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To Abi and Chu,
my past, present, and future:
This is your fault.
(affectionately)
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switch·board
/ˈswiCHˌbôrd/
noun: switchboard; plural noun: switchboards
An installation for the manual control of telephone connections in an office, hotel, or other large building.

- Oxford Languages
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Storms





At least the magic is working this morning. 

Henley Yu rubbed the bridge of his nose, pushing his silver-framed glasses out of the way in the process. The steady drum of rain against the canopy he sheltered beneath brought oppressive humidity that glued his collared shirt to his torso. Even his hair was too heavy. The general sense of discomfort added to his troubles as his neighbors to his left and right shuffled their feet. 

The patch of sidewalk they stood on ended in the flooded parking lot of his apartment building. Murky water covered the yellow lines that framed the parking spaces and curbs, tricking his mind into thinking the sidewalk had fallen into the water. A few wise residents had driven onto the walkway to keep their engines out of the deluge. The unwise—or unlucky—would find their cars flooded to the seats.

“Next will be the first floor,” Laurie said. She twisted a set of keys in her hand, adding a background jingle to their conversation. Her chain-store apron was stuffed in her tote bag, one of the strings blowing in the occasional gust of wind. “If the bayou overflows, we’ll be trapped. I have to get to work. I can’t afford to lose this job.”

“Gonna be a dozen cars totaled out of this lot alone.” Charlie’s South Texas drawl came with the tapping of a soft pack of cigarettes against his thigh, unlit out of respect for the others. His oil-stained coveralls were as weathered as his lined face. “There’s no way we can fight Mother Nature. How much would it take to clear the water—a hundred percent? Probably more.”

“No.” Henley dropped his hand from his face. The view of the parking lot was no less depressing, but his headache had receded enough to let him think. The awning protected the trio from the rain as well as the eyes of the non-magical witnesses, so he only had to keep up half of his usual appearances. “We can do it in sixty and keep the water from getting higher.” The smile he offered pulled at his stiff lips, as if his entire face resisted his positivity. “I know it’s been a long week and we’re all tired of the rain, but Houston was built for flooding. We just need to make sure the infrastructure is clear to do its job.”

“Sixty,” Charlie said, the word flat, as Laurie echoed the same.

“Sixty?” She shook her head in slow disbelief. “How? I’m not very strong. I can’t manage as much as Charlie, much less you.”

“I’ll carry the bulk of the weight. Look.” Henley pointed to the center of the parking lot where a lazy spiral of fallen oak leaves marked an ineffective drain. “That’s our main culprit. Clearing the drain will empty the parking lot. A guiding spell will keep it from being blocked again. Then all we have to do is keep the main outfall into the drainage channel in the back flowing. We can do it together.”

Laurie furrowed her brow tighter, but Charlie was listening. “I’ll guide you,” Henley continued. “Can you manage as much as ten percent?”

She swallowed. The pavement scuffed beneath her sturdy sneakers as she turned to stare at the drain. “I can do ten, but I have to work at it.”

“You’re better off than you think because you know your limits,” he said. “You’ll be fine.” Laurie was older than Henley by at least ten years. Her potential as a mage had settled decades before, and she struggled when working alone, but her shoulders relaxed under his encouragement. There we go. That’s right, trust me. Trust yourself. When she nodded, he smiled, the expression a little easier than it had been a moment before. “I want you to do two sets of five to clear the drain. Charlie, can you handle twenty to keep it clear? I know that’s high—”

“It’s fine, and the garage is closed today anyway.” Charlie stuffed his cigarettes into his breast pocket. “Don’t worry about me when you’re taking thirty for yourself. You sure you’re gonna be alright?”

When had thirty percent last been a challenge? When he was fourteen, maybe, during his second ranking exam. They didn’t need to know he’d used that much to make sure his car wouldn’t flood in its usual parking spot the day before, then another small percentage to dry out his shoes when he got home. “I’m fine,” he said, tucking his hands into his slacks. “I’ve done so many memory drills I could fuel the whole city for a day.”

“Sure, it’s only thirty percent of your life force.” Laurie’s attempt at a joke faltered on the final word. Henley answered before he could stop himself.

“Thirty percent of what I’m capable of,” he corrected. “A mage’s life force isn’t under threat until at least a single seventy-percent cast. Even then, full recovery is possible with enough rest and—”

Laurie’s eyes had glazed over, and Charlie was watching him with a frown. A warm flush crawled up Henley’s hairline and added to his general sense of discomfort. “Sorry. Sometimes I open my mouth and my father comes out.”

Charlie waved a hand between Henley and the soaked environment. “Why don’t you skip the theory and get to the practical? Garage is closed, but you and Laurie have somewhere to be.”

“And I’d really like to get coffee before I have to log in to work,” Henley agreed. “Assuming I can get anywhere, of course. Are you ready, Laurie? Try it in two pushes. Picture the drain as clogged with leaves and trash as you can, then the water surging through it to shove all of that out of the way. Then do it again. Your first cast will probably break everything loose.”

“Okay.” She held her elbows tight to her body and raised her hands. Henley’s body ached in sympathy with the tension she held in her thin frame. A few deep breaths that lifted her shoulders settled her nerves.

Leave it to a single mom to keep her head straight when it matters. The energy around the trio shifted, twisting as it was pulled, and Laurie began her spell.

“Five percent, Clear Drain. Get all that mess out of the way and let the water go where it should go.”

Henley preferred a more disciplined casting, but the sense of Laurie’s magic wobbled out from the group and the water surged. Floating leaves spun away from the drain under the influence of frothing bubbles, catching on fragments of mulch that had washed out of the flower beds tucked against the apartment building.

“Good,” he said. “You’ve started the process. One more time.”

Laurie chewed on her lower lip. “I need another memory. Um…”

“My dog’s name is Jover,” Charlie offered. “Schnauzer. Likes to take up half the sofa when I want to watch the game. He’ll take your fingers off if you don’t put his food down fast enough.”

Laurie’s breath caught with a soft laugh. She closed her eyes, then repeated the spell. When her magic rushed into the water again, the debris blocking the drain broke free, and a whirlpool spiraled out from the center of the parking lot. Henley nodded with approval. Charlie patted Laurie’s shoulder hard enough to make her stumble.

“Very clean,” Henley said. “Charlie and I can take it from here if you want to head to work.” Her face had lost a little color. Tiny creases tightened the corners of her eyes. Henley leaned closer to examine her pupils. “Make sure you get something to eat if you feel lightheaded.”

“I will. Let me know if there’s anything else I can do to help.” She gave the men a smile before she hurried down the dry stretch of sidewalk. Henley watched her splash across the submerged crosswalk before he glanced back at Charlie.

“I didn’t know you had a dog.”

The mechanic met his stare. “I don’t, but she won’t remember it now and it served a purpose. Listen, I know ten percent is a drop in the bucket for you, but thirty is substantial. You sure you’re gonna be alright? You don’t have to keep up appearances for an old man like me.”

“You have a responsibility to the mage community,” the memory of Henley’s father lectured, the stern voice dragging across his nerves with the grace of a rusted nail. “You must be an example. Those with less training or strength will look to you for guidance. Mind your words and your bearing.”

“I’m fine, really,” Henley said. “I’ve been doing exercises all week to balance my energy, and I’ve stopped using small spells as much as possible. I promise.” He raised his hands. “My family deals in public shame if anyone related to us overextends themselves. If I do anything to impair my ability to help if something really bad happens, the entire Gulf Coast Mage Council will hear about it. I’m exercising all due caution.”

A gust of wind blasted the pair with a burst of fresh rain, forcing a retreat into the protective hall that led between two blocks of apartments. Charlie turned his frustrated stare in the direction of the offending breeze.

“Fine. Go on with what you need to do, then. I can manage the spell to keep things clear of the drain. You really gonna go get coffee in this weather?”

“Even if it takes another five hundred percent,” Henley said with a nod. “I haven’t had coffee for three days. I’m miserable. Besides, the news says Westheimer is mostly clear, and I can make it without hitting high water as long as I stick to the feeder roads on the beltway.”

“Suit yourself. Drive safe.”

They parted ways. Henley left Charlie behind as he ducked through the open hallway, then skirted the community mailboxes on his way to the back of the complex. The overhang ended long before his destination. The need to conserve his magic and his lack of foresight had the rain soaking through his clothes as soon as he was in the open.

Next time, umbrella. His short black hair tangled around his fingers as he raked the strands out of his face. Beyond the wrought iron fence that surrounded the complex, shaded by the heavy branches of oak trees twice his age, the water level of the drainage ditch threatened to exceed its banks. Overflow from the parking lot poured into the channel to add insult to injury. Half a mile of apartments, townhomes, and retail centers stood ready to flood if the water continued to rise.

He curled his hands around the cold bars of the fence. The road that bordered the eastern side of the complex was just within view. A small bridge passed over the rushing water, the concrete supports obscured in part by broken branches and tangled blackberry vines.

More out of sight beneath the surface, for sure. The breath he drew into his lungs was thick with summer heat, familiar and wild. He fixed his eyes on the bridge and opened himself up to the invisible world. The magic uncurled around him, visible to the caster, glittering in strands of energy that sparked when they encountered the natural paths of magic in his environment.

The existing ley lines were too dangerous to be touched. Instead, he sorted through his memories, seeking an appropriate offering. Thirty percent required an intense memory, or one with all sensory layers. Just as he now noticed the weight of the humid air, he had taken note of every piece of his surroundings for the past twenty years. He chose the memory of a traffic jam on a busy afternoon, adding the scent of exhaust from a lumbering dump truck and the surge of adrenaline as an impatient sports car cut into his lane, almost clipping his front fender. The hard bounce of his palm against the horn. The brazen sound that followed. The shared look of resignation with the dump truck driver, both shaking their heads in wonder that someone could be so inconsiderate.

“Thirty percent,” he said. “Clear Passage. Remove these obstacles from the path that water must take and prevent them from forming again.” The bridge was one of five between him and the nearest reservoir. The bulk of his focus was on the first, but each successive structure received a touch of his intention. He visualized the water flowing without hesitation, the levels low enough to allow even a surge of drainage from the neighboring buildings. When the image was locked into his mind, he fused his magic to one of the glittering threads and set the memory free.

It disappeared, pulled from his mind by an invisible force that tasted of dry earth. Somewhere beyond the barrier between worlds, an Ethereal accepted the memory and offered magic in return. Raw power filtered into his body and simmered under his skin with an artificial fever. Henley didn’t know what the elemental spirits wanted with his memories and he didn’t care—the loss was negligible in comparison to the energy he received. He sent the magic out from himself. The branches and vines broke free of the bridge in a rush of water that had the drainage channel levels dropping within seconds.

With the release of the spell came renewed pain at the back of his skull. Rolling his head back and forth only softened the ache. Coffee would help—coffee and information from his preferred source. He left the fence and trudged through the rain back to his apartment. The no-slip stripes on the wet stairs caught under his shoes, and a patch of paint flaked away under his hand as he climbed to the second floor. A large moth had taken refuge near the ceiling of the second-floor landing. Henley filed each detail away for a future casting.

He paused at his door and dripped for a moment. Drying himself would take at least ten percent. His temples throbbed, and he sighed as he pushed open the door and reached for the towel he had left on a chair just inside. When he was less likely to make a mess in his entryway he stepped into the apartment, attention caught by the lit screen of the cell phone he had left on a small table. Three missed messages waited.

From “Work”: The Regency Creative Solutions office is closed for the rest of the week due to flooding. Please work on your projects as much as possible from home and we will keep you updated. No surprises there. The laptop bag on the floor next to the chair had everything he needed to stay busy.

From “Dr. Yu”: Water in the street but not in the house. Can you get to work? Be careful on Memorial Drive. The perfect middle child, the surgeon, the mother of the grandkids. Somehow, she still had the strength to worry about her older brother while she juggled school closings and the energy of his niece and nephew.

From “Dad”: Meeting at Kim Son restaurant at 5 p.m. As if Henley were part of the older man’s magical workforce. As if a graphic designer could do much for the struggling city. As if they were speaking.

The last message doubled the intensity of his headache. He left the phone where it was and threw his wet towel at the nearby closet that held his washer and dryer with unnecessary force. By the time he returned from changing into dry clothes, he had relaxed enough to pick up the towel and hang it on his drying rack—but not enough to answer the messages.

The sheltered walk from his apartment to the parking garage helped clear his head. His preparations the day before had kept the garage from flooding, and the way out and onto the street was clear. Rain or no rain, Houston was a big city, and people found ways to get to work. He was grateful for every mile he didn’t have to test his black sedan’s limits in the high water that pooled to the middle of the road. The rapid pulse of his windshield wipers added to the tension in his lower back as he focused on the road.

Fine Ground was tucked into the strangest corner of a trendy shopping center filled with boutique shops and expensive stationery stores. A parking garage separated it from the main avenue, and another backed it, framing the coffee house in shadow and concrete. The magical signature of the place called out across Henley’s senses with a warped, dreamlike energy. Only moments passed before the familiar scent of coffee that spiraled out from the location seeped into his car.

What wasn’t familiar about his favorite coffee shop was the shadow of black uniforms he could see through the window, gathered around the bar. The Observers, the local mage-police, didn’t linger around small businesses. He parked and spared a moment to finally reply to his sister’s message with one of his own. Not flooded, working from home this week. Turn around, don’t drown. The city’s mantra was an easy response. His father’s message could wait.

With his responsibilities managed, Henley braced his hands on the steering wheel. “One percent, Quiet Interruption. I would like to enter, if your business is not private.” The memory of what he’d eaten for breakfast was barely out of his mind when one of the black-coated figures inside turned to face the windows.

“Enter.” The bare minimum of a response, curt, and the man’s voice was sharp with annoyance. At Henley? Not likely. There was no way the Observers were displeased with the quality of the coffee.

Elryk, what have you gotten yourself into?

He timed his run from the car with a pause between gusts of rain. The pavement scraped under his feet as he darted from his curbside parking spot to the sheltered doors of the coffee shop. Heavy drops soaked through his shirt. The rough rug by the door didn’t do much to gather the moisture that had puddled around the entrance, but he had other concerns as he was faced with the scrutiny of four Observers.

Fine Ground wrapped around him like a warm blanket. The dim lighting of the coffee shop was augmented by hanging Tiffany lamps that glowed gold. All the furniture was wood, with leather cushions. The old concert posters and mysterious relics on the walls had faded with time. In that comfortable environment the Observers were a jarring discord of faint hostility.

“Name and affiliation?” The demand came in the same voice that had permitted him to enter, spoken by a short man with graying hair.

“Henley Yu, Gulf Coast Mage Council.” He tucked his keys and phone into his pockets to free his hands.

His questioner frowned. “Yu, as in the leader of the council?”

The stiffness of Henley’s headache seeped into his smile. “My father. Is something wrong?”

“Nothing you need to concern yourself with.”

The speaker turned back to the counter. One Observer had kept her eyes on the lanky, brown-skinned man wearing a black apron on the other side of the aged cedar bar. Elryk Seldriksen’s thin frame could have used a couple of hamburgers, and Henley was never sure if the man was older or younger than forty. His habitual smile was nowhere to be seen.

“Are you going to let me get back to my business, or ask me more pointless questions?” Elryk knocked his knuckles on the counter. “I told you, I don’t have anything to do with the magic failures. As you can see, there’s nothing wrong with this area—nothing more than the usual issues with the leyline convergence. I don’t need magic to make good coffee.”

“No mage in their right mind sets up shop on a leyline crossing without reason,” the lead officer replied. “We’ve had reports from this area that say the magic has gone in and out for the last three days.”

“The rent’s cheap, and I like the challenge of the twisted magic. Most of my customers are mages. What’s the point of me making them miserable?” Elryk braced his palms on the wood. “You’re wasting time here instead of finding real answers.”

Maybe it was the tone his friend was using. Maybe it was the way the Observers stood, feet braced and ready for a fight. Maybe it was his headache or the rain. “Do I need to fill out a character statement?” Henley asked, earning himself the immediate attention of all four officers.

The leader turned at the question and narrowed his eyes at Henley. “Does the Gulf Coast Council usually interfere with Observer business? Think twice before swinging your father’s weight around.”

“I’m not the one who brought his name into this. I don’t need the backing of the council to know that harassing private citizens with no proof of wrongdoing is against Observer regulations.” Henley nodded in Elryk’s direction. “Either you have a case to bring against him, or you don’t. I’d like to get my coffee before the roads flood and I can’t get home.”

The officer bristled. One of the others leaned close to whisper something that made the man straighten his shoulders. “Fine. We’re done here—but don’t think we won’t be watching.” The last words were said with a significant stare at the coffee shop’s owner. His threat delivered, the Observer led his group out into the rain, leaving Fine Ground drained of warmth for several minutes.

Henley stared after the dark coats until a groan of relief sounded behind the bar. “Damn, I’m lucky you showed up,” Elryk said as he pulled a fresh cup from under the counter. “Thought they’d never leave. I appreciate it, but you don’t need to get on their bad side for my sake.”

“If questioning them gets me on their bad side, I’m not the problem.” The vintage wood floor creaked under his feet as Henley crossed the room. He didn’t need to make a specific request after three years of placing the same order at least five times a week. “Everything alright?”

“Most people don’t have the confidence to bully the Observers out of a coffee shop.” Elryk turned to the antique coffee urns against the back wall and tapped a spigot to send bubbling coffee pouring through the glass tubes and into the cup. “Eh? Oh, I’m fine, shop’s fine. They’re grasping at straws. They like to tangle me in things I’ve got no business in, since ‘no mage in their right mind’ would keep a shop on a leyline convergence.” He closed the valve, caught the last drops of coffee in the cup, and then slid the drink across the counter. “Sorry to cause you trouble when I know you’re not just here for coffee.”

“I might be.” Henley took a seat on one of the stools at the bar. The black coffee, darker and richer than anything he could find within five miles, was the perfect temperature for sipping. Even his headache couldn’t linger when the warmth spread down his throat and into his chest. “I missed this more than I want to admit, but…I did want to see what you’ve heard.”

“Hmm.” Elryk braced his elbows on the counter. The room was still too cold. With an exhaled breath, he pushed the chill out and flooded the space with warmth. Henley averted his eyes from the wordless casting, the same way he ignored Elryk’s pointed ears or the eyes that were more gold than brown. Keeping friends sometimes meant keeping their secrets. Normal magic didn’t feel like it was being dragged from the fabric of the world. Elryk had the touch to do whatever he wanted, and Henley ignored that, too.

“The losses are accelerating,” Elryk said as the temperature of the shop settled. “There have been more dead zones in the last three days than in the six before. France is being hit the hardest right now, but Guatemala had some strange activity last night. I’m not happy with how this particular episode is dragging out.” He drummed fingertips stained with coffee grounds on the bar. “The magic will right itself in time. I can’t give you anything more specific without breaking a dozen restrictions.”

“It’s fine. I appreciate anything you can tell me. I’d come to the same conclusion about the acceleration, but I can’t get a feeling for what I should be doing next.”

Elryk shrugged. “Helping as much as you can locally, I’d guess. What have you heard?”

“The council is organizing volunteers to help move the flood waters along in the worst-affected areas. We’ve all given up on stopping the rain.” Henley sipped his coffee. “Dad wants me to report to his response group tonight. I can’t think of anything I’d avoid more than working with him in person.”

Elryk’s chuckle made a sound like gravel in the back of his throat. “But you’ll go anyway, won’t you?”

“Of course. People need help, and I still have the energy to assist. I’m going to pretend I’ve never met him, though.” The light tone of the conversation fell flat beneath the pounding of the rain. “Are you going to be alright here? You have plans if the water rises?”

“I may not like the water, but it won’t kill me. Spend your care on yourself.” Elryk looked to the rain-scoured windows, then back at his customer, lines of tension creasing around his eyes. “You need to be careful. There’s something ugly in these storms.”

The break in his relaxed demeanor sent a stab of unease through Henley. “How bad is this going to get?”

“Depends on who does what, and how fast. I can promise you that whatever happens, this mortal realm can only ride out the waves, helpless to the tide.” Elryk gave him a tight smile. “It doesn’t take a great man to do great deeds. Play nice with your father. If you feel the need, get you and yours to higher ground as fast as possible.”

Henley didn’t think Elryk was talking about the flooding. He gave the coffee man a slow nod. “I’ll keep that in mind.”

“I expect as much from you. Go on, don’t risk the high water—coffee’s on the house today.”








  
  

two

Apprehension





A world away from Henley and his saturated city, the rush hour frenzy of requested magic rattled through the Switchboard in a dizzy spiral of voices and cables snapping into receiving ports. The voices of the operators attending their panels rose and fell, a steady chorus free of panic. Magic flowed through the aging wooden building, surging from realms beyond, fed to mortals seeking power in exchange for memory. In pauses between calls, operators congregated around wooden desks, flirting or trading stories or taking bets on the next day’s connections. A handful of clerks punched out reports on typewriters that clattered and rang with every return. 

“Terminal G31, contact 77004, connecting three percent. ‘Dry clothes.’ Do they not have umbrellas in Houston?” Chief Operator Kittinger asked, pulling a plug from the bottom of the huge panel before him, jostling a small stack of detective dime novels with faded covers. They in turn upset the top-heavy cup of chewed pencils. He steadied it with his free hand out of habit as he punched the cable into the port labeled G31.

“Couldn’t tell you, Kit. Feels like I’ve been getting nothing but rain-related calls for days. Do you think it’s a hurricane?” Kelley’s voice drifted from behind Kit where his relief was leaning against his desk, nursing a mug of coffee.

“Could be. It’s the right time of year. We don’t usually see so many requests for so long, though.” Kit tilted his head, listening through his bulky headset as the request completed and sent a memory across his nose. It filled his sinuses with the scent of fresh laundry and the warmth of a blanket against his face. Then the sensations were gone, delivered to an Ethereal lord as payment for energy delivered through the cables. Kit pulled the plug and put it back into its home port on the bottom row, this time weaving the cord between a few crumpled balls of paper and a dirty plate from lunch.

A handful of operators carrying bowling bags eased past them and toward the big double doors at the front of the building. Kit waited until they had passed to turn in his seat, making sure not to catch the well-stretched, twisting cord of his headset on his chair. His long hair, a shade of pinkish-blond, was held in a bedraggled bun by a metal pin and wrapped with a length of the same cable plugged into his panel. The pin waved over the top of his head like an antenna.

“Aside from the rain, the requests aren’t much busier than normal,” he informed his relief. “You’ll have a peaceful night. Have you made up your mind to ask that waitress out to dinner?” Long-fingered hands plucked at his simple working-man’s shirt, doing a poor job of straightening the wrinkles from a day spent sitting. The shirt, like his pants and laced-up brown boots, was faded in color, threadbare, and fit loosely on Kit’s underfed frame. Only his eyes were vivid: gleaming silver, metallic if he turned his head the right way, clear gray even in the worst light. He grinned, spinning his chair back and forth.

Kelley flushed. The other operator was taller than Kit’s six foot one, trim and handsome, always neatly pressed with his long hair in an orderly braid over one shoulder. He hid his face as he sipped from his mug, his voice muffled.

“I’m still thinking about it. I don’t know how she’d feel, with me being on the night shift.” A request crackled through Kit’s headset. The other man paused as Kit turned back to his panel and made three connections in quick succession. When Kit turned back to him, Kelley resumed his train of thought, both men accustomed to the constant interruptions. “What if I get transferred?”

“You won’t get transferred. We need more operators here, not less, and I’d deny the Reassignment anyway. I’d have to teach someone else to handle my connections—can you imagine? I’m tired just thinking about it.”

“Well, I appreciate the thought. Maybe I’ll ask her to lunch. That’s less serious than dinner, isn’t it? Maybe she won’t be as nervous.”

“Are you worried about her being nervous, or you?” Kit laughed at him, the amusement softening the thin lines of his face. “Take her to that drugstore with the fancy soda fountain. Then it’s just a drink and some conversation. She’s going to think you aren’t interested if you keep—”

Kit thought the sharp noise that broke his thought was an incoming connection at first, before his mind caught up with the tone. He fell silent and held his slender body still. Across the large, open room, separated by several rows of identical desks, another operator was on his feet.

“I don’t have enough magic—I can’t make the connection!”

The operator’s voice was raw, frayed with effort and strain. On the edge of failure, Kole yanked cords from his panel and stabbed them back into new ports, the order haphazard and erratic. Chairs grated backward across the worn wood floor. One by one, the voices of his fellow operators died as they ended their connections and rose to watch with sick expressions. The quieter the open room became, the more the air filled with tension.

Kit ripped off his headset and vaulted out of his chair, dislodging dried-up pens, slips of paper, and a few empty boxes of chips from the cluttered surface of his desk. His steps added to the wear on the thin carpet in the aisles as he cut through three rows of panels, ducking between onlookers who scattered like dried leaves.

“How much do you need?”

His voice broke through the panic. Kole threw a pleading look over his shoulder. The operator was an older man with stooped shoulders and calloused hands, experienced enough to know how to handle his own emergencies until they were real emergencies.

“One hundred sixty-five percent, Chief.” The room went cold, whispers of fear hovering in the air. “It’s the Ben Taub emergency room! There’s been a major accident, I’ve got multiple doctors requesting—”

“Kelley, watch my panel,” Kit called over his shoulder, sliding into place next to Kole. “Is anyone else missing connections?” A chorus of negative replies answered. “Kassim, get me ten percent on a long cable. I need twenty percent in small connections, all of you—give me everything you have! Kole, give me your cutters.”

The operator’s face went white as a hiss of breath rose throughout the room. The other operators were in motion, but everyone stared in Kit’s direction at his words. He threw out an impatient hand, making grasping motions. “Come on!”

“You’re insane, splitting the flow now,” Kole said, but he obeyed, offering out the wire cutters with their well-worn handles. They were heavier than Kit’s, but his were buried at his panel under a month’s worth of take-out dishes and crumpled paper.

“Gather the other cables as they come in. We’ll fix it after the casting,” Kit replied. He looked over Kole’s panel and spotted the thick cable where it had been plugged into the connection. The light next to the port glowed the red of “insufficiency” before Kit snatched it with long fingers, killing the connection completely. The pulse of raw magic throbbed against his fingers, turning his skin fever hot.

“Forty seconds!”

Kit ignored the call. With a ruthless twist of his wrist, he tore off the head of the cable and split the inner wires apart. The copper frayed under his hands into a starburst. “Kassim?”

“Here!” Kassim shoved a thinner cable into Kit’s view. He snatched it and gave it the same treatment, binding it to several of the first cable’s strands. The operators held out more cables for him, but they were thin and weak in the face of the magic he needed. He kept his expression still and serene as his heart pounded. Every small cable took precious seconds to strip and add into the feed. Through the burning wires, he heard the voices of the casters, building their spells. Panic edged the words as they weren’t met with the energy they expected. “Kole, prep me a new head.”

The other operator fumbled in his drawer. Kit twisted and twined copper wire in his fingers, making each little connection feed into the larger. The Switchboard didn’t have cables thick enough to transfer one hundred sixty-five percent in one cast, but Kole’s panel could usually make the connection in smaller lines. Kit’s theft from the other panels was ruthless.

He grabbed the new connector head as it was offered. His fingers had been pricked in several places by the wire, and they smeared blood on the copper. Given that Kit’s soul was bound to the Switchboard, the blood was only going to help.

“Ten seconds!” Whoever was counting down yelled out with a shaking, high-pitched voice. Kit fed the wires into the head one by one, precise, disciplined, patient, and hyper-focused by adrenaline. The rising voices of the substation faded from his ears. The last wire fit into place, and he twisted the head. A dozen threads of energy surged into one.

“What’s the terminal?”

“F21!”

Kit shoved Kole out of his way and jumped onto the man’s chair. It rolled under his feet, and Kit windmilled his arms to catch his balance before several hands braced his legs. “More cable! It’s too short!” he cried. A flurry of movement met his words. The clustered bodies surged, hauling the tangled cables. Furniture groaned as they dragged entire desks closer. With a cry of triumph, Kit stabbed the connector head into the terminal labeled “F21.” The port light lit up red, then orange, then yellow, then a brilliant green. With his hand on the cable, Kit could hear the voice of the healing doctor on the other side, the focus of half a dozen other mages.

“I give myself to this working and bind my blood to the blood of the fallen. Let light and spirit fill their veins, let the threads of fate be rebound.”

In awe, the operators stared as the energy poured through the cable, a major casting even on a busy day. A full minute passed before the transfer was complete. Operators drifted off one at a time as they were called to make their own connections; those remaining were spellbound by the experience. Kit stared at the glowing green light, licking the blood from his fingers. The glow finally died.

“What happened?” Kit asked, accepting Kole’s help getting down from the stool. Kole looked like Kit’s desk: worn and in a natural state of disarray.

“I reached for the feeder connection and the cables were dead,” the other operator answered, shaking his head. “I tried to borrow from others nearby and they came up empty, too. I could feel the void in the wires. It was cold. With the demand from the storms, the incoming magic is so thin. If we’ve lost that connection . . .”

“We’ll find other connections,” Kit replied as he began dismantling the cables he had bound together. They came apart in chunks, but the ends had to be cut apart, the copper fused together by the heavy magic expenditure. “The Ethereals will never stop wanting to trade with the Actuality. What else can we do? We made it. We always make it. What a story, right? One sixty-five on a split feed! I haven’t seen one of those in a while.”

“I never would have tried a splice in the middle of a major cast,” Kole replied, shaking his head. “Without core connecters? Thank heavens your fingers are quick enough!”

“My fingers are always at your disposal.” Kit grinned and handed off the smaller cables to their operators to be fixed. Kole’s was the last, the usual head replaced with a deft twist of Kit’s wrist. Kole took it back and returned it to its dormant position. With his hands suddenly empty, Kit gave his fingers a rueful look. “They’re a mess now, though. No good work without consequences. Is everyone else alright? No other new problems?” The operators back at their desks answered in a chorus of negative replies, bringing a smile to Kit’s lips.

“Alright. Good work everyone, that was exciting but efficient. I’ll put in the report.” He patted Kole on the shoulder as he returned to his panel. The small desk was surmounted by a huge interface with hundreds of labeled connection ports, four times the number on any other panel in the room. Cables crossed all over it, some resting in the grounding ports on the bottom rows, several connected to points across the board. The grounding ports were almost hidden behind the general mess, but his connections were pristine, clear, and perfect, if he did say so himself.

Careful of the order, Kit pulled the connections free and lined them back up in their home terminals. The messy surface caused him to debate sweeping the whole pile into the trash, but he never knew when he’d need something from the clutter.

“Anything you need connected while you report, Kit?”

“Nope, thanks, Kelley.” Kit gave his relief a smile. “Just about done here, are you ready?”

Kelley nodded as he took his seat at the desk behind Kit’s. Kelley’s panel held a clean, steaming mug of coffee, not a cold mug aged with dark stains. A small stack of papers rested at his right elbow. The remaining surface was immaculate.

“Ready. Have a good night, Kit.”

“You too. And—pick up.”

“Got it.”

A quarter of Kit’s incoming requests went silent as they lit up Kelley’s board, the remaining dispersed to other panels nearby. Kit unlocked his silver panel key from the center of his terminal and the panel went dark. Hanging the key’s cold chain around his neck, Kit headed out of the open room and down the front hall.

Switchboard Substation No. 28 was an empty place outside of the main Switchboard room, not frequented by visitors outside of the operators. Enough magic had washed the nails and timbers to make the place pulse with lingering energy. The building was old and the walls sagged, but Kit felt the weight of its reverence as he walked.

When he passed the main doors, a small office waited in the foyer. The desk in that area did not contain a panel, but it held a mug just as stained as Kit’s and a pair of propped-up boots. The stocky young Shield officer on guard duty grinned at Kit over the top edge of his newspaper as he leaned back in his chair.

“Heading out, Chief?”

“I am, Sandoval. We’ve lost another connection, though. Nearly didn’t make a one hundred sixty-five percent connection.”

“Surprised you can make that kind of connection on any day,” the Shield replied, dropping his feet to the floor and straightening in his chair. Sandoval folded the paper to keep his place, and the light caught on the gold buttons of his black patrol uniform shirt, tucked into black slacks. Newsprint smudged his pale fingers. He’d smeared a streak of gray across his button nose. “That’s too much for a mortal, isn’t it?”

“I think I heard seven mages total. With the storms, we’re seeing more mages take risks, but this group was being careful.” Kit stepped closer to the desk as Sandoval rummaged in the drawers. “I hope the Order gets this under control soon.”

“You know we will, Chief. Can’t keep the Between together if the connections keep falling apart.” Sandoval produced a folded diagram of the substation panels, crumpled around the corners, and spread it on his desk. “Which connection is it, then?”

“He was feeding into F21, so . . . here.” Kit tapped a position on the layout. For a moment the pair of them stared at the multitude of other small marks littering the paper.

“How many more this week?”

“Just this one from our station,” Sandoval reassured him, scribbling a circle on the spot with a chewed pencil. “It seems like a mess, but there’s hundreds of connections in every substation, you know? These are only a handful of what’s really available.”

“What about Gainesville? And Durango?”

Sandoval’s eyebrows drooped like the ears of a chastised puppy. “Come on now, Chief. We’re doing the best we can. Last thing we need is to have you disappointed in us, too. Just be patient a while longer, yeah?”

“I know, I know, I’m sorry.” Kit raised his hands, gathered sleeves puffing around his elbows. “It’s nerve-wracking, and everyone is frightened. Can you give me anything to help calm the others?”

“Well . . .” Sandoval scratched his chin, fingers making a rough sound against his stubble. His brown eyes lingered on the paper and its scribbled marks, a disquieting reminder that all was not well in the Between. “Don’t let this get too far, alright? I’m not supposed to be talking about it without official backing from Headquarters, but I heard Pleasanton came back online yesterday. The higher-ups are really fighting to get things under control.”

“That’s amazing.” The tension left Kit’s shoulders, releasing some of the ache in the back of his neck. “Thank you. I’ll keep it quiet aside from those who need to hear it. I don’t doubt the Shields, but it’s a nightmare for us operators.”

“I know. And I know you’re doing your best, too.” The officer smiled, settling back in his chair once more. “Go home and get some rest. I’ll send in the report and get us added to the map.”

“Thanks, San. I hope I won’t have any other lost connections for you to report.”

“All in a day’s work,” the Shield replied, tugging his uniform straight before settling his feet back on the desk. “See you in the morning.”

“Good night.”

Kit left the foyer and stepped onto the wide platform deck in front of Substation No. 28. The Between opened up before him. To either side, he saw nothing but miles and miles of flat building faces. Above him, layers of storefronts and blocky buildings stretched up to the heavens. Below him, the same shapes, extending under his feet into infinity. To all sides, the world was limitless.

Only the space in front of him was different. Between him and gray nothingness, hundreds of Fetters floated in every direction, following currents of gravity that pushed them into a semblance of order. Individuals drifted past, as well as small clusters of people and larger carts carrying crates and small businesses. The sound of voices struck him, loud after the murmur of whispered connections in the substation. The chime of traffic bells and the bray of food sellers produced a familiar cacophony and a tightness in his chest.

High above him—always high above him, no matter where he stood—floated the glowing beacon of Paradise. It cast the brightest light in all the Between. Kit watched as dozens of individuals and a few larger trollies drifted to and from the glittering platform. If he listened hard enough, he could hear laughter, jaunty music, and the shower of winning coins.

Smiling, Kit walked to the edge of the platform and let himself fall backward into the flow. The moment his feet left the stained wood planks, his body became weightless. As he dropped, he flitted between passersby, turning his shoulders and kicking his legs just enough to guide his passage and keep himself in motion. The Between was a dim place, and lamps glowed as the pervasive gray darkened into evening. As he fell, he zipped through fragments of conversation, music, and sounds of industry. The ever-present din was quieting in the twilight hours.

A familiar red awning pulled him up short. Ignoring a disgruntled scolding from the Fetters who had been following close on his heels, Kit darted to the side, catching the edge of the floating cart and dropping down on its small platform. Gravity returned. Several other patrons occupied the stools lined up at the counter. From the tiny kitchen crammed with cookware, steaming pots, and jars of supplies, a small toad of a man beamed.

“Chief Operator Kit! Off duty? You must try my spaetzle. I’ve just perfected the texture.” The chef wore a shirt with so many colors Kit struggled to look him in the eye.

“Half of the Between is afraid the world is ending, and you’re making new dishes. Is that German?” Kit asked, his tone light. The covert gazes of the other patrons were heavy on his shoulders. He didn’t recognize any faces, but they recognized his title and the key around his neck.

“German, yes.” The chef shoved a small clay tasting bowl under Kit’s nose, full of small pasta and a thick brown gravy. “Has the world ended today? Did I miss it?”

“You don’t miss anything, Noodle.” Kit slurped the spaetzle out of the dish, skeptical until the warmth rested on the back of his tongue. “Mmm. That’s good. You’re happy with it?”

“Happy enough to feed it to you! Have a seat, I’ll make you up a bowl.”

Kit sat. As Noodle worked, the other patrons went back to their conversations, eventually leaving a few coins on the counter and drifting off. Noodle’s back was still turned as he chopped mushrooms. His movements slowed, losing some of their bustle.

“Are you faking that smile, Chief Operator?”

“A little.” Kit stared down into his empty tasting bowl. The oil from the gravy clung to the sides, pooling in the bottom. “It’s been a very trying time lately, with the erratic connections. My people are tired.”

“It’s not your job to fix everything, you know.” Noodle scraped the bottom of one of his big pots with a metal ladle. “The Between will right itself. It always has.”

Kit’s stomach twisted. The smell of pasta was suddenly so strong in his nose he couldn’t breathe. “If it does, we won’t be here anymore.”

“Part of us will be, and I’ll still be cooking. Can’t imagine you’ll ever start, so we’ll meet again regardless!”

With a forced laugh, Kit spun the little bowl on the counter and nodded. “That’s true. Your food is so much better than mine, anyway. How is the ramen coming?”

“You know, I thought the marinara was difficult, but getting depth in the ramen broth is even worse. Worse!” Noodle dumped a ladle of spaetzle into a bowl, then a different ladle of gravy. With a wooden lid slapped onto the ceramic, and after he wrapped it in a square of cut flour sack, the meal was safe for transport. Noodle hoisted himself up onto a step stool and slid the bundle across the counter.

“I see you fretting, Chief Operator Kittinger.” Noodle had kind, if beady, eyes. “We don’t decide our Purpose or our lifetime. Make the best of what you have, hmm? You can worry yourself to death, or face every day like a roaring lion. Come on! Let me hear you roar!”

Kit twitched his lips. With both hands on the counter, he pushed himself up and leaned forward.

“Roar,” he said in the chef’s face, and Noodle cackled.

“Good enough! Go home and get some rest. Make sure you eat all your dinner—and bring those dishes back to me someday.”

“I promise I’ll bring you a box next time I see you.”

“Heard that before. I’ll put it on your tab.”

Kit lifted the bundle in one hand. The other he used to stroke the counter, feeling the marks of decades of customers scratched into the wood. How many years had he spent among them? For a moment, the breath was tight in his chest.

Before he could lose himself, he pushed away from the cart. Noodle waved, then turned back to his stove. Within a few minutes, Kit could barely see the awning in the steady stream of traffic. Holding the spaetzle to his chest, he resumed his journey, lost in thought until he arrived at a familiar balcony.

His apartment was small. Every home was, in the Between. They had infinite space but infinite Fetters to share it with; his neighbors were close enough for him to hear their voices when they were home. Kit had been lucky to secure a spot between Fetters who worked at night. Wood planks creaked on the tiny porch as he reached for his door handle. The door stuck. He shoved his shoulder into it out of habit. The inside was dark and silent.

“I’m home,” he called out, hurrying to put the spaetzle down on his kitchen table and climb onto his bed. The front room was half-kitchen and half-bedroom, with his bed wedged into the space between the front and bathroom walls. The bed was under a window, and that was where Kit reached. He pulled the small potted plant into his arms, a soft smile creasing his cheeks.

“A little dark, huh?” he asked, turning the pot this way and that. The round, broad leaves of his little friend were a bit wilted. Awkward, he scooted off the bed and carried the plant to the small table by the front door, where a lamp waited next to a miniature version of his Switchboard panel. When the pulled cord produced a bright pocket of light, he set the plant down and fussed until it seemed to be in the best position.

“That should help.”

He traced his fingertips across one leaf for a moment before he sighed and turned back to the bundle. We don’t decide our Purpose. Noodle’s words echoed in his mind, mingling with his sense of unease.

Kit left the spaetzle where it was and went back to his bed. His boots thudded against the floor as he unlaced and kicked them off, exposing his threadbare socks to the world. The blankets were as old and as worn, his flattened extra pillow not providing much solace as he clutched it against his chest.

“I’m just tired,” he said to the ceiling, and squeezed his eyes shut. His ears still rang with requests for connections, the din of a full day’s work. He began his nightly routine, attempting to recall every request from morning until evening. With each connection, his eyes grew heavier, until the words trailed off in his mind.

“Clear Passage, terminal C12, contact 77079, connection at thirty percent. ‘Remove these obstacles . . .’”
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