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In memory of:

The Lady who led the way,
The Sinner who couldn't be killed,
The Guardian who escaped through the roses,
The Shadow who protected my sleep,
The Coward who was braver than he seemed,
The Moon who fell and then rose to the stars,
And the Prince who ruled first-

May you haunt us forever. 
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Content Warnings 

This book contains depictions of the following: 


	Murder


	Action violence


	Severe injury


	Kidnapping


	Addiction













  
  
The Story So Far




Mortal mage Henley Yu was recruited by Kittinger, Chief Operator of the Switchboard that connects magic between worlds, to restore the magic and fight the Order of the Bright Shield. The Order- also known as the Shields- was led by Captain Shaw to steal the magic in an effort to gain freedom for the Fetters, the inhabitants of the barrier-world called the Between. Kit disabled the Switchboard to protect the world, then ran, terrified that his world would be 'rewritten' and he would cease to exist in the memory of everyone he ever knew. 

Henley and Kit evaded the Shields and fled deep into the Between. With the help of René, the Lord of Paradise, the pair sought the protection of the ruling High Spirits. Instead of safety they found corpses, and Captain Shaw and Lieutenant Solene waiting to take the pair into custody. Kit was taken to the Switchboard, while Henley fought his capture within Paradise and followed Kit's trail.

At the Switchboard, Henley revealed himself and attacked the Shields, only to be shot in the leg and badly wounded. To protect him, Kit revealed his secret: that he is the host of the Lineman, the most terrifying figure in the Between. The emotionless Lineman severed Henley's magic and sent him back to the Actuality before beginning the process to rewrite everything and everyone in the Between.

Aided by René and Ethereal-turned-coffee-man Elryk, Henley recovered enough to keep fighting and returned to the Between. While René and Elryk fought the demons of Paradise itself, Henley faced the trauma of his memories until the Between granted him the chance to try and save Kit. The trio ventured to the Main Line, the center of the Between, for a final confrontation. 

Shaw knocked out Solene to protect her from the events. Within the Main Line he battled Henley and his companions, all the while evading the Lineman's efforts to restart the world. When Shaw was finally defeated, Solene woke to take up his gun and fire on Henley. Stopping the rewrite became impossible. Badly wounded, Henley swore to Kit/The Lineman that he wouldn't forget him, and they were forced to accept the rewrite. 

Two weeks later, Henley quit his job and signed up to join the newly-remade Shields, determined to re-enter the Between and find Kit by whatever means necessary.




      [image: ]For more information, please see the Characters and Wordbook sections at the end of this book. 










  
  

one

October Night





In a large two-story house off Bellaire Boulevard, an October breeze blew through open windows, carrying the scent of familiar spices and steamed buns to every room. With the fragrance came the soft sound of voices. Two women in the kitchen discussed the day’s news, a man on a cell phone in the living room dealt with the last business of the day, and a pair of children rolled stuffed animals down the stairs. 

Henley Yu stood in the hallway that led from the kitchen to the back porch. The walls were lined with pictures of him and his sisters at every phase of their lives. His dark eyes lingered on the pictures of himself: a small Chinese American boy frowning from his first school photo, a young man in a pressed shirt and slacks sitting at a piano, a young adult with a tense smile in a graduation cap and gown. In every photo, his eyes became heavier with worry and uncertainty of his own path. Even so, among the last pictures was a framed copy of the first full advertisement he’d produced as a graphic designer. He never realized his parents had found a copy and cared enough to frame it.

None of the pictures showed him with the cane that bore the weight of his right leg. Five weeks wasn’t enough time for him to get used to using the support. Physical therapy sessions three times a week and his sister’s persistent healing spells had accelerated getting him off crutches. The wound on his right thigh where he’d been shot still ached; staying on his feet for too long was a bad idea. He knew enough to be grateful he was just dealing with residual pain.

Five weeks hadn’t been enough to get over the loss of his magic, either. Even then, standing in his calm family home, Henley’s fingers itched to cast. The spell waited in the back of his mouth, the words dragging at his tongue and the breath to produce them hovering in his lungs. One percent, Announce Arrival. His youngest sister would be arriving from work soon, and that would signal the beginning of dinner. For two decades he had set himself small alerts to help maintain his schedules and plans. Now he was forced to rely on the sound of the front door.

The stab of memory cut into his chest. Henley lifted a hand, exhaling a soft breath as he rubbed his breastbone. As he did almost every night in his dreams, he saw the tall, pale figure looming over him, the face that had once been his friend’s staring with emotionless eyes. He felt the weight of the blade that raised over him. It came down and then—

Reliving the moment he had been severed from his magic wasn’t going to make the conversation he was about to have any easier. He stared at the pictures and let his hand drop. You don’t have to worry anymore, he promised his younger self. I know what I’m doing now.

Accompanied by the thump of his cane, he continued his walk to the back porch. The Yu family backyard was an oasis in the middle of the bustling city, one backyard of many in their old neighborhood that was thick with fruit trees and orderly vegetable plantings. The rare Houston cold front was not to be wasted, but only his father sat on the wooden garden bench, staring into the serenity of his wife’s kitchen paradise. Haotian Yu was a city boy with no green thumb at all, but his farm-raised spouse had taught her family to appreciate the value of growing their own food.

The man didn’t look up as Henley carefully maneuvered his bad leg and cane over the back door threshold. He did pick up the newspaper from the spot next to him on the bench and move it aside, quietly, uncertain his son would join him. Henley couldn’t blame him. In the years since they had fought, he hadn’t sat next to his father once. He stared at the back of his father’s graying head, then limped over and settled into the open spot. Haotian scooted over a little and plucked the fabric of his soft pants straight. Had he always been nervous when he had to speak to Henley? Had the younger Yu been too caught up in his own anger and emotion to notice?

With a soft groan, Henley stretched out his bad leg and rested his head on the back of the bench. An empty hole occupied his mind where the memory of the fight had once been. He knew what it had been about, in a vague sense—he hadn’t lost the memory of conversations that came later. Without it to weigh him down, however, he could feel the stronger pull of how much he had missed his family.

His father’s voice, steady and clear, broke the quiet. “Lianlian says you should have another two weeks before you start working again.”

“They’re going to put me on light duty when I arrive. I’ll work on theory and procedural training until the doctors say I can start the physical work. It’s not like being a patrol officer. There’s a lot more investigation and paperwork.”

“But must you start right now? Your mother is worried that something will happen to you.”

Again. The word hung in the air. Henley stared past the edge of the roof to the dusky sky, glittering with the night’s first stars.

“I wish I could explain,” he said. “I’m sorry it’s classified. I know that makes it harder for you to understand.” The atmosphere between them was strange. His father sat with shoulders braced, waiting for the sharp words that never came. Henley took a deeper breath than he had in the hallway and pushed it out of his chest. “I gave up the memory of our fight, Dad.”

He felt rather than saw the way Haotian turned sharply to look at him. There was surprise that Henley would bring up the fight, to be sure, but Haotian Yu was a powerful mage. He had taught his children exacting control and the precision to choose which memories to give up in exchange for their magic. The man knew very well how much magic would have required a memory of so much pain, so much emotion, so much grief. It was the kind of magic that was never used for anything safe. When Henley rolled his head to the side and met his father’s eyes—perhaps for the first time in years—Haotian’s brow was knit with concern.

“It wasn’t enough.” Henley’s whisper was just between them to evade the attention of any family member that might walk by the door. He didn’t want his mother and sister to know how much danger he’d faced. “I didn’t finish what I started. I have to go back so I can complete my work. There’s someone waiting for me—someone who needs me. I have to find him.”

The cold front had killed the mosquitos that would have plagued them two weeks before. The birds were quiet for the moment, and the sound of traffic was dulled by the prevailing trees. When the wind stopped, it was as if time paused between them, giving Henley all the time in the world to watch emotions change in his father’s eyes. The creases deepened at the corners. He saw fear in that gaze, deep worry for his son’s safety, love, and pride. Henley had to turn his head before his feelings got the better of him.

“This person—you can find him if you join the Observers?”

“Not the Observers. It’s a different branch, more technical, closer to where I need to be. They call themselves the Shields.” That was how he had explained it to his family. They didn’t know that the Order of the Bright Shield, the law enforcement agency that policed the mage community, was a much larger entity than anything they had ever imagined. They didn’t know the world they believed existed was one side of a coin with a secret plane wedged between them and the source of all magic. If he had tried to tell them, the memory would have been immediately wiped from their minds, so he did the best he could.

“But yeah, I know I can find him if I join up. I know where he is, mostly. He’s all alone, and he believes no one is going to help him.” Henley tightened his grip on the head of his carved wood cane. It had been his grandfather’s, conveniently stored in a house with people who never threw anything away if it might have future value. The memory of sad silver eyes, a gentle smile, and a voice frayed by desperation echoed in his chest, making him want to skip dinner and report to duty without wasting any more time. “It might take me a while to get to him. I won’t be able to come to dinner for a few months.”

“If this is what you need to do, then you should take all the time you need to do it right.” Practical advice from the best teacher. The corners of Henley’s lips twitched. How long had it been since he had smiled at something his father said? It felt good. “Mages do not rush their work.”

“I’m not sure I can be called a mage anymore, Dad.” Henley couldn’t keep the hint of bitterness from his tone. “There’s not much of a mage without magic.”

“Haa?” The sound of disbelief was a little too loud between them. “Not a mage? Did you study for nothing? Did you take your exams for nothing? Did you need to use magic to tutor your sisters or master theory?”

“No, but—”

“A doctor is a doctor when they are not seeing a patient. A mage is a mage if they are not using magic. That is the last I will say on the matter.”

Henley’s throat closed on his protests. He ached so much at the relief those words brought. If his father, one of the most respected mages in the region, could justify using the word, then maybe Henley hadn’t lost his place in his community after all. The elder Yu let him absorb those words for a few minutes before he reached out to pat the hand Henley rested on his cane.

“Your will to fight for what must be done has not been lost. It is good to see that fire in you again, Haohao…I hope you will be happier now.”

“I think I will.” The words could have stung. They could have been a hidden reprimand, reminding him that his parents didn’t approve of him being a graphic designer and that being a Shield was a much more respectable line of work. Instead, Henley looked past his initial reaction to the way his father’s shoulders had relaxed. Haotian hadn’t called him by his child-name since their argument. Henley sat up, half turning to face the older man.

“This is where I need to be,” he continued, his voice as firm as his father’s had ever been. “I can do good work there, and I know what I’m looking for. I promise I’ll be as careful as I can.”

“Then we will have a nice dinner when you find this person and bring him home to meet us.” Haotian nodded. “I will look forward to it. I am sure—”

He cut off, and they both looked up as the sound of the front door slamming cut through the quiet, followed by the excited voices of Henley’s niece and nephew and the scolding from his mother as his younger sister’s arrival rattled the pictures on the walls. His father chuckled.

“Time to go save Xiaoxiao from your mother. Do you need help?”

“I’ve got it. Really, the cane helps.” Henley pushed himself to his feet, staying put until he was sure he was steady. The scent of his mother’s cooking was temporarily overwhelmed by the crisp scent of the nearby tomato plants. Familiar homesickness struck and was appeased by the comfort of his surroundings.

He looked at his father, then reached out with his free hand to hug him tight. The two men were so alike: the same height, the same square shoulders, the same part to their hair. The scent of the cologne that his father tolerated because his mother loved it wrapped around him.

“Wo xiang ni le,” he whispered. It means “I miss you,” said the memory of his friend. Haotian tensed in surprise, then gave a rusty-sounding chuckle.

“What a thing to say, when your family has been right here.” The man returned the embrace for several seconds before he patted Henley’s back and nudged him away. “Let’s go inside before they eat all of the good food.”

“You said everything Mom makes is good.”

“You think they won’t eat all of it?”

“Good point.”


      [image: ]The next morning, Henley occupied himself by folding the blankets on his borrowed bed. The sheets were in a pile in the middle of the mattress. Once he had finished with the blankets, he left them in a stack at the foot of his bed with the stripped pillows neatly on top. He wouldn’t be able to help his parents get the bed back upstairs to restore his father’s office to order, but their magic would make it a simple task. When he had arrived, it had only taken them ten minutes to convert the downstairs room so he could rest and heal without climbing the stairs.

The desk pushed against the wall had been cleared of papers, with all of his father’s work moved to another room until Henley’s departure. A few frames on the wall held certificates and diplomas, some in Chinese, some in English. Against one wall stood a bookshelf lined with texts on leadership, politics, history, and magical studies. Tucked between the books were cards from birthdays and Father’s Days, some store-bought, some made of construction paper. Were they memories the man kept close in case he needed to power stronger spells? Before Henley could pull one free to look it over, the front door opened behind him. Minglian hesitated on the rug just inside the door, dressed in light purple scrubs, pushing her short hair out of her eyes with the same hand that held her jingling keys.

“Morning! Ready to go? Traffic is bad today, there’s an accident on 610.”

“Isn’t there always?” Henley grabbed his duffel bag, full of clothes and necessities his sister had collected for him from his apartment when he had barely been able to get to the bathroom on his own. “I’m ready. No one else is here, Mom’s at the office with Dad today.”

“Good, if I stopped to talk, I’d be late. How’s the leg?”

She stood to the side as he maneuvered past her, out of the study and down the short front steps. The cane helped, but changing elevations was still a struggle. A pair of large oak trees sheltered the front of the house and prevented the sunlight from reaching the thin grass or flashing in Henley’s eyes as he walked.

“Passable,” he replied. “No change, but it’s not too stiff.”

Minglian locked up the house behind him and jogged past in her practical work shoes, getting her small SUV started and turning off the sweeping cello music that had been playing on her radio. Once he had hobbled to the passenger side and gotten himself buckled in, she whipped them out of the driveway and headed out of the neighborhood. Henley reminded himself not to judge his sister’s driving.

“I sent your file to the new doctor. Make sure you keep up your therapy during the week, but I still want to see you at least once a week for evaluation.” She did remember to use her turn signal, at least, even if she barely stopped at stop signs. “Does next Tuesday work for you?”

“Pencil me in right now, but let me see what my schedule will be like. I don’t know what kind of routine I’ll have.” He winced as he braced his foot to keep his balance on a tight turn and flexed the wrong muscle in his injured leg. “You can drop me at the complex gate if you’re in that much of a hurry.”

Minglian sent a startled look his way and slowed down. “Sorry. I’m used to morning drivers trying to kill me. I’m thinking too hard.” She exhaled, tapping the steering wheel. “We’re all worried about you.”

“I know. It’s okay.” He was silent for several minutes, watching the wide green medians crammed with old trees flash by as she took the back route through neighborhoods to get to his apartment. “Keep an eye on Mom and Dad for me. The one thing I don’t like about this is how far away from home I’ll be.”

She responded with a smile in her voice. “It’s nice to hear you so worried about them. Next thing I know, you’ll be volunteering to show up first for the holidays.”

“That’s the job of the daughter who brings the grandkids.”

“I knew there was a reason you were so excited about me getting married.”

They kept up the banter as they drove, easing through larger intersections where the morning traffic bogged down. Henley had time to regret not making tea in his parents’ kitchen. His mother had made sure he had eaten, but the lack of caffeine left him with a headache when Minglian dropped him off in front of his building. Mindful of her schedule, he grabbed his bag, waved, and let her get on with her day.

The square, modern shapes of the small apartment complex backed up to a heavily forested park. Most of its residents were at work for Henley’s 9 a. m. arrival. As he made his way into the silent building lobby and up to his floor, grateful for the elevator, he thought he was dreaming about the scent of coffee until he saw a familiar figure leaning against the wall by his door. A paper coffee cup sat next to an insulated mug at the man’s feet.

“You’re trusting your assistant to monitor the shop during rush hour?” Henley called out, and the other man raised his head.

“If she can’t handle it for an hour, I’ll fire her when I get back.” Elryk Seldriksen had dark olive skin and an ageless face, never seeming older than forty, never changing in the years Henley had been frequenting the coffee shop called Fine Ground. In the subdued lighting of the hallway, his eyes glittered gold and green, just inhuman enough to contrast with the normalcy of his screen-printed T-shirt and jeans. The slight point of his ears was hidden within tousled dark hair. He concealed his identity even from the mages who frequented his shop, but with Henley he’d given up the effort.

The only Ethereal Henley had ever met reached down to pick up the cups, then straightened, offering the disposable container as Henley drew near. “I figured I’d see you off. The path you’re walking now won’t leave you much time to come by for a drink.”

“You’ll see me at least once a week. Minglian just gave me orders to report to her for PT every Tuesday, if that works for my new schedule.” Taking a sip from the steaming cup, Henley let the dark roast roll across his tongue. A sigh followed. “Thanks so much for this. I was not looking forward to a morning without coffee.”

“You need to be as alert as possible.” The coffee man watched him with somber eyes. “They aren’t going to like you, Henley. The things you know, what you’ve seen—your motivations even. Everything is different from what they expect of a Shield officer. You’re a special case in a department that doesn’t like exceptions. On top of that, you’ll be dealing with mortals, Fetters, and eventually my people as well.”

“Maybe it’s better if they don’t like me.” Henley leveled his dark eyes on his friend with an uncompromising set to his jaw. “The Shields nearly destroyed the Between and the Actuality. I’m not just going to find Kit. I want to know, for myself, that they won’t be tearing the world apart again.”

“Last time someone tried to interfere with the Shields, people ended up dead and you lost your magic.”

“I’ve already been shot twice, El. The threat of death is getting a little thin.” Henley sipped his coffee again. The warmth of the liquid flowed down his throat and filled his chest with heat. There was no way to tell how long Elryk had been standing in the hall, waiting, but the coffee was exactly hot enough to drink and enjoy. “I don’t think it’ll be a problem, though. The Between was rewritten, right? All that corruption has been wiped out.”

“Mostly.” The Ethereal drummed his dark fingers against his mug. “René is still there, and he remembers everything. If he was spared—hells, if you remember everything that happened—there are likely other remnants. Be careful.”

“I will. I mean it, El. I’m not going to throw myself into the fire again unless it’s really necessary. All I want is a position where I can stop something like what happened last time and see Kit.” The name made him pause. “Have you heard anything new?”

Elryk shook his head. “Only that he’s still Chief Operator. René can’t get to him; he’s trying, but he’s still rebuilding his communication network. There’s no real reason for the Lord of Paradise to talk to the Chief Operator on a normal basis. I’m barely getting any messages, and René used to get coffee from me every morning.”

“He’s suffering, then. I’ll see what I can do to help once I get established. I’m not sure how a lowly Shield officer would talk to the Lord of Paradise, either.” Shifting his weight to his good leg, Henley raised the hand that held his cane to check his watch. “I’ve got to get inside and packed. They’ll be retrieving me in ten minutes. Thanks again for the coffee—I’ll see you again soon.”

“Get moving, the Shields are particular about timing.” A bright white smile broke across Elryk’s dusky face. “I’m looking forward to seeing what you do next. Try not to find the end of the world this time.”

“No promises.” Henley shifted his balance again and dug his keys out of his pocket. With a last nod to his friend, he pushed open his apartment door and shuffled inside. Before he moved away from the entrance, he locked the door. It felt strange to keep his shoes on as he walked inside. 

No time to worry about it. I won’t be here long.

He left the coffee on the counter in his modern, minimalist kitchen. The duffel bag he took to his bedroom, limping as fast as he could to catch up to his timeline. He dumped the bag on his bed, sorting through his toiletry kit and the pile of clothes to find what he would take to his new job. His hand caught on a bundle of cream-colored knitting.

The cardigan was of a simple design and too heavy for most of the weather in Houston. It had been cleaned and repaired, but a few stains shadowed the cuffs where they had once been stained with blood. My blood. For a moment he was trapped in the memory, seeing Kittinger’s desperate silver eyes as the Chief Operator touched the gunshot wound in Henley’s leg. The nightmare followed: Kit rising to stand between Henley and the deceitful Captain Shaw. The cardigan falling from his shoulders to the ground. A ringing that filled the air with tension and fear as Kit surrendered to his true nature, and the demon called the Lineman took over Kit’s body in a last-ditch effort to save Henley.

The last time he’d seen his friend, Kit had been in tears as he fought the Lineman, struggling to keep from being wiped from Henley’s memory. The world had been collapsing around them. Henley had made a promise. His chest still ached from the second bullet wound, the one that had disappeared when Kit had stopped fighting.

He’d gripped the fabric of the cardigan tight, and his knuckles were white. With a slow inhale, Henley relaxed his hold. I didn’t forget. I remember everything, Kit. I’m on my way. Just wait for me a little longer.

Folding the cardigan with care, he tucked it and a few other necessities back into his bag. Basic clothing followed: athletic wear for his PT sessions, pajamas, socks and underwear. He added his sketchbook and several pens and drafting pencils. The laptop bag on his desk got a glance of consideration, but the technology wasn’t necessary for his new job.

Last of all, he opened his wallet and drew a small metal card from between a rumpled twenty dollar bill and a five. The second his skin drew across the edge, he felt the flicker of magic he had been denied since the Lineman had cut the thread that connected him to the Between. Henley drew a hissing breath between his teeth as the silver lightning fizzled and crackled across his fingertips. No bigger than a credit card, it was punched through with the words HENLEY, OPERATOR, SUBSTATION NO. 28. For a few moments, he was a mage again. The world filled with color and sound and sensation. He felt right.

But the feeling was borrowed, and a stab of shame pierced his chest as he hid the card among the cash once again. As soon as his fingers left the metal, the magic was gone. Like a drug, he took his hit and reveled in the euphoria, only to crash hard the second he put his fix away. He didn’t dare try to cast with the card. The magic was different from what he had known before; as it had been when he fought his last desperate battle, the magic from the card was wild. If he touched that roaring torrent, he didn’t know if there would be a Henley left when the magic was done.

That didn’t keep him from carrying the card and getting that little bit of relief when the absence of magic had become too much to bear. The stolen Assignment card, like the cardigan, helped bind him to the memory of his friend. It’s true, even if it’s an excuse.

A soft beeping filled the room. Henley had clenched his jaw tight; forcing himself to relax, he touched his watch to silence the alarm. The wallet went back into his pocket and he slung his duffel bag across his shoulder. With awkward steps, he rushed back to the kitchen and grabbed his coffee just as an oval of light appeared by the dining table. The layers of reality peeled away. On the other side of the portal, several figures in the long black uniform coat of the Order of the Bright Shield waited. The mage took one last look around his silent, empty apartment, then stepped through the portal and left his world behind.

The Between hit him in a wave of nausea and weakness. A jarring change of lighting, sound, and scenery added to his dizziness. From his dim apartment, Henley had crossed into a bustling space filled with officers and voices that echoed off the marble floor.

“Transfer from the Actuality complete. Please clear the platform,” announced a crisp voice from his left. Henley shook himself, then moved forward, easing down the short steps that led him directly to the waiting Shields. There were three of them: a pale man with a square jaw and closely cropped red hair, a thin woman with a long face and an easy smile, and a younger man with brown skin who looked as uncertain as Henley. The first man stepped forward, fists curled at his sides. His voice, while clear and steady, held no warmth.

“I hope you won’t cut it so close just to get coffee in the future.”

Henley stared back at him, fighting the urge to say something nasty in response. The Shields were a very different kind of job than the design firm he’d left. Instead, he downed the rest of his drink, wincing when it proved a little too hot toward the end. With no trash can close at hand, he tucked the empty cup into the side pocket of his duffel bag. He stood on a large, circular platform carved with the ancient symbols that had been used to establish permanent portals for centuries. Below, a large room held several dozen desks and clusters of Shields going about their duties.

“Henley Yu, reporting for duty.”

“You’ll be called by your first name within the Order.” Henley got the feeling the man was going to fulfill every prophecy Elryk had warned him about that morning. “I’m Investigator Carlisle. I’ll be your anchor and responsible for you until you’re fully certified. This is Investigator Annika and her recruit, Fariq. We’re the rest of Unit 2613, to which you are now assigned. Let’s get started.”

He turned on his heel and marched past the other two, heading into the confusion of moving figures. Henley looked at the others, getting a casual lift of the chin from Annika and a subdued nod from Fariq. They followed after Carlisle, leaving him to struggle with his cane to keep up. He managed, but he was starting to sweat by the time they reached a handful of empty desks positioned so the users could face the center and each other.

“This is our area. You’re expected to be here at the start of your shift, awake and ready to work. In uniform.” Carlisle spared a glance for Henley’s white button-down shirt and slacks before taking a seat at one of the desks. It and the one that faced it held file folders and handwritten reports. Annika guided Fariq to the empty desk next to hers as she sat across from Carlisle. Absent any instructions, Henley took a seat next to his anchor. “Since Henley is new to the Shields, I’ll explain our work in detail.”

“New?” Fariq spoke for the first time. His voice was light, and Henley revised his age estimate down to around twenty-five. Disconnection from the Between was leaving the other mage pale and his eyes were sunken. “I thought you couldn’t transfer to this division without being an Observer first.”

“That’s because no one knows about the Between, so they have to be introduced to it.” Henley said. “I got special clearance because I requested this division. I’ve been here before.”

Annika spoke up this time, her eyebrows lifted high, her husky voice as curious as it was skeptical. “How?”

“I’ve been instructed not to discuss it, sorry.”

Carlisle narrowed his eyes. His demeanor wasn’t hostile, exactly, but Henley had met friendlier paper shredders. “Is that why your injury is classified, as well?”

“The circumstances might be classified, but I was shot by a mage-killer bullet.” Henley half turned in his chair, resting his cane to one side, and locking eyes with his new superior. The hiss of disbelief that went around their little circle was loud. “I don’t know what I’ve done to make you dislike me so much right off the bat, but if you’d like to discuss it, we can clear the air and get back to work.”

“Mage-killers are exclusive to the Shields,” Annika piped up before Carlisle could respond. Henley gave a brief nod.

“Nice to know. I’d prefer to not experience one again.”

“I’d like to know how you got shot with one in the first place,” Carlisle said.

“Classified.”

“Are you starting to see why I might not be happy to have you here, Henley?” Carlisle leaned forward in his chair, tapping one of the files on his desk. “I don’t like that I have to teach you everything from scratch when you should come here with knowledge of the basic procedures at least. I don’t like that the Classified time stamp on your file is five minutes after your application’s acceptance stamp. I don’t like that you’ve been assigned to Investigations, the most demanding division in the Order, where trust is a vital component of our everyday activities, and I have no idea if you’re going to stab me in the back. We’ve got enough trouble right now without someone like you making my life complicated.”

Henley took a deep breath that wheezed through the pressure on his chest. He thought about the Shield officers he had fought—not the ones at the top of the food chain, but the lower-level officers who had just been trying to do their jobs. He thought about Sandoval, the Shield whose simple rebellion and death had kickstarted the four days that had changed Henley’s life.

“I’m sorry,” he said. He managed to keep the harsh edge out of his voice, and he relaxed his grip on the head of his cane. The wheeled wooden chair under him squeaked when Henley shifted his weight. “I hope I can prove to you that I came here to work. Catching up is my responsibility.” With those words out, however, he frowned. “What do you mean, you’ve got enough trouble? What’s happening in the Between?”

“What is the Between?” Fariq leaned both elbows on his empty desk and rubbed his face. “Why do I feel like I have the flu?”

“I guess we’ll start there.” Carlisle gave Henley one last look through narrowed eyes before he addressed the group as a whole. “You’re familiar with the Ethereal, right? The ‘world’ where all the magic comes from?”

Fariq nodded. “Yes, sir.” Henley made a mental note to remember Carlisle and Annika outranked him. “That’s where the Ethereals live, and the Ethereals produce the energy that fuels magic.”

“Correct. What you haven’t been told is there are three worlds, not two. Your world is called the Actuality. It’s the land of mortals. Dividing the Ethereal from the Actuality is this skinny plane called the Between. The spirits who live here—the Fetters—filter the magic so the Ethereals can’t take advantage of mortals.” Carlisle motioned to himself and Annika with a pointed finger. “Annika and I are Fetters. We’re created by the Between to serve this Purpose. All the senior Shield officers are Fetters. You’re human, but you have to abide by the rules of the Between. Since you haven’t been Assigned to a position here yet or given a Purpose, the Between is trying to reject you. That’s why you feel sick. One of the first things we’re doing today is getting you Assigned.”

Fariq looked more confused, not less. Henley leaned down and rummaged in his bag, retrieving his sketchbook. Moving that much was uncomfortable, but having something to do was a helpful distraction from his symptoms. As he flipped back several pages from the middle, he passed a place where a page had been torn out. The strangeness knit his brow, but the next page held the sketch he wanted. When he laid the book flat and slid it across the table, the drawing displayed was that of an upright disc or coin in profile, with cities growing out of it from the flat sides.

“Hey, that’s pretty good,” Annika spoke up, resting her chin on one hand. “You drew that? You should do it for a living.”

Henley’s tone was dry as he sat back in his chair. “First time anyone’s ever told me that.”

Carlisle pursed his lips, then continued as Fariq took in the sketch. “The Twenty-Sixth Division is the division that operates within the Between. We’ve got three branches: Local Affairs, Patrol, and Investigations. The other two are soft jobs. Settling domestic arguments, monitoring the same area every day, being a presence to reassure the Fetters. Investigations is different. We have the highest mortality rate and the highest turnover within the Order. We monitor crimes of magic. That could mean murder, smuggling of untraced energy gems, conspiracy to distort the flow of magic…you name it. If you stay here long enough, you’ll be wounded in action more than once. Or you might get killed.”

Fariq darted a glance at Henley. Henley gave him a faint smile.

“My doctor says I might not even have a limp if I keep up the physical therapy.”

“The Twenty-Sixth operates in small units, which makes us highly mobile.” Carlisle had raised his voice, scowling at the interruption. “That’s why there are only four of us. When needed, we’ll be teamed up with other units to form large groups. Senior officers like me and Annika are often directed to command those groups, so you’ll have to get used to being in the middle of things when we have an incident.”

The weight he gave the word sharpened Henley’s eyes. “What kind of incidents?”

Annika took over the explanation. Unlike Carlisle, she seemed to find Henley more amusing than frustrating. She might also be enjoying Carlisle’s frustration.

“Over the last few weeks, we’ve had strange activity where the Ethereal interacts with the Between. We’re calling them ‘bleed incidents.’ Elemental energy seeps into the Between and causes problems here like fires, localized flooding, overgrowth, building collapses, tornadoes, that kind of thing. Sometimes it’s interesting, like when it snows. Unfortunately, most of the incidents cause heavy property damage, and several Fetters have been injured. We’re called in to control the area while the operators redirect the energy back out of the Between.”

A slice of urgent recognition cut through Henley’s chest. “Operators?”

Carlisle nodded. “The operators are the Fetters who connect the requests from the Actuality to the energy providers in the Ethereal. Of course, they’re also the only ones who can draw that energy into the Between in the first place, so their involvement is a little questionable.”

“Why would the operators cause bleed incidents? What do they have to gain?” Henley was gripping his cane tight again. This time he didn’t correct himself. Annika beat Carlisle to the answer.

“Maybe it’s a bargain with the Ethereal. Maybe it’s money or power. Maybe they don’t like having to answer to the High Spirits. Several officers in Investigations think we should be questioning the Chief Operator, but the Captain hasn’t given the order. Yet.”

Before Henley could say something that might get him in trouble, Carlisle stood, sliding the open sketchbook back toward the mage. “We’ll see if that becomes necessary. You’ll get the full story in the morning at your orientation. For now, let’s get you Assigned so you can start acting like Shields. As close as you can manage, anyway. You can leave your things here.”

Henley caught the sketchbook, put it away, and swallowed through his nausea. While Annika was hustling Fariq to his feet and teasing him for his unsteady state, Henley’s mind raced. Why is the Chief Operator under suspicion? What is happening to Kit and why are he and his people involved in the incidents? Are they actually involved? Is some other force once again manipulating the Between?

Is Kit alright?

Carlisle’s sardonic voice interrupted his thoughts. “You planning on joining us, Henley?”

“Sorry.” Once he’d gotten his cane steady, Henley hurried to catch up with his anchor. “Are we flying or taking a trolley?”

“Flying?”

Carlisle ignored Fariq’s startled question. “Neither. Assignments change too much for the Shields, so we handle them in-house. We don’t have time to get caught up for hours at the Bureau.”

Considering that the last time Henley had been at the Bureau to get an Assignment, the presence of Shields had caused him and Kit major headaches, he had to agree. He didn’t know if the situation was different from what it had been before. Had the rewrite intentionally gotten the Shields out of the Bureau? Had Kit managed to control the re-creation of the Between?

His thoughts carried him forward as he followed the others deeper into the building. High windows on the walls above poured filtered sunlight into the space. It was brighter, clearer than the sepia tones Henley remembered from his previous visit to the Between. A flash of green nearly had his legs tangling with his cane; on the shelf above a man hunched over a typewriter sat a potted ivy with vines that trailed almost to the ground. It might have been a treasure similar to the one Kit had been so eager to show him at the Chief Operator’s apartment, but Henley hoped it represented more change.

When Henley had acquired his fake Assignment during his last trip to the Between, the act had involved many hours of miserable waiting in the dim, dusty, overcrowded lines of the Bureau. The cold-faced clerks behind the desks had ruled that tiny kingdom with iron fists and rubber stamps. This time, Carlisle led the quartet to the other side of the central room and into a nondescript corner where a bored middle-aged woman with excessive blue eyeshadow sat, reading a dime novel. In the sea of black Shield uniform coats, she wore a cream dress of unflattering fit. She didn’t lift her eyes from her page until Carlisle tapped on her desk.

“New recruits, Audrey.”

“Mortal or Fetter?” she asked, finally offering an indifferent glance to Henley and Fariq.

“Mortal.”

“Over here, boys.” She rolled her chair to one side, beckoning for them to step into the small corner of space formed by her desk and the building wall. A raised wooden box, familiar yet different from the one Henley had encountered during his prior experience, was mounted with a brass plate. Next to the box sat a punch machine.

“You in the uniform, you’re first. Hand on the plate. You got his file, Carl?”

Carlisle’s eye twitched at the nickname. The investigator dropped the file folders he’d been carrying into Audrey’s workspace. She flipped open Fariq’s, scanning the details of his profile with a keen eye, as the new recruit obeyed her instructions. Only when she was satisfied with what she saw did she slide a blank metal oval no bigger than Henley’s thumb into the machine.

“Initiating Assignment. Fariq, Investigator-Recruit, Order of the Bright Shield, Twenty-Sixth Division, Investigations, Unit 2613.” The pressure of the area shifted, making Henley’s stomach twist. Audrey typed at the machine with two fingers. When she had finished, she pulled the completed dog tag from the machine and offered it to Fariq. The color was starting to return to his tanned face.

“Get a chain from the box and wear that at all times. Don’t lose it. Next.”

Fariq located the worn box of bead chains, retrieving one and getting out of the way with haste. Henley stepped into his position and put his hand on the plate. When Aubrey opened his file folder, the information on the first page had been heavily redacted in black ink.

“Well, aren’t you special.” She turned the page, then leaned back to look past Henley at Carlisle. “You’re sure he’s approved, Carl? He’s as clean as a new window. Might as well have just popped into existence.”

Carlisle nodded, but worked his jaw like he was chewing glass. “The Captain says he’s clear.”

“Sounds fishy. I hate fish.” Shaking her head, she set a new blank tag in the machine and began typing. This time when the pressure rose, small shocks crackled and sparked across the fingertips Henley held to the plate. Audrey stared at his hand, made a noncommittal sound, and kept typing.

“Initiating Assignment. Henley, Investigator Specialist, Order of the Bright Shield, Twenty-Sixth Division, Investigations, Unit 2613.”

He accepted the offered dog tag, the speech that went with it, and got his chain as the relief settled on his shoulders. It, too, was familiar. The Between accepted him again and released him from the nausea and growing headache. Henley’s head cleared.

“I won’t lose it,” he promised the woman, hanging the tag around his neck and tucking it into his shirt. Against his skin, it was cold and lifeless, holding none of the flickering energy of his Assignment card. Audrey gave him an absent response, her duty discharged once she finished the tags and handed the folders back to Carlisle.

“Alright. Now you can handle the grand tour without collapsing—assuming Henley’s up to it. We’ll start in the offices. You need to know where the supervisors—”

Before Carlisle could finish the sentence, the clang of a loud bell shattered the air. Every officer in the open room fell silent. Carlisle and Annika turned as one to face a platform at the center of the room, which became the object of everyone’s attention. A slender young man with thick glasses and a uniform coat that was too big on his shoulders stepped up where he could be seen.

“Incident reported near the Pickerelly Warehouse. Ethereal bleed is water-aligned with mist elements. Operators from Substation No. 3 have been called and are en route. Units 2629, 2648, and 2613 are ordered to report to the scene.”

Carlisle swore. “Today? Really?” Around them, movement resumed, though several figures began to move with purpose toward the large double doors at the front of the building.

“Might as well get moving. Come on, rookie.” Annika grinned as she gave Fariq a light shove. “Time to earn your wings. That’s pretty close to us, so we’re flying.”

“Not you.” Carlisle turned to face Henley, pressing the file folder into his arms. “There’s a ream of forms in your folder that need to be filled out. Go back to our area and get to work. You don’t go out on any cases until Medical clears you.”

Henley locked his black eyes on the other man. The helpless frustration he felt was acid in the back of his throat, burning away the lingering taste of Elryk’s coffee. “Yes, sir,” he replied, stiff. He and Carlisle turned with the same force, heading in opposite directions as the redhead followed the rest of their unit to the door.

Henley stalked across the room, irritated enough to throw himself back into his chair and instantly regret it as his leg protested. He fished a pen out of a drawer, slapped open his file folder, and got to work.








  
  

two

Good Morning, Kit





Kittinger’s alarm clock went off in a raucous jangle of sound that could (and had) summoned complaints from his neighbors. Facedown on his pillow, he inhaled a mouthful of pillowcase before he jerked upright, coughing and wheezing, to give the device a bleary stare. The vibration of the large bell above the round face almost caused the clock to dance its way off his nightstand before he slapped the button that ceased the noise. Kit flopped back down onto the bed with a groan. Against all his wishes, however, the alarm had done its job, and sleep didn’t beckon him back to its warmth. 

He braced his hands and pushed himself upright. Long hair, blond with a pinkish tint, fell in tangled locks past his shoulders. When he sat up, Kit had to drag it out of his eyes, his nose, and his mouth. Sleepy silver eyes stared at the small apartment. Around his neck, the heavy weight of a chain holding a machine key half strangled him until he straightened it. Sunlight warmed the open space through the large windows that framed his front door. Fine particles of dust danced in the air. He was alone, as he had always been when he woke.

Except for two days when he hadn’t been alone. Kit tipped his head back, staring at the painted ceiling. Cranberry-orange muffins. Dry peanut butter crackers. “Good morning, Henley,” he said, and forced himself to roll out of bed.

His apartment had changed in this version of the Between. He’d given himself more room but kept the open square that held all of his living space. The large shelf that had once blocked the front window by his bed was now on the other side, against the wall that led to his bathroom. In its place sat a small writing desk that faced the outside world.

His kitchen was likewise a bit larger, the table now big enough for four if he ever happened to have guests. He hadn’t had any, but he wanted to be prepared. The bedding was softer, newer, less careworn. It included four pillows, though half of them ended up on the floor every night. Even so, the casual observer might not notice much of a difference in his space if it wasn’t for the clutter. Or rather, the lack of clutter.

“It’s only eight,” he said to himself, taking a deep breath. “You’re not late, Kit. That means you have to do your chores.”

First on his list was the short walk to his kitchen to set a teakettle boiling on the stove. Then he allowed himself a few minutes to visit the bathroom and handle his personal business. With hands washed, he stood before the mirror and pulled a brush through his hair, each stroke careful and deliberate. Behind him, the tiles of his shower were clean, the fixtures shiny. None of his belongings littered the space. Only one bathrobe hung on the back of the door. Above the toilet, a small ledge in front of the frosted-glass window was crowded with half a dozen new plants.

Once he set the brush aside, Kit twisted his hair into a bun, then reached for the long metal pin he had left precisely on the left-hand side of the sink counter. It didn’t hold his hair as well as it had when he’d barely brushed it once a week, but with patience the bun stayed in place. The long black audio cable attached to the head of the pin wrapped around his bun. His clothing shifted as he moved, changing from his loose nightshirt to a baggy set of working clothes, the colors all shades of light brown, the simple pants tucked into brown boots that laced up past his ankles. Kit frowned at himself, tilted his head, and the collar of his shirt grew a trace of embroidered leaves.

Pleased, he left the bathroom and headed to his front door. To the right of the opening, a small switchboard panel hung on the wall next to a narrow chalkboard. Kit grabbed a rag and erased the checkmarks next to the listed items on the chalkboard. Bed, Dishes, Hair, Eat, Clean Cup, Water. He rechecked Hair before his teakettle whistled. Tossing the rag aside, he went to retrieve his large mug from the drying rack by the sink. It was old and stained with heavy use, but it was clean. With an infuser of tea plunked into the mug and hot water poured, Kit left his tea to steep and tackled the bed. By the time the blankets were pulled up and the pillows had been restacked, the scent of the beverage had filled his apartment. It’s a cinnamon kind of morning.

On his way back to his mug, he checked off ‘Bed’. Then he set his infuser aside and took his first bracing sip. That moment deserved respect. For just a few minutes he was stationary, letting the warmth fill him to the brim before he got busy again. The dishes from his takeaway dinner, a plain tin lunch box and bowl, were dry and ready to be stacked by the front door. He switched them out with a little cloth-wrapped bundle of croissants. With half of one pastry stuffed in his mouth, he checked off ‘Dishes’ and ‘Eat.’ Then he took his mug and his bundle to his writing desk, finally sitting down to enjoy his breakfast and stare out at the Between.

In its previous incarnation, the Between hadn’t inspired him to keep his windows clean. This version was brighter. It retained the shape and structure, free-floating buildings in an endless flat face that stretched above and below, right and left. Instead of gray surroundings, however, he had added a blue sky and drifting clouds. The clouds weren’t close enough to touch, but they were far more pleasant than the ceaseless gray.

The Between should have been very different. It should have changed to match the time in which it had been rewritten, which would have meant glass skyscrapers and cell phones and computers. As the one responsible for the ending and beginning of the Between, Kit had a certain amount of power to direct its creation. He’d wanted to prove he could make it better as it was, so he’d added plants and sunlight. He’d added freedom. He’d given the Fetters families. As he sat and watched, a schoolteacher drifted by in the minimal gravity that existed outside of the apartment, tugging a string of hand-holding children in her wake. Their chattering and laughter made him smile for a moment, but then they were gone, and his apartment was silent once more.

Five weeks wasn’t enough time to ease the pain of loss. It would be months before he came to terms again and allowed himself to begin reconnecting and accepting people back into his life. His favorite food cart still existed, but the owner treated him no different from any other customer. The operators of Substation No. 28 had no idea what had happened to them. No one remembered the events that had seen every single Fetter in the Between disappear, to be reborn if the Between thought they were worthy.

Most painful of all, Kit had no idea if Henley Yu had survived. His requests for magic, precise and efficient, had ceased completely. Kit still heard the occasional request from a member of the mage’s family, but the requests told him nothing about his friend. Has Henley’s magic returned? Did the Between have the power to make him disappear? Is his spirit trapped in some kind of limbo, unable to find rest or live again? Will he keep his promise?

“Better to forget and move on,” Kit said in a quiet voice, resting his bowed head against his hand. The steam from his tea floated up, making his nose tingle at the scent of spice. The thought hurt enough to make him hunch his shoulders, trying to reject the blow, but Kit had lived the same cycle for centuries. He knew the ache wouldn’t recede if he clung to the past.

In the center of his desk sat a square, cream envelope of fine paper. The corners were decorated with gold art deco designs. Gilded script across the center read You are Invited to Paradise. Had the Between realized how exhausted the Chief Operator was after the trauma of the rewrite? It didn’t matter. If there was one thing Kit didn’t want right then, it was to sit idle and “relax” while his pain was still so fresh. He stuffed the envelope in his desk drawer where five identical envelopes waited and went back to his breakfast, distracting himself once more by watching the people outside.

Once his mug was empty, he returned to the sink to wash his cup. His kitchen wasn’t as spotless as Henley’s, but Kit was making the effort. The work brought him some peace, letting him feel a little closer to the missing mortal. That peace shattered, and his mug almost did as well when the strident bell on his switchboard panel broke the silence. Snatching the cup before it could hit the bottom of the sink, Kit rinsed it, set it in the drying rack, then darted across his kitchen to pull on his headset.

“Kittinger,” he said without preamble. The voice on the other end was male, familiar, and sharply controlled.

“Chief Operator, there’s an incident at No. 3.” Once, Kelley had called him “Kit” and bantered with him about the merits of eating one’s vegetables. Maybe in another fifty years, Kit would be able to accept that closeness from his second-in-command again. Maybe it would only take five. Right then, Kit kept his tone formal.

“How bad is it? Is the Stationmaster reporting?”

“Dauphine is staying put to monitor the flow, but she’s sent her team out to the scene. It’s not a large bleed, but there’s water everywhere, and it’s disrupting several businesses. The Shields have been called.”

“I guess that’s the new normal. I should be grateful they’re helping to stabilize the situation.” “Should be” didn’t mean Kit felt any better about working with the uniforms that had nearly killed Henley, twice. “I’ll be in shortly.”

“Yes, sir. Kelley out.”

Kit pulled off his headset and racked it back on its hook. He spared only seconds to check off ‘Clean Cup’ on his list and give a regretful glance to ‘Water.’ He would attend to his plants when he returned for the night. With his takeaway dishes in hand, the Chief Operator hurried out of his apartment and threw himself into the emptiness waiting outside. He’d considered making his porch larger, but when it came to getting himself moving in the morning, the short ledge had proven more efficient.

His routine flight to Substation No. 28 was usually one of the better parts of his day. He enjoyed the rush of air in his face and the skill required to dart like a dragonfly between slower people, groups, or lumbering trolleys. That morning he didn’t take the comfortable route. With his arms at his side, he plummeted through the traffic with the speed of a dropped anvil. Small corrections moved him to the side just in time to avoid causing damage or harm to whatever fell into his path. Henley was so terrified of a slow flight through the Between. He definitely would have yelled at this speed. The thought brought a flicker of a smile to Kit’s lips before he pushed it away once more.

He lived close enough to Substation No. 28 that only minutes passed before he arrived at the large, open platform that stood ready to catch arriving operators or launch those returning home after a long shift. The dreary, square building sported a fresh coat of paint and planter boxes overflowing with greenery. The windows were larger and open, allowing lazy ceiling fans to circulate the air inside. Kit hadn’t been able to figure out weather in the limited time the rewrite had taken. It was enough that the Fetters went about their lives in a temperate climate filled with life and energy.

The first shift for his operators began at ten in the morning. The platform was empty as he landed and immediately began striding across the echoing wood planks to reach the large, open double doors. As he did every morning, Kit braced himself. The shadow of the past never left him. When I step inside, will the lobby be full of Shields? Will the air smell of blood? Will I see Sandoval’s hand—

The cheerful voice that broke through his unease had no awareness that it had once belonged to a dead man. As Kit crossed the threshold into the wood-paneled lobby, his resident Shield Patrol officer leaned from behind his small desk, offering a broad smile that wrinkled his round cheeks.

“Morning, Chief! Got you up early today, didn’t they?” Sandoval asked, and Kit’s heartache eased.

“Good morning, Sandoval. I finished my tea at least. You’ve called in the report to HQ?”

“Yessir.” Sandoval was a young man, his dark hair cut short, his uniform tight over his belly. As Kit approached, the Shield brandished a notepad covered in loopy writing. “I’ve got the details marked down for your notes as well. Are you going to check it out?”

“I don’t think so, if it’s as small as Kelley says. No. 3 can handle it. I still want to know all the information, though. Have they started redirecting the bleed?”

“Not yet, but I reckon it would take them a little longer to arrive on the scene than you take to get here. Shields will take even longer. You haven’t heard from the Captain, have you?”

Kit sighed, pausing next to the officer’s desk. “I haven’t, but I doubt it will be long before I do. I just wish I had more answers. Listen in where you can, and come see me once it’s over, alright?”

“Yessir.”

The Chief Operator couldn’t resist giving the Shield a pat on the shoulder before he moved into the substation proper. As painful as it was to see faces that had forgotten their past, knowing that Sandoval was alive and didn’t have to relive his terrible fate helped to outweigh Kit’s daily strain.

Substation No. 28 was one of the larger Switchboard stations, employing hundreds of operators in rotating shifts. Kit’s entrance didn’t interrupt the steady flow of voices as the overnight crew managed the onslaught of rush-hour connection requests. That didn’t mean his hurried steps didn’t garner attention as he passed down the wide central aisleway between the rows upon rows of small wooden desks. Each was mounted with a tall panel covered in ports and connecting cables. The panels blocked their view of the Chief Operator, but most present were skilled at leaning just enough to the side that they could see what was going on. In any incarnation, his operators were eager gossips.

At the back of the chamber, placed right where the sun would hit him in the face at eleven twenty-six in the morning, sat a large desk on a platform raised two feet higher than the rest of the room. His panels—there were four now, not a single tall contraption as he had used before—were almost flat, the surfaces slightly angled so he could see all the connection ports at once while still being able to watch the workings of his substation. The vibration of the two wooden steps he had to climb to reach his desk gave him a shiver of guilt, or maybe shame. The row of panels was as physical a barrier as he could manage. Just weeks after the rewrite, with the wounds of losing everyone he knew still so fresh, he had pushed the familiar faces away.

“Kelley, how are we doing?”

Of the four panels, two were in a dormant state with their cables lined up across the bottom row. The other two were lit and active. The man who sat in Kit’s chair had his own desk, but in times of crisis he occupied that of the Chief Operator. Kelley, like Sandoval, was as close as Kit could have kept him to his previous version. If anything had changed about that neat appearance, the silver braid that fell over one shoulder, or the calm eyes that never showed a flicker of panic, Kit’s grief would have been even deeper.

As Kit approached, Kelley pushed the headset back from one ear. “The operators have just arrived on the scene. The rupture is in the middle of a set of shops; there’s water everywhere and it’s just pouring into empty space. It’s as if the ocean is coming through that tear.”

“Do they have enough connections to seal the bleed?”

Kelley removed the headset completely, handing it over to Kit as he vacated his superior’s chair. “Yes, Chief Operator. They’re an hour ahead of us, so they aren’t quite as busy, but it’s active enough. I’ve got Mortimer and Jesslyn on standby just in case we need to send them some of our connections.”

The wooden chair creaked under Kit’s thin weight as he settled into his spot. His empty takeaway dishes rattled as he set them at his feet. On the floor below his platform, the two closest operators looked up at the sound of their names and gave him a nod. “Good. Let’s see how things are going—listen in with me in case we need to assist.”

“Yes, sir.”

After a moment of fussing with his headset to get it back to the shape he preferred, Kit settled the padded ends over his ears. Most operators used the channel specific to their substation, allowing them to hear requests from their peers as well as the incoming connections from the Actuality. Stationmasters like Kit stayed in that channel but also in one reserved for interstation communications. The reserved channel was quiet in a way that never happened unless something unpleasant was occurring.

“Chief Operator Kittinger, online,” he spoke up as he positioned the microphone in front of his mouth. A few soft sounds answered, small indications of relief from the various others listening. “Dauphine, how are you doing?”

“Good morning, Chief Operator.” Dauphine was young for her position, nervous and hesitant. Thank goodness the incident is small enough that she can manage it on her own. “My team has just arrived on the scene. They estimate three hundred percent will clear the rupture.”

He kept his voice calm. “Three hundred percent isn’t bad, you should have that soon. How many operators did you send to the scene?”

“Four, Chief Operator. That might be too many, but I thought it would be better to send more and have it fixed faster. But now my remaining operators are struggling—”

“Shhh, it’s alright,” he soothed as her voice began to rise. “Four is a good number. They’ll have the incoming requests they need to shut down the bleed. If you need to transfer connections, I’m sure No. 22 could use some excitement this morning.”

“We’ve had our coffee and we’re ready to go, Chief Operator,” said a heavy masculine drawl. Kit chuckled.

“See? Jerzy will forgive you.”

“Thank you,” Dauphine said, then cut off. She was silent for several moments. When her voice returned, it was crisp with the focus of an operator at work. “They’re beginning the redirection. The first connection is twenty percent.”

“A good start.” Kit snatched a notepad from under a small stack of papers at his elbow. His desk was nowhere near the mess it had been when Henley had seen it last, but he still had to push a few items aside to have room to start a list of the percentages. Twenty percent of a standard magic flow was a decent-sized spell for a mortal. Most never attempted higher than fifty percent in their lifetimes without being part of a group casting; seventy-five percent had killed more than a few mages over the years.

“Three percent. Five percent. Eight percent. Six percent.” The list of requests came between pockets of silence as Dauphine switched channels to speak to her operators. “Thirty-one percent! The flow has started to diminish. Shields have arrived on the scene.”

Kit switched channels. No other operator could access the Shields’ secure line, and Kit had used it less than a hundred times in the last incarnation of the Between. “This is Chief Operator Kittinger,” he said in that same steady voice. He rubbed sweating palms against his pants. “Please address all questions and concerns regarding the bleed incident to me so the operators can focus on their work.”

“Acknowledged, Chief Operator.” The gruff voice that answered belonged to an older Shield with no warmth in his tone. Kit added the channel to his list of open lines, left hand on the small control board that switched between channels. Years of habit let him flip between lines without thinking about what he was doing.

“Dauphine, I’m in touch with the Shields. You focus on your team.”

“Yes, Chief Operator.”

Kit went quiet and kept writing. The percentages were, for the most part, small. Mages in the Actuality didn’t need magic for most of their routine lives. They had technology to balance the need for spells. There were always reasons to cast, however, and the trickle of percentages began to add up.

“Five percent,” Dauphine said. Kit drew a line under the number as their total crossed one fifty. “The bleed is no longer a danger to bystanders. Twelve percent. Nine percent. One percent.”

The tension was a throbbing ache in Kit’s shoulders. He forced himself to sit up and back, instead of hunching over his panel, and remembered to breathe. His operators were accustomed to seeing him sit through the incidents. They were less anxious than Dauphine, but seeing Kit shake off the heaviness had a similar effect on his people. At his own panel, Kelley looked up to give the Chief Operator a firm nod. They were making progress.

Half an hour passed before the flood of water into the Between slowed to a trickle, allowing the shop owners to sweep the lingering puddles out into open air and begin repairing their businesses. As the last requested percentage came through, Kit pinched the bridge of his nose and smiled.

“It’s done? No sign of uncontrolled energy?”

“Yes, Chief Operator. The rupture has been sealed. Thank you so much for your help, the Shields have kept everyone back, but I was sure they would—”

“They’re working hard to contain the incidents, just as we are. Don’t be afraid of them, Dauphine. If they make you too nervous you can send them to me, and I’ll deal with them or their Captain directly. Okay?”

“Yes, sir. Thank you.”

“No problem. I’m going offline to look over my notes, everyone. I’ll be back in half an hour.”

Careful of the metal pin holding his hair, Kit lifted the headset off and leaned back in his chair with a sigh. For a few precious, stolen moments, he focused on breathing and thought about the rain: the drip of water down his cheek, the smell of trees and hot concrete, and the thickness of humidity in the air. The memory of a hotel room and fluffy towels helped the tightness in his chest to ease. When he opened his eyes, his gaze fell on a corner of white paper torn from a notebook, quick lines of pen forming the ends of broken-off words and a quick sketch of Kit himself, bedraggled and wrapped in a blanket. He’d stuck it to the edge of one of his panels with a faded postage stamp.

The Chief Operator stared at the drawing, remembering the frustrated hand that had created the image before he lifted his face again. “Kelley? Get Sandoval and let’s see if we have any new information.”

“Yes, sir.”

While his second was in motion, Kit pushed himself back up to his feet. A mug—clean, like the one he’d washed at home—sat waiting for his second cup of tea. As he carried it down from his desk, through a winding path between desks, and into the substation kitchen, Kit let the morning’s events play in his mind. He didn’t see the sunny kitchen with its wide counters or the fresh flowers someone always brought in to brighten the space. There were three coffee pots where only one had been before, and he had to redirect his steps to the kettle of hot water. He was still distracted when he returned to his panels, but Kelley and Sandoval knew him well enough to pull up their own chairs at his back table and redirect him to sit between them.

“How many incidents so far, Sandoval?” Kelley got the conversation started. He’d brought a notepad and a pen. What writing decorated the pad was small, neat, and written in block letters. Just like Henley’s handwriting, Kit thought, and sipped his tea.

“This is number eleven,” the Shield replied. He had his own notepad, scribbled with a mess of new notes. Kit was glad Sandoval didn’t offer it out to him; he had no idea where he would start to read the chaos. “As far as we know, anyway. There could be more, like the one we’re calling number eight—the one we found under the bakery.”

Number eight had been a small fire that burned without fuel. Once it had been uncovered, it had taken only fifty percent to seal the rupture, but the small size meant it was only discovered by accident when the bakery ovens needed repair. Kelley added a note to his paper and frowned.

“If we ignore eight as an outlier, the percentages are increasing, and so are the incidence rates. If this continues, we could see a major occurrence over a thousand percent in less than two weeks.”

“Keep your voice down,” Kit murmured over the edge of his mug. They were far enough from the other operators that their conversation would be difficult to overhear, but he didn’t want any risk that the information would spread. “Is there any pattern that you’ve seen aside from the decrease in time and increase in severity?”

“Not that I can tell. The elements involved seem to be random, and they take the configuration of every type of Ethereal power flow. My fear is that the stronger the percentage, the more lives will be in danger here in the Between. I just don’t know how we’re going to stop it, sir.”

“The Between always rights itself,” Kit said. The encouraging smile he plastered across his face didn’t match the tightness with which he held his mug. “If we can’t find a solution, then I’ll have to deal with the Shields, the Ethereals, and even the High Spirits. We have many avenues available to us before this is out of control. Make sure your notes include the substation that responded to the incident. That’s as close as we have to a map of where the incidents occurred.”

“The Between’s not made for mapping. You’d have to be mad to attempt it,” Sandoval spoke up, and Kit sighed.

“I know. It won’t be accurate for more than a few months, if that, but that’s better than having nothing at all. Kelley, is there anything else we need to discuss? It’s past time for you to be heading home.”

The other operator shook his head. “Not about the incidents, Chief Operator. I’m a little concerned about our manpower, though. We’ve had two more transfers out of the substation—Lonnie’s and Efrain’s desks are empty.”

“What?”

Kit turned his chair to look across the rows of panels. He knew every face, every position, and every voice. As the morning shift trickled in, the overnight crew chatted with their counterparts and handed off their headsets. In the far-left corner, at a desk close to the main doors, the newly-arrived operators had no one to greet. The Chief Operator bit his lip.

“That’s three in the last month, with one transfer in. Still a net decrease,” he said. “I don’t like that. Our workload hasn’t lessened, and it will only increase if the incidents continue.”

“We can’t make people like this job, sir.”

Kelley’s sigh contradicted Kit’s silent response. Were the changes a mistake? None of the Fetters, except those who became Shields, had ever been able to choose their fate. It had been one of his changes. Now they could grow frustrated, yearn for change, and make a transfer. What will I do if I don’t have enough operators?

“If it becomes an issue, I’ll talk to the High Spirits about offering incentives to stay, or to transfer to substations,” he decided. “I’m sure the incidents aren’t helping. Keep your ears and eyes open, both of you, alright? Let me know if you hear any fears or concerns from the team. Maybe we can do something to improve morale.”

“Yessir.”

“Yes, Chief Operator.”

Kit offered a few parting words to the pair, then rolled his chair across the space to his panels. His gaze fell on the sketch again. What would you do, Henley? Without any response, he put his headset back on and brought all of his panels to life. As his ears flooded with requests and his hands began to fly across the ports and cables, his work became a comfortable distraction from the morning’s uncertainty.
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Cracks in the Earth





Aggressive winds whipped dust and gravel from the dry, lifeless ground, rendering the environment unfit for mortal survival as Lord Markash, the Gold Karst, stood on a pillar high above his domain. As far as the eye could see, the ground was cracked and broken. The air was neither hot nor cold. It was simply stale, carrying no hint of moisture. 

“Zero humidity is ridiculous, even for me,” he muttered. He kept his hands stuffed into the pockets of his chocolate-brown business suit to keep himself from running them over the crystalline shards of his “hair.” The translucent gold points faded into the rich brown-gray of his skin, mottled with veins of black and the occasional metallic glitter. His gem-like eyes simmered with shades of orange and red, but that day his internal temperature was moderate enough that the composition of his hair and skin didn’t change.

At his side, on a similar stone spire no wider than necessary to support their weight, a lesser Ethereal nodded in agreement. The lessers weren’t capable of maintaining human form as the nobility could. This one was entirely earth, a lumpy block of stone with an approximation of a body, arms, legs, and head. “It is exceptionally unpleasant, my lord. The growth and movement of the land has ceased.”

“I can feel it. This area has been too deeply harvested.” Markash lifted a hand from his pocket to point into the distance, north-northeast. “Is that the edge? Show me.”

“Yes, my lord.” The lesser sank into the stone pillar, disappearing as it blended with the rock. The spire retracted into the ground. Markash followed, commanding the earth to open up and accept him. When he sank into the stone, it wrapped around him with warmth and familiarity. Spending an afternoon in that comfortable darkness would have been pleasant in other circumstances. Thanks to the damage to the area, being wrapped in that lifeless stone was stifling. When they emerged at the top of another pair of columns, he breathed deep, a relief even to a man who didn’t need to breathe at all.

“More moisture in the air. More energy, but it’s still thin. The geologic activity here has slowed to a crawl.”

The lesser nodded. A grating sound came with the motion, and several small rocks broke from its form and crumbled to the ground, bouncing off the spire and disappearing far below. “You can see the edge of the deterioration there, my lord, where that ravine opens to the south. I’ve never seen it reach that distance.”

Markash conceded a glance in the creature’s direction. It was quick to bow its head in profound respect. “And how long have you been observing this land?”

“Two thousand years, my lord. I came in a migration in your father’s time.”

“An unnerving level to see, then. I’ll rot away if I’m responsible for our ruin. Thank you for bringing this to my attention.” Markash turned his eyes back to the desolate ground. Where the emptiness reached the “living” parts of his lands, a mortal eye might have struggled to see the change. He didn’t need to see it, he felt it. Beneath the surface of the ground were flickers of energy and tiny movements, the pressure of magma far below the surface surging and causing minuscule shifts. Within the Ethereal, the elements moved at greater speed than in the Actuality. While it would still take hundreds of years for a mineral vein to form, it was still lightning fast compared to the mortal realm.

The lesser sensed that the lord was done with their conversation. It merged into the ground, leaving Markash standing alone on his spire as the wind tugged at his clothes. The lord raised his hand again. This time, a small swirl of breeze manifested at his side. This lesser was made of air, with a more delicate figure that changed and flowed as it hovered.

“Redirect all connections to the main house. I want them to go through the house staff before they’re sent anywhere else. Tell everyone who complains that I will reevaluate the situation next week. Are there any other requests for my attention before afternoon tea?”

“Noted, my lord.” The lesser had a whispery, high-pitched voice that grated on his ears. Most lessers of Air were too annoying to be tolerated, but he made exceptions for the convenience of their fast communication. “You have no other urgent requests. Shall I wake the lady?”

“Only if she seems to be restless. Otherwise, I will wake her myself. I am returning to the house now.”

Without waiting for a response, he dropped into the earth again. As an Ethereal of earth and fire, he couldn’t move with the speed of air. His lands, however, were entirely earth, with the only encroachment of water being the coasts that lapped against his rocky cliffs. The ground did not deny him as he warped it around himself, using it to propel his body from the far reaches of his control, back to his residence.

The Ethereal was a land of power and ancient traditions. Ethereals, depending on their makeup, were hesitant to change; those of earth, like himself, particularly hated upheaval and adjustment. His home had been in the same shape for over a hundred years. Despite his determination, however, the influence of the Actuality still caused alterations in the Ethereal. When the ground opened to let him walk out of the depths, he strode up to a castle made entirely of stone. It had a recognizable shape, as well as windows and doors of glass and wood. Warm lights glowed from within. In the brooding, overcast sky above, lightning crackled. He spared the sight a look and a frown before his servants opened the doors to welcome him inside.

“Sserin.” His statement of the name summoned a new spirit out of the air. This one was a greater Ethereal and manifested into the shape of a young man with steady blue eyes and flickering, fiery hair. His voice was a rasp, but it contained the roar of an inferno, and it was less unpleasant to Markash’s ears.

“Welcome back, my lord.”

“Thank you. Have you received my orders?”

“Yes, my lord.” Sserin bowed, then fell into step with Markash as the man walked into the main hall. “All requests have been redirected. Do you anticipate a prolonged reduction in our services?”

“It’s difficult to tell. The damage is severe, but that area is productive and will push back against the loss.” Markash unbuttoned his suitcoat and slid it from his shoulders, handing it to Sserin. “Perhaps a month, but I won’t restrict the rest of the lands that long. I want a full catalog of all requests, by area, for the last six months, on my desk when I return from tea.”

“Yes, my lord. Do you have any special restrictions for the lady?”

Markash stopped. Sserin waited, his expression neutral, but the ends of his hair burned brighter as he waited for the response.

“Do you believe any such restrictions are necessary, Sserin?”

“I don’t have the wisdom to say, my lord. It is my desire only to make sure the lady is at peace, at all times, as per your orders.”

The lord looked around his great hall. The lofty ceiling was hung with an elaborate chandelier and lit with a hundred candles. The flames were steady and showed no signs of a breeze. “For the moment, no. I won’t alarm her without good reason. If anything, I will reduce her staff before I must restrict her activities.”

“Yes, my lord. Do you have a preference for today’s tea?”

“White or green.” Markash kept walking. His steps echoed in the stone hall, growing noisier as he climbed the steps that led up to the center of the manor. Beyond a pair of massive double doors, where a ballroom might have waited, the castle was open to the outside air. A constant whisper of soft voices made his eye twitch. All around the perimeter, small tables of white marble held little clusters of greater Ethereals and their lesser servants, all engaged in languid conversation with invisible partners. The energy in the space hummed across his skin. His outer lands had been desolate, but the energy was so concentrated in the core of his home that he could barely keep his elemental nature restrained.

In the middle of the open courtyard, a swirl of air lifted graceful curls of water in a slow, elegant dance. Within their folds floated the figure of a woman. Not “a woman,” the most beautiful woman in the universe, the goddess who graced them with her presence. Allelurine was one of the most stunning greater Ethereals. Markash was admittedly biased, as she was his lady, but he had it on excellent authority that she was admired in every corner of the Ethereal. His concerns melted away. Though every step closer to that stunning figure subjected him to greater air pressure and the thick presence of water in the air, being close to her was enough to silence all of his discomfort.

“Allel,” he said, his voice gentle. “It’s time for tea. Won’t you come down to join me?”

She didn’t hear him. Markash watched as she touched the empty space in front of her, a gentle smile on her lips. With every movement of her hands, he felt the energy around her diminish. She reacted with pleasure, swaying from side to side, listening to something only she could hear. It took him calling her twice more before the figure drew a breath and blinked, as if waking from a deep dream. When she spoke, her voice was full of air and the sound of the ocean, but he would happily go deaf if it meant her voice was the only sound he could hear.

“Darling? Is it so late already?”

He chuckled. “It is. I’ve been out all morning, and I grow weak without your light in my life. Will you join me?”

“Of course,” she said, but looked back up at the empty space. “There’s just…give me one moment, please? I hear such a beautiful melody—”

“Allel.” Markash pushed aside a pang of distracting emotion. “Love, you promised. I’ll have to return to my business soon, and I’ll have spent tea without you. The mortals will have more delights for you when you return. Besides, I have news we need to discuss.”

“Just…” She glanced down at him, guilt in her unfocused eyes, but still looked back up at whatever called to her. With a flick of her hand, she released another spark of energy, and sighed with relief. Markash’s shoulders relaxed with the same feeling as she finally lowered herself to the ground. He waved away the lessers that hovered, ready to pull her down from the sky. When she settled in front of her husband, a gown of waves and clouds flowing around her slender figure, she gave him an anxious look from under pale lashes.

“Are you upset with me?”

“Never,” he said. He meant it. When she tucked her hand into the curve of his arm and rested her head against his shoulder, Markash could barely feel her presence, but it was the most glorious sensation in the world. He smiled as he kissed her cloudy hair, even if the shifting air pressure around her body made his jaw ache.

A bell chimed through the space as the lord and lady stepped away from Allel’s preferred station. All business around them stopped. lessers of every element flowed out of the hallways carrying trays of refreshments and treats appropriate to the greaters they approached. Markash kept his end of his bargain with his wife: if Allel had to give up her enchanting mortals for tea, so did everyone else, to prevent the lady from being distracted by frustration.

“I missed you,” he told her, keeping his voice low as they crossed to a chaise lounge draped within a soft curtain “tent.” The hanging fabric was artful and also gave them some privacy from the eyes of their court. A tray of tea and sandwiches waited for them. While Markash sat and Allel made herself comfortable in a beautiful pose at his side, one of her cloudy lessers left the lady a small bowl of sorbet before leaving them alone. “Would you prefer tea before business?”

“Not at all, darling. You said you had news! Please tell me all your worries and triumphs.”

By the stones and fires, is any man as lucky? When she smiled up at him with those perfect eyes, Markash couldn’t stop himself from lifting a hand to touch her soft cheek. For only a moment he felt something like silken skin before his fingers passed through her face. The motion made her laugh, as it always did, and he forced himself to smile in return.

“Just a bit of business,” he promised, “but it’s important. I went out to the far edges to see the damage from the incidents. I’m afraid it’s severe. We’ll have to implement some changes to make sure our people and lands are properly restored to good health.”

Her flowing form shifted color abruptly. The pale white, pink, and blue of her shape darkened, taking on a deep gray hue. She couldn’t hide her emotions worth a damn. When her appearance changed and she stared at him with dread in her beautiful eyes, he hastened to continue.

“Shhh, love, it’s alright. It’s not as bad as you think. I’ve just ordered all the connections to come through the main house so we can regulate the flow of energy.” The lord gave her soft, formless hand a sort of pat, feeling the air curl around his fingers. “We may need to curtail the number, but you’ll have your choice then. All our connections will be at your fingertips. You won’t have to settle for unpleasant memories or boring meetings! You can trade for only the most beautiful music.”

The darkness lightened. While the gray didn’t fade completely, the hints of pink returned with touches of lavender. “It’s been too much, hasn’t it? I don’t mean to get so caught up, there’s just so much and I want to hear everything—”

“Allel.” Firm, he turned toward her, making sure he had her attention as he stared into her teary eyes. “Who am I?”

She faltered. “Lord Markash, the Gold Karst.”

“And?”

“Warden of the High Peaks.”

“And?”

“Speaker for the Deep Fires. Darling, what—”

He leaned forward, bumping his head against hers. “That’s right, all those things. One of the most powerful lords in the Ethereal, right? If I can’t give my perfect, amazing wife the joy she so craves, then what is the point of all my wealth and power? I swear to you, even if we must send every greater away to other lands and live like paupers, you will have every lovely song you desire.”

Her clouds and waves shifted again, a soft pink sunrise glowing from the center of her body. The lady ducked her head, hiding her face against his shoulder. “You are too good to me,” she whispered.

“I would do anything for you,” he whispered in return, and blew against her hair. She gasped, flushing a lovely rose pink. “Enough of this gloom! Your treat is melting,” he continued. “Tell me about your favorite music today.”

As his wife launched into a breathless description of her morning prizes, Markash sipped his tea. While he was focused on her words, the concern lingered in the back of his mind before he buried it deep. 

I will keep my promises. Everything will be alright…somehow.
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promise. He swore he wouldn't forget the Chief
Operator, but Kit won't know Henley kept his
promise until his friend proves it to him in person.
Joining the same Order that tried to Kill them is the |
best way to make that happen, if he can navigate
the rewritten Between and fellow officers skeptical
of the ‘special case making waves in their unit.

Kit has bigger problems than the certainty that he's
been forgotten. The Ethereal plané is spilling
elemental destruction into the Between and leaving
him at odds with both the Shields and his own
people. Even worse, there’s a chance Kit is to blame
for the failure of the barrier that holds the magical
world in balance.

Henley and Kit are unstoppable together. A chance
to reconnect is all they need, but as the peace of
the Between frays, old secrets and new enemies
will fight to keep the pair apart.
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