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CHAPTER ONE
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The Bastille dominated the western horizon. Rising up out of the desert sands, the towering construct of glass and steel reflected the setting sun until it seemed ablaze with orange fire. Amberstone stared at it from the window of the train as it rolled along. It was almost impossible  to believe he would soon be visiting a member of his own family there.

The shame of it was almost too much to bear. He couldn’t even blame his parents for denouncing his twin. He’d considered it himself, but some part of his heart could not give up on her entirely without first hearing the truth from her own lips.

He’d read the reports. He trusted the Council and their decision. But he wanted, no, he needed, something more than cold facts on a page. He needed to look his sister in the eye and demand of her some kind of explanation.

With a whistle and a slight jolt, the train came to a stop at the station. Amberstone was the only passenger to disembark. He could feel the gazes of the others on the train boring into his back. They might not know who he was, but they could see he was a Guardian and easily guess at his destination. In this wide, desolate area of the second realm, there was only the station and the Bastille.

The station was smallish and painted black over steel so it wouldn’t compete with the Bastille for the attention of the eye. Amberstone moved quietly as he crossed the single room and passed through the door to where the open topped carriage waited.

It was a bronze plated, open topped carriage, built in a simple unadorned design, and drawn by a clockwork unicorn. Amberstone opened the half door, tucked his pale brownish-yellow wings in tighter to his back, and stepped inside, then settled himself onto the plush, white cushions.

A row of buttons were spread out across the dash before him. Each was clearly labeled for the convenience of the passenger. Amberstone pressed the one marked ‘Guardian Pass’ and the unicorn took off toward the Bastille at an easy trot.

A paved road led from the train station to the Bastille, affording all who came that way a safe and smooth ride. Amberstone watched the imposing building before him rising higher and higher above the nearer he drew to it. And all the while he was wishing he were going anywhere else.

This was only to be the briefest of trips to assuage his curiosity. He had his duty as a Guardian that he must return to as soon as possible. By this time tomorrow he would be home and have placed all of this behind him where it belonged. He held tightly to that thought as his only source of comfort as the carriage stopped at the bottom of the thirty seven steps leading up to the doors of the Bastille.

Amberstone climbed out of the carriage and waited. Despite his status he was still a visitor and required to await a guide. One did not go wandering through the second realm’s seat of power unattended.

Minutes ticked past. Amberstone shuffled his feet. A trickle of sweat slid down the side of his neck. He was thankful for the feathers which coated him head to toe, allowing the light breeze to help cool him as clothing would not.

At long last the doors above opened with a pneumatic hiss and a gentleman in his mid-forties, wearing an embroidered black silk vest over a crimson shirt and grey pinstriped trousers, walked slowly down the steps.

The man smiled as he approached Amberstone. The black lenses of his sunglasses reflected the sunlight, hiding his eyes. “How do you do. I am Councilman Vise. Welcome to the Bastille. We so rarely have cause to be visited by a Guardian.”

“I wish you didn’t have cause now.”

“Yes,” Vice’s brow knitted, “this is a most unfortunate situation. But we can take some comfort in the knowledge that this incident serves to highlight the reasons why we so disapprove of Guardians developing relationships with humans. It can only lead to disaster.”

They started up the stairs. “The past mistakes of our kind should have been warning enough.”

“The Council surely agrees. But,” Vice shrugged, “it seems such mistakes must be repeated with every generation. We understand the situation your sister was in when she drank of the human’s blood. We were willing to overlook that in light of her injuries. If only it had not led her down such a dark path.”

Amberstone nodded. “Perhaps others will take her example as proof drinking a human’s blood is not to be done even under the most dire of circumstances.”

“We can certainly hope so. It will make this loss a shade more bearable if only some good comes from it.”

The interior of the Bastille was cool and quiet. Soft carpet muted their footsteps as they passed beneath the diffused lights recessed into the ceiling. On the far side of the room, they entered a narrow elevator with a two person cushioned seat inside.

Much like in the carriage, a row of buttons lined the wall at easy access from the seated position. Vice hit the button marked B3 and the bronze gate slid shut. A faint rattle of chains accompanied their descent.

Amberstone watched the wall sliding by beyond the gate. It was so difficult to imagine Quicksilver locked away in a cell far beneath the earth. She was once the epitome of what a good Guardian should be. How far she had fallen. And all because of a human.

The elevator came to a stop, revealing a long steel hallway. The gate shook itself open. No carpet here. Their footsteps echoed as they passed what appeared to be smooth, featureless walls. At one point, Vice stopped and turned to face a section of the wall. A low grumble sounded, and a portion of the wall slid away. 

On the other side was a glass plate allowing Amberstone to view Quicksilver seated on a cot attached to the wall. She was in her human form, another sign of her descent. She rose and approached the glass. “Hello, Stone.” Her voice was audible, if slightly distorted.

“Silver.” Amberstone glanced at Vice. He could not ask the Councilman for privacy, but hoped it might be offered.

Vice smiled thinly. “I’ll give you two a moment.” He retreated halfway down the hall, where he would no doubt still be able to hear every word they said.

“I didn’t expect to see you here,” Quicksilver said.

Amberstone pursed his lips. “I’m only here for an explanation.”

“If you’ve read the report, then you already have it.”

“No.” Amberstone worked to keep is tone neutral as was befitting a Guardian. It was surprisingly difficult. “What I have are dry facts. I want a reason. What has happened to you? How did you come to this? You’ve killed three people. Why?”

“As a Guardian it is well within the parameters of my position to decide for myself whether a criminal should be brought to trial or summarily executed.”

“We do not choose execution but in the direst of circumstances,” Amberstone said. “What you have done is... too far in the extreme. It is not on us to take the law into our own hands.” 

Quicksilver stood stoic before him, no expression on her face. “Had I brought them to trial, their fate would have been the same.”

“But yours wouldn’t have. I don’t understand any of this. It all started with that human. With drinking his blood. It has corrupted you.”

“Do not blame Dustin for this.” For the first time, a hint of emotion showed in her gray eyes. “This has nothing to do with drinking his blood. My corruption began well before that.”

“What do you mean?”

Quicksilver shook her head. “It doesn’t matter. My fate has been sealed. I accept that. So must you.”

“That is not acceptable.” Amberstone struck the glass with his fist. He stared at his hand, amazed at the rush of his own feelings. He glanced at Vice, who gazed impassively back at him, and then lowered his arm to his side.

One breath. Two breaths. He had to calm himself. This was no way for a Guardian to behave. But he had never been in a situation such as this one before. It was far beyond the sort of thing he was equipped to handle.

“How can you stand there and tell me the human has nothing to do with this when you stand there with his... his token around your neck?”

Her hand came up as if to touch the silver cross, though her fingers never made contact. The cross and its chain had left a red sort of burn on her skin, and yet though it must have hurt, she still wore it. “This is a memento. A gift from a friend. Nothing more.”

Amberstone gritted his teeth. “It is a token of affection from your lover.” The word carried all his disgust at the very notion. “Do not deny it. All those months you were missing you were with that human. We all know. It’s... disgraceful. And all this is because you broke our laws and tasted his blood.”

“Should I have allowed myself to die instead?” Quicksilver asked.

“Yes. At least then you could have left this world with some honor. What has your life become? What is it worth now? You are a disgrace. To the order of the Guardians and to your own flesh and blood. You have shamed us.”

Quicksilver shook her head. “I have made so many mistakes. Fallen so far. But not for the reasons you believe. I made choices that were wrong. No one forced those choices on me. It is because of Dustin I have made my amends. I go to my grave knowing, in my heart, that at end, I did what was right regardless of the consequences to myself.”

“You speak in riddles,” Amberstone said. “Is it right to commit murder?”

“I am sorry, my brother.” She turned her back on him. “I have nothing more to say to you.”

Amberstone watched her return to her seat on the cot. Frustration built a heavy knot in the middle of his chest. Her calm in the face of her impending death was exactly as a Guardian should behave, and yet it bothered him far more than it should have.

He turned sharply from the glass and strode toward the waiting Vice.

“Did you find what you were looking for?” The Councilman asked.

“No,” Amberstone replied shortly. “She offered no explanation. Only... nonsense.” He cast a sideways look at Vice. “Is there nothing that can be done for her? Can the effects of human blood not be reversed? Can she not be cured?”

Vice shook his head. “I’m sorry. I know this must be terribly difficult for you. But we can do nothing.”

Amberstone wanted to ask about the human. If perhaps killing him would save Quicksilver. But he dare not. To kill a human was the worst offense any citizen of the second realm could commit. Even his sister had not fallen so far as that. That the idea should even cross his mind spoke to what an ill conceived notion it had been for him to come to the Bastille. Such thoughts and feelings were not fitting for a Guardian.

“If you wish to stay the night,” Vice said, “I am certain we can accommodate you. Perhaps in the morning she would be more willing to talk.”

“I thank you for the offer, but no.” Amberstone straightened. “I think it best I return home. I have cleared my conscious in coming here and trying to understand. If she doesn’t wish to explain, then I cannot force it from her.”

“A wise choice.” Vice led the way back to the elevator. “I’m aware it would be easiest on your family if the execution took place right away, but certain considerations require it be postponed for a time.”

“Postponed?” Amberstone took his seat. “May I inquire as to why?”

Vice sat beside him and pushed the appropriate button to return them to the ground floor. “The Council wishes to locate the human who infected your sister. Thus far, she has refused to reveal his location. We assume he lives within the city to which her gate is tethered, that makes the most sense seeing as how all three kills were made there, but it is a large city and to track one human... Well, it would be impossible.”

Amberstone nodded. “I do not think she will tell you.”

“Most likely not. However...” Vice frowned in thought. “You are a blood relative and a Guardian. Perhaps you could trace her movements in the city and find this human for us.”

“I would gladly do so,” Amberstone said. “But it’s been a year. There may be no trace left of her to follow.” And in all truth, Amberstone loathed the idea of slipping into his human form and visiting the first realm. He’d been taught the way to shift from birth, and knew all the facts he needed in order to fit in with human society. But he was a good Guardian and he had never slipped in his duties. Not one single time. He had never been called upon to enter the first realm to retrieve a fugitive. And his single greatest wish was that he never would be.

“True. But perhaps you might try,” Vice said. “The Council is concerned Quicksilver may not have been the only one effected by the drinking of the human’s blood. It is not unheard of for such an action to also alter the human in question. It’s happened in the past and created... difficulties. These situations have slipped into human lore and we intend to keep them there. We do not want a repeat of the past. As I’m certain you can understand.”

“Of course.” What Amberstone understood was, no matter how it was worded, this was not actually a request. It was an order. Why Vice should wish to couch it as something less was a mystery. Did the man think he would refuse? “If it would serve the Council, I will attempt to locate this human. What do you wish done with him?”

The elevator came to a stop and the door slid open, but neither man moved. Vice regarded Amberstone blandly. With his eyes guarded as they were by reflective glass it was impossible to read him. “We want him brought back to stand before the Council.”

“Bring a human here?” Amberstone was so shocked he could not hide his disbelief. So far as he was aware, no human being had ever crossed into the second realm.

“Will that prove to be a problem for you?”

“No,” Amberstone was quick to answer, lest Vice think him questioning the Council’s decision. “I was only surprised by the notion of bringing a human here. If this is required of me, then it is certainly a feat I can accomplish.”

“Good.” Vice rose and stepped out of the elevator. “I trust you understand we do not want this human harmed.”

“I would never harm a human.” Amberstone fell into step beside Vice as they crossed to the doors leading out of the Bastille. He had little regard for them based on all his knowledge of the way they lived, but he would follow the letter of the law. Humans were such weak creatures, any Guardian should have no trouble handling them without bringing harm.

Vice paused at the door. “I am aware you have never had cause to enter the first realm. That is a commendation on your proficiency as a Guardian. However, it does give me pause in sending you there alone. Even with all the knowledge bestowed upon you by your training, your first journey to the world of the humans will be a terrible jolt.”

“If it is not too forward of me,” Amberstone said, “might I inquire if you have ever crossed into the first realm yourself?”

“Only once.” Vice’s tone became softer, almost distant. “It was not an experience I care to repeat. Perhaps you would do better with a guide. Someone who is better acquainted with the human world.”

“As it please you, I will certainly accept. The aid of another Guardian would be appreciated.”

“Not a Guardian.” Vice opened the doors. “Someone... a bit less disciplined than that. You will have to keep him on a short leash. A very short leash. In all honesty, there were those of us on the Council, myself included, who did not approve the notion of utilizing his... talents in this case. But we were outvoted.”

Amberstone found he did not much care for the direction this conversation was taking. “Would I be correct in assuming you are referring to a blood hound.”

“Yes, you would. Humans refer to them as Black Dogs, I believe. Humans.” Vice shook his head. “They must always give their little twist to things. Taking reality and bending it sideways. Turning truth into fable. But I suppose their penchant for creating myths has always worked in our favor.”

Amberstone merely nodded. He didn’t know what to say. Having to travel to the first realm was bad enough, but to have to take a blood hound along as well was too much, really. But it wasn’t as if he could refuse. “When shall we leave?” 

“The hound will meet you at Quicksilver’s gate first thing tomorrow morning. Can you be ready by then?”

“If you will allow a dispensation to fly home rather than taking the train, then I will have no trouble in being ready.”

“Done.” Vice smiled thinly. “I’ll go and log it on right now. Wait five minutes. That should give you plenty of lee time. Any less and you risk being shot from the sky.”

“Understood.”

Vice reentered the Bastille, leaving Amberstone to stand alone on the steps. Being able to fly home and avoid the train was a ray of light in this dark situation. But only a small one. He’d never had cause to work with a blood hound, but he’d heard their methods tended to be... Well, the exact opposite of a Guardian’s.

When Amberstone was certain a little more than five minutes had passed, he spread his wings and lifted into the sky.
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“I don’t envy you having to work with a blood hound,” Ravensilk said. “I imagine it will be a most trying experience.”

Amberstone stood in front of a full length mirror, contemplating his human form. He’d not practiced shifting in a long time and had forgotten how painful it was. How the aftereffect lingered just under his skin. And wearing clothes was so strange. So unnatural. And though seeing Quicksilver had reminded him of how deeply black his skin would be beneath his feathers, it was still like looking through a window at a stranger.

“Hopefully it won’t be for long.” Amberstone leaned forward to study the golden hue to his brown eyes. A touch peculiar perhaps, but not enough so as to frighten the humans. “I don’t want to spend any more time in the first realm than I must.”

“I’d prefer you return as quickly as possible myself,” Ravensilk said. “The boy will squall wanting to know where you are. I’ll be so glad once he’s old enough to learn to suppress such emotions.”

Amberstone adjusted his plain, gray tie. “I won’t tarry, I assure you.” He depressed a button in the wall and the mirror slid up into the ceiling. “Tell the boy I’m about the work of a Guardian and he ought not to disturb you.”

Ravensilk nodded. “I’ll make the attempt, but I don’t believe he’s yet old enough to comply. Do you suppose with your sister’s execution the Council will mandate us another child to replace the one she will not supply?”

Why did her mention of Quicksilver sting him so? “Perhaps. But they will give us until the boy is five or six. So we have a few years yet.”

“The will of the Council must be adhered to,” Ravensilk said, “but children are so wearisome. I wonder if your sister even once considered how her actions would affect us?

“I doubt we were first on her mind while she was dying.”

Ravensilk tilted her head to the side and gave him an odd look. “Are you defending her actions?”

Amberstone moved to look out the window. Their house backed against his parent’s, and out this window was the yard where he and Quicksilver would sometimes sit together and look at the stars when they were younger. It was a long time ago, but he could still feel the peace of those nights.

Guardians were trained from their youth to be the masters of their emotions rather than allowing themselves to be riled by them. It was something he had excelled at while Quicksilver always had a touch of trouble. But now, he was finding his own emotions twisting in ways he’d never known before. It forced him to truly look at himself for the first time and he was surprised to find he loved his sister.

Love was not an emotion encouraged among Guardians. Certainly he didn’t love his wife and his feelings for his son were only marginally warmer. But Quicksilver...

“Of course not.” He turned from the window. “I’m merely stating a fact. Quicksilver was never... Well, she was never an ideal Guardian. She has always had her faults.”

“Ah.” Ravensilk nodded. “She has a rebellious soul. Now she is paying the price. As it should be.” Cries erupted in the room next to theirs. Ravensilk sighed. “The boy is awake. I suppose he wishes to be fed. Have you the time?”

“No. I have to meet the bloodhound.” Amberstone pulled out his pocket watch and checked the time. “I should go.”

“Very well. I’ll see to him then.” She turned and walked out of the room.

Amberstone stood there a moment longer, listening to his wife admonish their son for crying, then he left the house. He was not eager to greet the bloodhound and enter the first realm, but he supposed the sooner this was begun, the sooner it would end.

Quicksilver’s gate stood in a verdant, green meadow beneath a sapphire sky. A lone willow tree graced the center of the meadow, its trailing limbs swaying in a warm breeze. Amberstone had never seen this place before. Guardians did not typically visit each other’s gates. He found the difference between his gate and his sister’s to be striking and a bit shocking.

Amberstone’s gate stood in a dank, dark, marsh where it was eternally night and everything was wrapped in fog. He’d never considered what that meant. He had no idea how a Guardian was matched to their gate. It was obviously not knowledge the Council felt the Guardians needed and so he didn’t think of it either.

Now, though, standing there in the sunshine, waiting on the bloodhound, he was thinking about it. He was wondering why Quicksilver’s gate was so much more inviting than his own. And for the first time it crossed his mind to wonder what Ravensilk’s gate might look like.

These thoughts made him scowl. They were alien to him. He blamed them on the unsettling situation Quicksilver had brought their family into. This disruption of the normalcy of his life was sending his brain spinning off in directions it didn’t need to go. He’d be glad when it was all over. When the human was found and Quicksilver executed. Then things would settle back into their normal patterns and everything would be right with his world once again.

A shimmer touched the air beneath the willow tree. A shadow shifted into being. For a breath it was a huge black wolf with glowing red eyes and then it was a man in ragged jeans and a denim jacket. He lit a cigarette as he stepped out from under the tree.

The two men stared at each other a moment in silence. Amberstone could already tell by the other man’s unkempt appearance that he and the bloodhound were not going to mesh well. “I am Amberstone. And what will I call you?”

“Cade.” The bloodhound offered his hand.

Amberstone merely stood as he was until Cade lowered his hand. “We are not here to be friends. We have a job to do. Did the Council fill you in on what that job entails?”

“Yeah.” Cade puffed smoke from between his lips.

“Good. I trust you will follow my lead? This isn’t a hunt, after all. We are only meant to find this human and bring him here for the Council to examine.” 

Cade spit off to the side, then dropped his cigarette and snuffed it out with the scuffed toe of his boot. “That kind of falls under the details of the job. Which, like I said, the Council already filled me in on. You’re the man in charge. I’m backup. I get it. I’ve worked with Guardians before.”

“Good.” Amberstone straightened his suit jacket. “We shall go then.” He strode forward across the field until a faint shimmer surrounded him. The world grew hazy. And then he was stepping out into a darkened city park.

Amberstone blinked, trying to adjust his senses to the sudden shift from day to night. He had forgotten how the two realms were like the flip sides of the coin. Day in one was night in the other. The same was true for seasons. Meaning he left behind high summer, to find himself in the heart of winter. He shivered as a chill wind rushed by. He was certainly underdressed for the snow.

Cade stepped up beside him. “Where to?”

“I don’t know yet.” Amberstone stepped away from the man. Cade stank of nicotine and the smell made it difficult for him to concentrate.

Amberstone tilted his head back and gazed up at the stars. The night sky was similar and yet different from the one he was accustomed to. But it wasn’t the night sky he was supposed to be looking at. He drew in a slow breath and released it, watching it puff into a little cloud before his face.

He closed his eyes and sought out the echo of his sister’s thread in the weave holding this realm together. A rainbow of colors, some beyond the range of human recognition, played out across his mind. Through all of these, he sought out the familiar silver thread. It took a connection to pick out certain threads. Most often this connection was that of a Guardian to those who were tied to their gate. But strong attachment, strong emotions, particularly those of love or hatred, could also made a thread stand out. Shared blood would also work.

Amberstone would see any vestige of Quicksilver’s thread that remained in this realm because she was his sister. Hopefully she had made enough of an impact on the human so that a hint of her thread would still be tangled with
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