coffee house, dimly lit but showered by the twinkling decorations adorning the street outside. Not alone, though he knew better. He kept his gaze locked on the coffee cup, the warmth of the black liquid surging through his fingers and up his arms. His level of comfort ended after their greeting. When she asked he told her the story, regretting the act immediately. However, he needed to talk to someone about it.

And Karen was a friend.

“They were humming?”

Karen was his junior by almost a decade but had seen much in her lifetime—witnessed the extraordinary and the terrible in the same instance. In that, they were the same.

She cradled the Greystone, a finger grazing the surface. He reached out and waited for her to drop it against his palm. Reluctantly she did, a roll of her eyes answering his unspoken request. Mentor tucked the stone away as more patrons filtered into the shop.

“You should have felt it,” Mentor said. “The electricity in the air.”

“And when you pulled them apart?”

It was an accident. He had been busy working, noting occurrences on the vast map of the city pinned to the wall of his room in the quaint underground domicile off the sprawling chamber. New pins of one color for discovered threats, another used for possible problems down the line. A good system and one that was typically straightforward. However, something else was out there recently. Something that gave him pause. He noted it in black, leaving the small circle pinned to the board.

A Circle of Shadows.

So lost in thought over the new addition, he failed to realize what Soriya was doing in the room. She had come to finish her studies, the same as every day: heavy reading with required analysis to gauge her understanding of the material. She called it punishment. He did the same at her age, though he hoped he hadn’t sounded quite as annoyed as the twelve-year-old pre-adolescent.

Her stone rested on the table, his own at the other end. Curious, she shifted the Greystone closer to its brother. With the simple movement the room changed. It drew him away from the map, back to the small table in the center. She pushed them closer together, light sparking along their surfaces. For a brief moment they appeared to occupy the same space.

Then he ended the experiment. Harshly. Perhaps too harshly, but then that was how he tended to react when Soriya operated on her own. The pressure of being her teacher, and more, at times wore him down.

“What happened?” Karen asked again.

“Silence.”

Karen rubbed her chin. “What did you tell her?”

“Soriya?”

“No.” She grinned. “Your other daughter, Christopher.”

Christopher. A name left behind years earlier. A name he tried to forget as often as it came crashing down upon him. A name with a past, with connections. A name that pulled him back to the world, one he wanted no part of, not with the tasks ahead. 

No one noticed his discomfort at hearing the appellation. No one noticed the pair in the corner of the coffee shop at all. They lived their lives without a care to the shadows among them, without any knowledge of the secrets kept in the darkness of Portents. The way Mentor intended to keep it; always for their benefit.

Karen understood the sudden uneasiness and the thin glare shot her way. “Right. Sorry. Your adherence to the teacher-pupil dynamic is commendable, but you realize the child feels differently.”

“I do.”

The snow fell harder, large flakes sticking to every surface. Soriya enjoyed the winter months, bundling up and walking through the deepening drifts. She wasn’t the only one. His daughter loved it as well. Julie. She must have been almost twenty now, a young woman. College bound, possibly at Portents University—his previous employer before abandoning the line of work.

Before abandoning his family for a higher calling. 

“If anything were to happen—”

Mentor shook his head. “It won’t.”

“A promise you can’t keep,” Karen said. She reached for his hand, squeezing it lightly before letting it slip. Her smile warmed him better than the coffee. “You know that.”

“I didn’t tell her anything.” 

The questions came rapidly. Queries about the stones, about their power, about their purpose. About her purpose. He did his best to answer them, turning the situation into a teachable moment. 

In time, the stone will be the one to tell you. If you will listen. 

He made it about her, keeping her looking inward to strengthen her spirit, all in the hopes she would never look elsewhere for the truth behind the stones. The truth about her past.

“I didn’t have anything to tell her,” Mentor continued. He finished his coffee, running his finger along the lip of the cup. “Even after all these years.”

“The same questions. I could help, you know.”

He started to shake his head and she stopped him with a smile.

“Let me help, Christopher,” she said. “The Bypass. The stones. The library offers a wealth of untapped knowledge.”

“The library is shuttered. Why did you stay?”

Stark amber eyes shifted for the window and the darkening sky. “I had my reasons. And no fear of the truth.”

“Don’t—”

Karen leaned closer. “The stones are calling each other and you deny it. The Bypass opens its door to you and you lock it away.”

“It isn’t safe,” Mentor shot back. “What you would ask of it would pull you away from the world, as it almost did me.”

“A mistake. One you haven’t repeated. Yet haven’t learned from either.”

“Standing too close to infinite knowledge is dangerous. Having that access could—”

“Do good for so many.”

“That’s not...” Mentor stopped. He shook his head, pulling away. “I didn’t come to argue.”

“I know.” Karen rubbed her eyes. “You came for advice. Tell her the truth. You have to tell Soriya about the other stones.”

“She’s not ready,” Mentor muttered. “The danger involved...”

“You’ll need them.”

He sighed. “At the end. If it comes.”

“When it comes.”

The evil on the horizon, always out there, always waiting. One more night. One more week. One more year. It haunted Mentor, the waiting game. One that put the entire city at risk.

That threatened the world.

“Do you know where to find them?” Mentor asked. “Who the other bearers are?”

Karen grinned. “Are you asking for my help, Christopher?”

His eyes thinned. “A name. A location. Nothing more.”

“I can do that,” Karen said. She slid from the bench, pulling her coat down from the hook beside the booth. 

Mentor watched her curiously. “What do you do now? Without the others? In Portents?”

She tucked her hands in her pockets, eyes to the growing storm outside the window. “The same as you, old friend. I hope for the light. And I plan for the darkness.”
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Prologue Two

Five Years Ago
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Beth Loren raced down the Knoll, her bag slapping along her back with each footfall. The summer sun blazed overhead, the heat of the day scorching the ground beneath her sandals. The brick edifice of her apartment building towered in front of her. She finished her mad dash across the block for the small hallway inside.

She slammed the door shut and clicked the lock. Taking a deep breath, Beth rested against the frame. Her eyes closed, willing the day away, but a knock ended that dream. The tenant from Apartment 3-B banged on the metal entryway, frustration and anger barring his path.

“Sorry about that,” she mumbled under his curses after opening the door and clearing the way. His anger faded with her glowing smile.

The door closed once more but she didn’t bother with the lock. Traffic in and out of the apartment building was constant and the next entry would undoubtedly leave it unlocked. Instead, she took to the stairs for her second-floor domicile. An elderly woman wearing a fluffy blue bathrobe waited at the landing, any warnings of her constant curiosity lost on arrival.

“Beth, dear, is everything—?”

“It’s fine, Mrs. Arbogast,” Beth said, fumbling with her keys. The scent wafting from the woman’s apartment threatened to topple her back down the steps. More burnt cuisine, a specialty for the mainstay at the complex, thanks to a reduced capacity to smell anything after a lifetime of smoking. The other tenants complained but little was done. The old woman had a gift for circumventing trouble, something Beth envied at the moment.

“Are you sure?” Mrs. Arbogast pressed. “I could—”

“No,” Beth replied over the woman. “I’m fine. Rough day is all.”

Beth continued to her door, jamming the key in place and twisting hard. The frame stuck, warped from the mounting heat of the summer, then fell away. She threw the curious neighbor a quick wave before entering the apartment. The door scraped against the wood, the lock put in place and deadbolt secured. The young woman dropped her bag and slid to the floor.

“Very rough.”

What was she thinking? How could she not have known? Two years of work, researching what was actually going on in the city, and she remained as clueless as the rest. Unable to see the growing shadows in Portents.

Even though they stood right at her side.

Beth rushed for the phone on the end table. She dialed quickly, the number embedded in her brain like so many facts of the history of Portents. A city she loved more every day and hoped her husband would feel the same someday. Hoped he would still love her as well after all she had hidden from him.

“Come on, Greg, pick up,” she said, the ringing in her ear continuing. “Don’t be saving the city for once.”

Save me.

His voicemail chimed in, his words strong and deep. It forced a smile, just the sound of him against the emptiness of the apartment. She waited for the automated instructions to take over then ended the call. 

The message would come too late to do any good. Greg was lost in another case. The Kindly Killer. Another headline grabber, but a deadly one from what her husband offered in their scant conversations. His duty to protect and serve trumped all when it came to work, his obsessive nature giving him the advantage over other detectives on the force.

But it pulled him away from her. It kept them apart. And she did the same. Beth walked to the mantel and lifted the image resting in front of the pristine mirror hanging above.

Their wedding photo. A promise made and one she had subverted with lies and omissions, unable to find the right moment, the correct way to show Greg the truth.

About everything.

About her.

“How could I be so stupid?” Beth cursed. Delicate fingers grazed the clean-cut image of her husband. “I should have told you. And I will. I promise.”

The sun crested, inching toward the west. Beth checked the time. Greg wouldn’t be home for hours, despite the extra hours clocked from his usual overnight shift. Late, no doubt, with promises of a home-cooked meal offered before he left the night before.

Like a bag of salad is really dinner?

She grinned, clutching tight to the wedding photo against her chest. The real reason behind the grocery stop was clear. He needed cigarettes. Another last pack, one she wasn’t supposed to know about. A secret of his own; one Beth accepted when they made their vows. Would he be so accepting of hers?

It didn’t matter. He needed to hear the truth. And she needed to be the one to tell him.

She placed the photo on the mantel, straightening it with care. Then she reached for the phone once more. Nervously dialing, she reached out to the only other person who could protect her.

“Hello?” the young woman’s voice answered.

“Soriya. I need your help.”
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The Gathering
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Chapter One
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Night fell over the city. Darkness surrounded every act, every conversation, every hushed whisper of fear and terror. Portents had seen plenty of it of late. The city was distracted, lost in the latest crisis. Someone was slaughtering innocents throughout the downtown district, images of burned-out eye sockets filling the front pages of the major news outlets.

The police had leaks—too many and all in the right places. Rumors turned to protests turned to outright horror at what was happening, yet none faced the nightmare head on. They cowered in homes, apartments, and their favorite bar to wait it out.

The distraction was necessary. 

Their fear kept them indoors, surrounded by loved ones with the hope that the stories were just that and nothing more. That when the sun rose, Portents would remain and their lives could continue as they always had. It kept the streets clear—from the alleys to the thoroughfares, from subways to the bus lines. No one ventured out of the coves to the north or the warehouse district to the south. The city was vacant, a wasteland of potential.

One the cloaked figure desired more than anyone.

She stalked up the Corridor, the failed attempt to blend the citizens with their place of employment. Homes lay in ruins to the left, the businesses on the right long since abandoned. One building remained pristine and untouched. One that had been there for longer than any could recall. 

A historical center that saw no attention was the building of her desire, the one that brought the cloaked figure in the white mask to the Corridor in the first place. The stone columns hid the double bronze doors at the apex of the wide steps. Two expressive statues adorned the base of the stairs, resting on short pedestals of marble. An old crone, her eyes blindfolded, and a tiger reaching out with sharp claws.

The woman hesitated, eyeing the statues closely. Too much planning had gone into the night’s activities to stop here. It had been hard work to bring the people of Portents to their knees, tucked in their beds early, to keep them from spotting her in the darkness. 

Nothing would stand in her way now.

She started up the steps, her flats clacking against the stone without a care. The cloaked woman scurried up three then four steps before turning.

She left the center of the steps, the secret path of safety installed to ensure privacy above all else. The statues lit up at the act, leaving their pedestals for the intruder. The tiger roared, drawing near his prey. The crone removed the blindfold, eyes of black glowing and nails stretching out at the cloaked figure.

“Not tonight,” she whispered to the scratching tiger and his crone. “Not here.”

She did not relent, did not shift. She waited until the two statues were close enough. Pulling back her sleeves, she revealed the sigils marking her skin—half on the right, half on the left. The masked intruder put them together just as the tiger and the crone reached for her.

[image: New triplehorn.png]

Light shattered the silence of the street. With it, the statues crumbled. The crone screamed, the tiger whimpered, before both fell to dust at the base of the steps. Larger chunks scattered along the sidewalk and the street beyond.

Dropping her arms, the cloaked figure continued up the steps unhindered. Runes carved on small pieces of stone marked the wall on both sides of the double bronze doors. Different characters, different languages. A pass code hidden behind the wall.

Ignoring them, the figure moved for the single golden image at each side of the doors. The small flame rose from the torch insignia, one that matched the etching on the shoulder clasps of her cloak. First, she twisted the right sigil until it clicked. She followed with the same for the left, waiting for the loud snapping sound of the dial beneath the surface. 

Holding for a moment, she counted to seven then moved back to the right side and returned it to the original position. The sigil clicked once more and the doors opened. The secret hidden behind them stretched before her.

The Courtyard.

Twelve city blocks tucked in a single structure, a gateway to a hundred worlds filled with legends and myths that spanned centuries. The buildings related to different eras, castles of the Middle Ages to tenements from the early twentieth century. At its height the Courtyard housed hundreds if not thousands of beings living between worlds, traveling as they pleased.

The massive microcosm was now deserted, the threat loose in Portents too great for those residing in the hidden city. The shadows grew in their midst, a perfect storm causing them to flee. She couldn’t have planned it better if she tried.

Or had she?

A smile spread beneath her mask, beady eyes scanning the street. The site was acceptable, the pillars adorning the sides of multiple structures easily reconditioned for the purpose ahead. The doors to the other realms would be locked and secured from interlopers, the need for solitude essential to the plan. A quiet immediately broken. 

“You cannot be here,” a winged beast cawed. “This place is not meant for you.”

“Ah, the raven,” the cloaked woman said. “I have plans for this place.”

Kok’Kol perched above her position in the street. She was well aware of the beast’s tendencies, being a First One of the Miwok, and of his need to assist the city when required. He was a god in animal form, lording over everyone, feeding them tidbits of information while keeping the narrative a secret behind his snapping beak.

Secrets earned by man, knowledge to ensure humanity’s next step toward perfection. Secrets she required for the future.

“I’ve seen your plans,” Kok’Kol remarked. “She will stop you.”

“The child?” the woman laughed. “The so-called Greystone bearer? She knows nothing of this. So blinded by the moment. By doubt.”

“You underestimate her. And me.”

Kok’Kol screeched, swooping from his perch at the woman. She ducked, her movements too slow for the raven. Talons sliced through her mask, and the bottom half fell and shattered against the street.

The woman howled, blood lining her right cheek from the raven’s scratch. “Insipid spirit!”

“What you seek cannot be taken,” Kok’Kol said, circling the street overhead. “It is not yours.”

Kok’Kol launched at her once more, talons at the ready. A smile grew on the woman’s face as she stepped sideways, muttering words of darkness under her breath. The raven missed the target but she did not. Her hand shot into the sky and caught the beast by the neck.

“Yet,” she snapped. “It is not mine yet, First One.”

“How?”

She squeezed tighter, watching as fear filled the raven’s green orbs. “Knowledge is power.”

She tossed the raven aside, sending Kok’Kol to the ground. The First One of the Miwok scrambled, attempting flight without success. He clawed at the pavement, struggling for the alley—his home and spiritual center in the Courtyard. The cloaked figure followed close, watching the bird’s writhing agony from her assault. Kok’Kol flailed to escape her, talons scratching at the street. 

Her foot ended his efforts, stomping down on the spirit guide. Green eyes flared then dimmed to black. Feathers flew as she crunched the beast into submission.

Kicking aside the raven, the cloaked figure turned toward the open street and the four pillars adorning the block. Pride swelled in her chest, her hands firm on her hips. And a plan in her thoughts.

“All your secrets will be mine.”
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Chapter Two

Six Months Later
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City Hall was in chaos—the normal operating procedure for the hundreds locked within the twelve-story structure. Mayor Reginald Dunn prided himself on the situation, using it as a message to the people of Portents that work was always “Getting Dunn.” One of the many uses of his last name he annoyingly worked into conversation.

Bernice Caplan hated it. Hell, her dislike of the man grew by the hour. His personal aide for over four years, the middle-aged woman wanted nothing more than to send the email saved in her draft folder announcing her resignation. It would have made her waistline happier at the very least. Dunn, however, needed her. So did the city. Or so she was constantly told when complaints arose.

With Dunn’s reelection campaign in full swing, the word chaos understated the situation on the seventh floor of City Hall. Papers flew from runners delivering the latest in poll numbers and articles written by both the left and the right in opposition to Dunn’s various policy positions. Public opinion universally damned the man, yet no one saw a better option.

And Bernice saw no way out. She closed out her email window and the waiting resignation letter. Tomorrow. Maybe tomorrow.

“Bernice?” Adam called from his desk on the other side of the makeshift wall separating their workspaces. She managed to go four whole minutes without a question being asked. Without another task dropped on her lap. Best four minutes of her day. “Do you have the agenda for tomorrow?”

She sighed. “Sent it to you ten minutes ago, Adam.”

“Damn server.”

Vince skirted the corner, pointing accusingly at the cursing aide. “Did you try turning it off and on again?”

“Don’t,” Adam snapped, pushing away from his desk. He walked over to the shared printer, another of his favorite four-letter words slipping out over the jammed mess awaiting him. He ripped the loose-leaf free and the device whirred back to life. “Don’t use your IT voice with me, Vince. Not today.”

“Campaign woes?”

Adam waved him back, intent on waiting for the printed schedule for the next day. Vince turned toward Bernice, who passed over another dropped paper from the latest runner. 

“Approval ratings tend to drop when the crime rate rises.”

Vince shrugged. “Shouldn’t live in Portents then.”

The thought was there, tucked in the back of her mind, growing louder every day. Three murders in the city with no end in sight. The police, a constant sticking point with the constituents, appeared unable to protect their own asses let alone the people of Portents.

“Speech ready for the Friars Club tonight?” Bernice asked, pushing aside her despondent thoughts.

Adam and Vince shared a glance, unable to look at her. Adam grumbled, locked on the schedule in front of him. “Dunn’s had it since this morning.”

“Why?” 

“Bernice...” Vince started then fell silent.

She grumbled, standing from her desk. Her back ached and her constant need for a protein bar frustrated her further. She used to get by on a piece of fruit in the morning and three cups of coffee. Now she needed fuel for the growing tire around her midsection at all hours of the day. All because Dunn took their simple job and complicated it at every turn. 

God, I hope he loses.

“This isn’t the time for him to try out a new stand-up routine,” she said, steadying her voice.

“He likes to add a joke or two,” Adam replied.

“They aren’t funny.”

Vince grinned. “That’s what makes them funny.”

“To you,” Bernice said. “Not the rest of the city. Hell, he made the late-night shows with that one about the president and the flying monkeys or whatever the hell he was trying to say.”

“It was poor delivery.”

“Screw the damn delivery, Adam!” Bernice yelled. Eyes glared from all directions and she let loose another sigh before shifting down the hall. The two men followed close. “It was poor. Period.”

The security team rushed by. “We’re rolling in ten.”

“Great.” Two speeches and a dinner party. Another late night. And Dunn was missing all day, locked in his office, screwing with precisely prepared remarks for each function. All for another laugh from the audience—or in his case, a forced one.

“You want me to remove the jokes?”

“Yes,” Bernice said. She let out a long breath and smiled. “But I’ll talk to him first.”

“Deputy joining us tonight?” Vince inquired, peering down the hall for her.

“She’s promoting gun control legislation in the coves.”

“Good.”

Bernice laughed. “Winters hassling you too?”

Six months. That was how long Deputy Mayor Winters had been with the team. Six incredibly strained months where she interjected on every major platform and minor event to offer her perspective. 

Her predecessor’s death was a shock. Heart failure during one of the worst weeks of their term. Everyone was so focused on the murders plaguing Portents, from the Saint Sebastian’s incident to the bowling alley massacre, that no one noticed an elderly man with a heart condition.

The team went from a man who was more a sounding board than an active player in policy to someone with ambition. Too much ambition.

“You’d think she was running for mayor with the pressure she’s putting on everyone,” Vince said, reading her thoughts.

“No one likes to lose,” Adam chimed in.

“That’s what my waistline tells me,” Bernice said.

Adam laughed. “See? It’s in the delivery.”

Their laughter followed her down the hall. Bernice stopped outside the mayor’s office, hand hovering over the frame. She steadied herself, forgetting the anger and the letter of resignation saved on her computer. Work needed to get done. After knocking on the frame, she turned the knob and stepped inside.

“Sir? Car is waiting for—”

She fell back into the hall. Adam and Vince rushed to her side.

“Bernice?”

“What is—?”

Silence took over, their eyes wide at the office of Reginald Dunn. The bookshelves and knick-knacks accumulated over the last four years were untouched, but the center of the room told another story.

The window was shattered, glass strewn along the ground behind the desk. A black circle of char and ash was etched into the cherry wood tabletop. Long scorch marks trailed down the leather chair, black as night.

The same as Reginald Dunn. His eyes were open, terror and surprise forever embedded on the lenses to his soul. He sat in the chair, his pale skin charred and burnt, his clothes singed. Dead. The sudden act left him horribly and grossly disfigured.

“My God.”

Bernice fought back the swell of vomit from her latest snack attack and crossed the hall away from the office. She took out her cell phone and held down the saved contact programmed to the number 7. It rang twice, then clicked over.

“It’s me,” she said to the man on the other end of the line. “We have another one.” 
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The Walker Complex was a fifteen-story structure that covered a city block on its own, an illuminated clock adorning the edifice. It served as the hub for the city’s financial district, firms branching out from the historic landmark on all sides. A quiet nook that controlled the daily financial fate of Portents.

When the bell tolled, ending trading for the day, the world exhaled. The masses fled from the downtown area. They took to the line of cabs, ready to make their fares for the evening. Others started for the subway, the bus routes, and the parking garages down the lane.

One, however, stayed, heading up the stairs instead. Exiting at the roof, the sweaty executive with his tie much too tight around his swelling neck joined the company of three waiting women.

“Another friend has joined us, sister.” A dark-haired woman grinned as the door opened. 

The second, with locks of scarlet, but sharing the same ravenous eyes, silenced her song and joined her sister at the door. “How shall we thank him, Pei?”

The man’s movements were staggered, his eyes vacant. Pei drew him to her with a waving hand. He stopped short of her lips, her fingers running down his back to the wallet in his pants pocket. Keys jangled and slipped to the ground, quickly lifted by her scarlet-haired sister, who helped herself to the man’s briefcase as well.

“I can think of a few ways,” Pei said. Her sister laughed, snapping open the case to thumb through the files within. Pei’s fingers grazed the man’s sweating cheek. “You have lovely accoutrements, gentle soul. Don’t you agree, Thel?”

The third sister sat uninterested, staring out at the city, her hands buried in the pocket of her hooded sweatshirt. Thel shrugged in response.

“What’s with her, Aglaope?”

The scarlet sister shook her head. “Don’t let her bother you, Pei.” She clapped her hands, victoriously removing a small key from the briefcase. Sauntering over to the dazed man on the rooftop, Aglaope held the key before him. “Or you, my sweet.”

“Who...?” The man struggled to speak.

“Why you, of course,” Pei cooed, her voice a song. “You’d do anything for us, wouldn’t you?”

“Y—Yes.”

Agloape cleared her throat, the key still in hand. “Safe deposit box?”

The man’s eyes flared, terror filled. “I...”

Pei rubbed his cheek. Her song grew with each word. “For us.”

“127th and Main,” the man answered. “Box 985. My grandmother’s jewels.”

“I love jewels,” Aglaope said, pocketing the key. Her fingers ran the length of the locket around her neck, the purple stone shimmering in the dim light of the rising moon. “Almost as much as what comes next.”

Pei nodded, directing the man forward. He inched toward the ledge then climbed, his eyes screaming to wake up from the nightmare.

“Please...”

“Begging,” Pei said. “Mmm, tasty.”

“Thel?” Aglaope called.

The young blonde refused to look. “Let’s go already.”

“You heard our depressed sibling.” Pei smiled. “Let go already.”

Thel’s dark eyes flared, suddenly awake. The man crawled closer to the edge. “Wait... No, please...”

“I hate to be kept waiting, don’t you, Pei?” Aglaope yelled over the rush of wind running the length of the Walker Complex.

“Goodbye,” Pei said.

“That’s far enough.”

A thin pink ribbon snapped through the air, catching the man by the waist. The young woman with the dark skin and the fire in her eyes pulled and the man fell back to the rooftop. 

Soriya Greystone had been tracking the sisters for weeks. After their sudden arrival during the Night of the Lights there was a spike in activity followed by a lull until recently. Now the nightly routine of the three sisters, commonly referred to in historical texts as sirens, consisted of murder and mayhem—a Portents specialty.

“Greystone,” Pei seethed.

“I hate spoilsports too,” Aglaope said. She ran at Soriya, who slammed her to the ground with a solid right cross to the face.

“And I hate sluts on parade,” Soriya snapped. “How many has it been? Ten? Twenty?”

“Oh, at least.”

Aglaope wiped the blood from her lip. “It’s difficult to keep track when you honestly don’t care.”

“No more,” Soriya replied. The ribbon of Kali left the man resting along the roof and flew for the pair of sisters, catching their ankles and pulling hard. Both fell to the ground, the ribbon retracting like a living creature, resting along her left arm as she pressed the attack on the sirens.

Pei and Aglaope scattered, narrowly avoiding the driving kick from the Greystone bearer. The dark-haired sister bellowed to her sibling, “Thel? Thel!”

Soriya shook her head, pulling Pei up and knocking her down. “She doesn’t seem interested.”

Aglaope jumped on Soriya’s back, then immediately flipped over her shoulder to land on a surprised Pei. The sisters struggled for breath, fighting for a moment to recover. One Soriya refused to allow.

The stone slipped from the hand-woven pouch at her side and settled along her palm. Energy coursed up her arms, heat and cold brewing beneath the surface of the ancient weapon. 

“Dammit,” Thel muttered from across the rooftop. Her voice carried a song, her hand waving to the unconscious man in the corner. His eyes shot open and he stood, moving for the ledge once more.

“What?” he asked, eyes flaring with renewed terror. “What are you doing—?”

“Sorry,” Thel said. She raced to the access door to the complex below. “Sisters?”

“Don’t you—” Soriya lowered the stone.

Pei helped Aglaope to her feet. “Tick, tock, Greystone.”

“Watch that first step,” Aglaope sang to the man at the ledge. She ran to gather the briefcase and the stolen goods before following Pei to the door.

“Banter later, idiots,” Thel said. “Let’s go.”

Soriya started for the sisters then paused at the staggering of the man on the ledge, fifteen stories up from the ground. Thel hesitated by the door, her head bowed in sorrow, before slipping into the darkness of the stairwell.

The man’s right foot extended to the open air. “I...I have to do this.”

“You don’t,” Soriya shouted over the rushing wind, racing toward the ledge. “You really—”

He jumped, his scream booming through the chasm between buildings. 

Soriya slammed into the ledge. “Crap.”

She followed, wind whipping her hair back as she dove like a bullet after the man. The ribbon snapped loose from her left arm, catching the large clock adorning the front of the Walker Complex. Another strand soared to the man, wrapping around his wrist. The sudden jolt interrupted his shriek.

Soriya’s own cry took hold, her body wrenched between slowing the man’s descent and the clock threatening to tear her in half. 

The man continued his fall, screams of terror shifting to confusion before cutting out completely. He touched down softly on the sidewalk as if brought down by a parachute, his feet settling along the pavement.

The ribbon let go of his wrist, returning to the hanging Soriya Greystone, who watched the man stumble down the block for home, as if the last few minutes of his life had been nothing more than a dream.

The clock shifted and the ribbon slipped from the minute hand. Soriya dropped, the street threatening to greet her at terminal velocity. Reaching out, she caught hold of a small ledge jutting from the edifice of the Walker Complex. She slammed into it, fingers digging into the stonework until they held. Lifting her lithe frame to the ledge, Soriya sat against the building and wiped her brow.

“I need a vacation.”
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Chapter Four
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“Did you see the look on her face?” 

Cheers and hollers echoed in the alley from the emergency exit to the Walker Complex. The three sisters bolted from the building, rushing into the alleyway for the adjacent block at the back of the structure. A few steps from the exit they stopped, their cheers growing.

“So much anger,” the scarlet-haired siren giggled.

Pei joined her. “So delicious.”

Both peered at the building, congratulating each other in the form of an embrace and cajoling over the stolen goods. Thel rolled her eyes. She wanted to keep going, wanted to keep running but Aglaope’s hand fell on her sleeve, holding her up.

“Seriously?” Thel said, pulling from her sister’s embrace. Her hands fell into the pocket at the base of her sweatshirt, blond locks washing over her bowed head.

“Thel?” Pei asked, the cheers fading behind their sister’s solemnity.

“What is your problem, sister?” Aglaope called, fed up with Thel’s moods. She played with the locket around her neck.

“You two,” Thel shouted. “You two are my problem, Aggie.”

“Not this again,” Pei said, throwing her hands in the air.

“I hate that name,” Aglaope seethed. “And I thought we were past this.”

“Centuries lost and you idiots haven’t changed at all.” Thel recalled the old days with a clarity that gave her nightmares. Their exile from the world, lost to mankind for their selfish acts and the dead left in their wake, all for a pittance or prideful revenge. In Thel’s eyes, their end was justified. 

Then they came back, returning in a flash of green light that rose from the streets to the obsidian tower at the heart of Portents. Thel hoped their second chance had finally arrived.

“What do you expect us to do?” Pei asked.

“We are who we are.”

“Says who?” Thel said. It was the same argument, the same glossed-over stare from her sisters. “Why play by the old rules? Why not try something else? Something new?”

“Like what? Get a job?”

Aglaope huffed. “Live with the rabble? Like commoners?”

Thel shook her head. “Still so blinded by arrogance.”

“And you are by your guilt,” Aglaope snapped. “When there should be none.”

“Well, there is,” Thel said. 

“Hey,” Pei said. “We’re your family. Not them. They brutalized and betrayed us for our gift. Demonized us as witches. Deprived us of life.”

“So we take theirs?” Thel asked. “Is that how you justify it?”

“It is our way.”

Aglaope nodded. “It will always be our way, Thel.”

She slapped Pei’s hands away. They took her in centuries earlier, gave her a purpose and celebrated her gift, one they each shared. They were sisters, family—in another life. 

“Not anymore,” she said. “Not for me.”

She turned for the street, the roar of the traffic pulling at her. Everything in Portents pulled at her, leaving her awestruck in the presence of the metropolis. They slipped into the future yet their eyes remained locked on the past, something her sisters embraced and she detested.

“Where are you going?” Pei yelled over the flow of traffic.

“Thel? You can’t change who you are.”

Thel shook her head. “I can try.”

Aglaope paused at the mouth of the alley, catching her departing sister turning the corner at the end of the block. There were disagreements before, arguments of tactics and the lives taken when none were necessary. 

Thel came late to their collective. She didn’t understand the population’s fear and terror at their unique gifts. She didn’t experience the torture and humiliation to the extent of her sisters. Not until the end. 

But they had a second chance, another life offered to them and they would not relinquish it by squandering their talent or hiding among the peasants.

Pei pushed ahead, starting to give chase to their errant sister. Aglaope’s hand fell across her arm. “Let her go.”

“I can’t believe Thel would—”

“She’ll come around,” Aglaope said, leading the pair back into the alley and the waiting briefcase. “She always has. Once she sees the truth of the world.”

“What’s next, then?”

Aglaope smiled, reaching into her pocket. The safety deposit key glistened against her painted nails. “Jewels. And then?”

Pei clapped. “More fun.”

“For us, maybe.”

Four men stepped out of the shadows, surrounding them. Pei reached for Aglaope who clutched tight to the key and pulled her sister close.

“But not for you,” another shadow said. “Not anymore.”

“What is this?” Pei shouted.

“You can’t,” Aglaope warned. Her voice shifted, her sister joining her growing song. Aglaope’s hand shot out at the approaching men. “I said, don’t!”

They continued, grins on their faces. One tapped the base of his ear. “Sorry, ladies. Earplugs. You understand, don’t you?”

The sirens ran, hoping to reach the door only to be met by a pair of shadows inches from freedom. Swift blows took out their legs and they fell before the group closing in on them.

Pei lost her sister’s hand. Her eyes pleaded, her voice a screech—all ineffective against their attackers. A black bag settled over the dark-haired siren’s face, ties wrapped tight against her wrists and ankles.

Her sister clawed at the first assailant to approach, sending the man reeling with a cry. A kick from his colleague knocked her down and a third grabbed a fistful of her red hair, pulling her to her knees. Her locket snapped loose, falling in front of her. She tried to reach for it, but another kick sent her to the ground. Blood ran from her lips, the zip ties tightening around her hands. 

“Don’t...” she whispered. To no avail. The earplugs made her proud gift useless—as useless as her struggle. Two of the men surrounded her. A third lifted Pei over his shoulder and started down the alley.

The fourth paused at the brick wall of the Walker Complex. He shook a can of spray paint then let loose, an image taking form along the crimson structure. 
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“Shadows...” Aglaope said before the bag fell over her eyes and the world darkened.
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Chapter Five
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Greg Loren leaned against the concrete wall and sighed. His eyes burned—the cumulative effect of days without rest. He rubbed them, shifting the blur away for mere seconds before forcing them open once more. 

The moon skimmed the horizon. Loren used his time poorly—another day lost in his apartment, stuck in the past. The image of Soriya Greystone sat on his coffee table, begging for an answer. A reason for why she would have been in his apartment the day his wife fell to her death. It demanded a response, one he was unable to ask for let alone conceive. Instead he focused on sleep, only to find rest unattainable.

His dreams refused to allow him that luxury.

When they started, they came infrequently, mostly muddled whispers in the dark of an otherwise peaceful night of sleep. After Evans and the so-called Night of the Lights, things changed. Beth’s message, his wife’s ceaseless warning, rang louder and louder. Dreams turned to nightmares, from monthly to nightly in the span of weeks. The intensity shifted as well, her warnings growing with each visit. 

Someone was going to die.

Loren slipped a stick of gum between his lips. His dreams had to wait. He was too busy worrying about the living at the moment. 

When Mathers shoved the dozen missing persons reports on Loren’s desk during the Erikson affair, the delinquent captain had no clue what they would lead to. Nor did he care. The goal was simple: remove Loren from the case, from anything having to do with the headline-grabbing slaughter of the citizens of Portents. Tuck him in a corner and forget about him.

Instead, Loren found a link between them and dozens more that went unreported. He found it hidden in apartments, tucked behind shifted dressers and tables. Always present if you had the wherewithal to look.

A Circle of Shadows.

After Erikson died, when the dust settled, the cases were pulled away. Loren refused to let the matter go. He couldn’t, not knowing that someone was out there, some group, taking people. Including Hady Ronne, the former head coroner. Including his friend, Dominic.

Dominic might have only been a bartender, but to Loren he was a confidant. Someone who shared the burden that came with the day-to-day existence in Portents. Someone to share a laugh or even a secret.

No one cared, not about those missing. Reports never arrived from loved ones or friends. They came from bosses or landlords, angry over time or money lost.

Leads dried up quickly. The people taken were ghosts in the city. They held few connections and too many secrets. With the last question asked, Loren took to the streets, finding the forgotten places in Portents as the next viable option.

His exhaustive research brought him to the abandoned cross-town station outside the Grove. Once home to the F Line, bringing passengers from the outskirts of the city downtown, now the station lay empty, the tracks
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