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Content Warnings




This book contains depictions of the following: 


	Murder


	Action violence


	Severe injury and graphic depiction of wounds
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The Story So Far




Mortal mage Henley Yu was recruited by Kittinger, Chief Operator of the Switchboard that connects power 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 raw energy 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 escaped and followed Kit's trail.

At the Switchboard, Henley 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 find Kit by whatever means necessary. He found himself assigned to Unit 2613, where Lead Investigator Carlisle harbored deep suspicions about the newcomer due to Henley's secretive background and redacted file. Solene, granted a second chance with a position as the Captain of the Shields, assisted to keep the story under wraps. One of Henley's secrets was the possession of his operator Assignment Card, which allowed him to use magic like a drug. 

Unfortunately, Solene couldn’t help Henley reach Kit, because strange events within the Between had caused tension for the Shields and the Operators. The fabric of the worlds tore in rifts that bled raw Ethereal energy into the Between, resulting in destruction that many blamed on the Operators. With protests at the substations and an open investigation, even René wasn't able to help the pair reunite. 

With the help of rewritten officer Sandoval, Henley began a clandestine exchange of letters with Kit. The Chief Operator was overjoyed to know he hadn't been forgotten, but the investigation revealed that operators had been going missing. Kit's efforts to find solutions with Lord Markash the Gold Karst, his Ethereal contact, proved unhelpful. 

The incidents came to a head with a massive explosion that destroyed large portions of the Ethereal and raged out of control until Kit and Henley teamed up to close the rift. Henley was gravely burned out by the act of channeling so much magic, but revealing his ability also implicated him as part of Kit's potential crimes. While he was recovering, the Shields searched his room and found his letters, then used them as evidence to arrest Kit. 

In the trial that followed, the High Spirits revealed the truth: Kit was not to blame, and the Shields were directed to seek answers within the Ethereal. Elryk stepped forward as Markash's brother and a Lord of Gold Karst to sponsor the team's entry into the elemental world. Once there, the team discovered the destruction the bleed incidents had wrought on the Ethereal, and began work to end the crisis. 

Markash showed his true colors and captured Henley, throwing him into the deepest caves to die or be used as a pawn. While there, Henley recruited an unexpected ally: Shaw, trapped before he could be rewritten, and ready to help bring down the Ethereal Lord who had guided him in his previous crimes. Henley and Shaw gathered the missing operators and fought their way out of the caves. 

Kit, Elryk, and Henley's unit-mates joined Laethem, the Lord Chancellor of the Ethereal Council, to prepare for war against Markash and his faction. The true extent of Markash's reach revealed betrayals within the Between: he had coerced Kelley, Kit's second-in-command, and corrupted multiple officers among the Shields. When Henley and Shaw escaped, the group was left with little time to stop Markash from using the portal at the Shield Headquarters to pass into the Actuality, where he would be unstoppable. 

Forced into recklessness, Kit ripped a hole into the fabric of the Between in order to catch up. While he dealt with the consequences of the move, Henley and the uncorrupted Shields confronted Markash's traitors in a firefight. They almost failed. Before Markash could open the portal, Solene worked with Lady Allelurine of Gold Karst to strip the Lord of his elemental strength. Markash was lost in the Actuality, but with a fraction of his original power. 

A new trial was held to judge Shaw, Kelley, Markash, and the Shield traitors. Shaw was imprisoned. Kelley was rewritten. Markash was found guilty in absentia, and the Lineman reclaimed Henley's forbidden Assignment Card in exchange for restoring his ability to do magic as long as he is in contact with Kit. The hunt began anew to find Markash within the Actuality and bring him to justice.




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










  
  

one

Return of the Captain





Morning broke across the Between, and Captain Solene of the Order of the Bright Shield met it in her best uniform coat. 

The pocket world that separated the mortal realm of the Actuality and the elemental Ethereal plane spread in front of her as an endless blue sky. To the left and right, above and below, faces of buildings stretched as far as the eye could see. They met the drifting clouds like a barricade against the hovering emptiness of the open space. Darting Fetters rushing to their Assignments wove around lumbering trolleys, drifting through the air in low gravity.

Their shadows fell over Solene where she stood on the Order platform: dark, then light, then dark again. The flickering pattern provided a much-needed distraction from her morning appointment. She had no reason for nerves when receiving the former Captain of the Order to his old headquarters, not when Shaw had murdered the High Spirits and betrayed everything they were sworn to protect. As she shifted her weight for the fifth time, however, Burke glanced down from where he towered over the current Captain.

“Do you think he still reads the paper every morning?”

The light caught on strands of silver in the lieutenant’s short hair when Solene tipped her head back to stare at her companion. Burke raised his eyebrows, the motion pulling at the fine lines of tension around his mouth. Solene couldn’t remember ever seeing Burke’s uniform awry, but that day, the pressed seams were extra precise. She turned her gaze back to the blue expanse of the Between, attention caught by the glitter of gold on an approaching trolley. Her gloves—new black leather, still too tight—creaked as she clenched her fists, then forced them open again.

“I’m sure he does. It’s not an unreasonable request. Even Lord René wouldn’t deny him that with his morning eggs and toast.”

“And coffee,” Burke added. “Extra dark. Cream. One sugar.”

Amusement tugged at her red-painted lips. “Unless he’s been forced to appear before six in the morning. Then no sugar, and two cups of coffee.”

“I wouldn’t know, I never had to face him in that state.”

“Lucky you.” Memory tightened Solene’s throat, and she drew a deep breath. “Are you trying to settle your nerves or mine, Sully?”

Burke shook his head, even if his planted feet and hands clasped behind his back radiated confidence. “One of us has to be clever when dealing with him, and I make no promises for myself. Better you than me.”

The trolley had drawn close enough that she could see the elegant Paradise logo painted in gold and cream on the side. Two blond heads were centered in the gold window frames, one taller than Burke, one barely taller than Solene. Even at a distance she could see the stiff displeasure in their shoulders and the way they sat to either side of the aisle. Solene closed her eyes, her lashes heavy for a moment against her dark cheeks, before she steeled herself.

“He isn’t our Captain anymore,” she said. “His crimes are terrible. We will treat him as the prisoner and witness that he is, then send him back to his secure rooms in Paradise.”

The iron returned to Burke’s spine, and his response was crisp. “Yes, Captain.”

The trolley drifted closer, then settled with a light bump against the Order Headquarters platform. Both passengers were on their feet before the trolley stopped swaying. They stood for a moment, two cats wary of each other’s territory, before René motioned for Shaw to depart first. No amount of preparation could stop the twist in Solene’s stomach at how wrong Shaw looked in the plain gray suit of a prisoner. And no matter what he had done, she found herself warming when the sight of the officers made Shaw smile.

“Good morning,” he said, as if it were any other day, as if he was still one of them. “You two look like you’ve had your coffee. I hope we didn’t keep you waiting.”

His easy confidence shook Solene out of her thoughts. “Not at all,” she said. “We are eager to make progress on this case. Lord René—”

She faced the Lord of Paradise with a respectful nod. “Do you bring any new orders from the High Spirits?”

René shook his head. His blond curls were growing out again, and they bounced against the shoulders of his deep burgundy suit. “They have confidence in the Investigations Division. Shaw is to be returned to my custody when you have dredged every secret or bit of useful information from him. Your work takes utmost priority.”

Shaw clasped his hands behind his back. “I’m sure when I’ve assisted as much as possible, there will still be, ah…reports to file, windows to wash, and toilets to clean. That sort of thing.”

“It seems the prisoner finds my company and the hospitality of Paradise wanting,” René said with a curl of his lip.

Shaw raised his eyebrows, turning back to give the shorter Lord a half—bow. “How could any man decline your generosity and warm welcome? I feel as if we’re practically family.”

Solene couldn’t say René fought a smile at the words, but she couldn’t say he didn’t, either. At least his penchant for dramatic spite had been curbed that morning. “I am happy to have him out of my sight for a few hours,” René said. “If you will excuse me, I have exceptionally important business to attend to.”

“Thank you,” Solene said. “I accept him into my custody.” As she spoke, a strange tingle itched at the back of her skull. Shaw’s presence grew in her field of vision, an awareness of the former Captain that would persist no matter where he went. Her Purpose expanded to his care, just as Shaw’s Assignment fell under her supervision. As far as Solene knew, the only person in all the Between that could forge a Reassignment on a whim was the Lord of Paradise. René’s authority over the well-being of all Fetters made for an easy transition of custody. Shaw rolled his shoulders, and Solene shook off the strange new sense of awareness.

René gave her a wave over his shoulder as he stepped back into the trolley. As fast as he had arrived, his driver took him away, leaving Shaw standing on the platform with the two who had once been his most loyal officers.

The small sounds of the waking Between echoed around them as the trio weighed each other with their eyes: muffled gunshots from the firing range mixed with the conversation of Shields who didn’t live in the dormitories arriving for their morning shifts. Like birds, they dropped onto the platform still buttoning their uniform coats and gave Solene and her companions a wide berth. The gossip about the visiting prisoner would be all over the HQ in a matter of minutes.

“Let’s get inside and get to work,” she said. Both men nodded, and Burke fell into step behind the pair as they headed into the building. A few officers on their way in or out of the wide double doors paused to give her a sharp salute, their eyes passing with curiosity and no recognition over the prisoner. The scent of fresh-cut wood and new paint overwhelmed Solene for a moment before her senses adjusted.

If Shaw was annoyed by the way the rewrite had erased him from the Shields’ memories, he kept the emotion to himself. His blue eyes passed over the officers with just enough attention to take note of their presence before he focused on the building itself. “The reconstruction is going well, at least. I’m amazed at how far it’s progressed in a month. René said the entire main room was decimated.”

“It was,” Solene replied. “We had to replace the floor to remove the bloodstains.” She slowed her steps as they crossed through the central room, staring at the clusters of officers going about their work. “The Chief Operator promises me that the fallen have been rewritten, but the shadow of grief still lingers even if most don’t remember their names and faces. I don’t know if it’s better to remember or forget.”

“The most precious burden,” Shaw replied. “If it were easy to bear, you would be unsuited to carry their memory.”

“If I can use that memory to keep others from being lost, then I am happy to bend to that service.” She stepped forward again, leaving the heaviness behind. The walk took them past a raised platform positioned at the core of the main room that held a counter-framed desk and a perky young dispatcher. The woman took note of the trio in a heavy logbook that was thick with well-used pages. Solene gave her a nod and kept walking.

“Lettie, Dara’s replacement,” she murmured to Shaw under her breath. “The Chief Operator requested her Assignment by name. I was worried about her qualifications, but she’s been an efficient presence since her arrival.”

“The Between wouldn’t have allowed her Assignment if she was a poor fit.” Shaw glanced back at the young woman, then faced forward again. “Interesting that Kittinger involved himself. The only staffing request he ever made of me was that I wouldn’t change out the patrol officers at the substations without cause.”

Solene tipped her head to the side in acknowledgement. “It had something to do with the Assignment of an operator liaison to the Order HQ. He was quite firm about his requirements for the position. Under the circumstances, I thought it best to accept his ‘request’ and complain only if something went wrong.”

“Always a wise decision, when it comes to the Chief Operator.”

The hallway that led to her office was cluttered with figures discussing reports and assignments, all of whom stepped to the side without breaking the threads of conversation. Shaw nodded with approval when no one lost their focus at the sight of the prisoner being escorted to the Captain’s office.

“Sharp. A good way to start the morning.”

“Thank you,” she replied as they reached her gold-lettered door. The brass knob gave a faint creak as she pushed open the door and then stepped aside for the men to follow. Once she had secured the entrance again, the noise of the HQ dropped to a whisper.

“I’ll be honest—I had hoped that we wouldn’t need your help.” The Order-issue blue rug, emblazoned with the Shield lantern logo, ate the sounds of her steps as she crossed to stand behind her desk. The surface had been cleared of everything except the Captain’s logbook and a single carved-wood fountain pen. She pulled her eyes away from the spots on the barrel of the pen where Shaw’s grip had worn the varnish thin. “Unfortunately, our search for Markash has supplied no results. We must use every resource available to dig him out of his hole.”

Shaw inclined his head with no sign of being distracted by his old office. He had stopped in the middle of the rug, where the beams of light from the logo framed his feet. “I expected as much, though I had wished you success.” A frown marred his handsome face. “I spent many years under Markash’s influence. I promise you will not face a craftier nemesis. To that end, you will need to use resources gathered by someone with greater expertise.”

He turned away, crossing the room in three long strides to stand before the wood-paneled wall. Burke stayed where he had stopped before Solene’s desk and snuck a guarded look at her.

“That expert being you, I assume?” the lieutenant asked, with “sir” hovering unspoken in his respectful tone.

“That’s kind of you to say, Sull—” Shaw paused. His expression was hidden by the wall, but his shoulders rose slightly. “I’m sorry, Burke. I was never the best at research. I did, however, have an ace up my sleeve.”

He opened the door in front of him. Solene blinked, then hurried to join him, breathing through the onset of mild vertigo. “I know that door wasn’t there a minute ago,” she said. Burke’s equally confused expression was reassuring. “How did you make a door in my office?”

Shaw hovered in the half-open doorway, a hint of his boyish grin on his lips. “Much about the Between depends upon what you remember. You had no need for this door, or the room beyond, so the Between removed the access. However, I know what this room was and what it contains now.” As he pulled the door open, a draft of stale air flowed out to send goose bumps across Solene’s skin. Shaw’s amusement faded. The bright blue of his eyes dulled to gray before he turned and stepped into the adjacent space.

“Brace yourself, Captain,” he called from the darkness. “This place will rouse your memory.”

“How can I remember something I’ve never seen?” Solene asked. A shadowed shelf opposite the door held a dusty assortment of office supplies, file folders, and evidence parcels. The yellowed labels brought a sense of nostalgia——she hadn’t used that style of label since her early days in the Order. Deep within the secret space, Shaw pulled the cord of a lamp to reveal a long, narrow closet with a wider space large enough for a well-used meeting table tucked awkwardly at the back. The lamp was bolted to the wall over a battered desk.

Solene followed Shaw into the hidden room after trading a look with Burke. Stacks of old Order chairs and desks with broken legs or cracked arms revealed themselves as she approached, casting unnerving shadows on the unpainted walls. Scraps of paper, small rocks, hanks of thread, and a variety of buttons cluttered the desk Shaw had found, leaving almost no room for the pile of old reports and notebooks. The wall above the desk was covered in overlapping articles and photographs. Someone had left the space with the intention of returning, but the desk had been undisturbed since.

Shaw stared at the disarray for a moment, working his jaw as he fought whatever words he wanted to speak. “Fifty years ago,” he managed in a voice stripped of emotion, “I had a partner, and his name was Syrus.”

The name was familiar. Solene turned to look back at the doorway, thinking of the Captain’s book, before the memory snapped within her. A sharp gasp left her lips. Like paper unrolling, the memories flooded her mind with countless mornings and afternoon meetings, the scent of coffee and the sound of a carefree laugh. Burke’s arm around her shoulders kept Solene on her feet, but the room continued to spin.

A man with a rakish smile who shooed her away from Shaw eating breakfast.

The Captain’s approachable shadow, always willing to lend an ear to a troubled young officer.

A single line of Shaw’s logbook: Investigator Syrus killed in the line of duty.

“The Crossroads investigation,” she said, voice cracking as the grief she had been denied crashed into her. “When I was still with the Eighteenth Division in the Actuality. That…that quack faith healer and the missing people. Oh my god, they killed him—”

She was guided to the desk’s neglected chair. Shaw stood silent, but as the torrent of her memories lightened, Burke’s voice cut through the shock. “Captain? Captain, can you hear me? Take deep breaths.”

The lieutenant knelt before her, letting her grasp his larger hands as tight as she needed. She jerked her hands open as she realized her nails were biting deep into his skin. “I’m sorry, Sully, I’m fi—” But she wasn’t fine, and she couldn’t finish the sentence. With the past restored, she could only remember with horror how the Order had gone about its business, leaving only Shaw to remember and experience the grief.

“He was the one you spoke of at the trial,” she whispered. “The one who died before you made your first contact with Markash.”

“Yes,” Shaw replied. Burke looked up at the man, then back at Solene’s stricken face with a frown.

“Why don’t I remember anything more than the story?” he asked.

Shaw shrugged. “You aren’t a Captain. The Between has taken that memory from you, but it is Solene’s burden to bear—as it was mine, then. We must remember our officers and their stories, no matter how terrible. The Between has protected you from grief and loss to make sure you can adequately perform your duties.”

Burke released Solene’s hands and rose to his feet. “Then why do I remember the death of Sandoval?”

“Do you, though?” Shaw replied. “Do you remember his hobbies, or what his voice sounded like? Do you remember his history with the Order? Or do you just remember that an officer died in an attack on the Switchboard?”

Burke froze, shock painted across his face. No matter how his eyes unfocused or how he searched for the memory across the floor or walls, the confusion remained. “…No. I don’t remember anything else about him from before the rewrite.”

“As it was with Syrus. After the rewrite, everything was wiped clean.” 

Shaw faced the desk again, motioning to the displayed articles and fragments with a gesture too sharp as he redirected the conversation back to less painful memories. “There are hundreds of smugglers who take mortals and abuse them, forcing them to experience both great and terrible memories that are then sold to the Ethereal. Syrus and I spent years tracking those networks and dismantling them, one ring at a time. Markash took advantage of those transactions as much as any Ethereal lord with questionable ethics.” He fell silent for a moment, closing one fist and opening it again before he looked back at the pair.

“In my years working with him, Markash made it clear he wanted nothing less than the destruction of the barrier that separates the Ethereal from the Actuality. I didn’t think he had a chance of success for a very long time. That didn’t stop him from stockpiling agents, connections, and favors owed. He’s a master craftsman when it comes to using people, always the right tool for the right job.”

A chill crawled up Solene’s spine as she took in the sheer number of reports stacked across the desk. “You think he’ll reach out to those connections now that he’s in the Actuality, and use those ‘favors’ or some new bargaining chip to get what he wants?”

Shaw nodded. “It will be more efficient than starting over from nothing to find new allies. Much of the information in this room will be out of date, but many Ethereals—particularly those of Earth like Markash—don’t like change. If we follow enough of the old leads we’ll uncover some connections that will guide us in the right direction.”

His voice trailed off, and he took a deep breath. “Just as they led me to Markash all those years ago. I promised Syrus I would fight for everyone in the Between, but I chose the wrong battle.”

The wave of memory resolved itself to a sudden, jarring halt. Solene stared up at her former mentor as the light caught on his jaw at the same angle it had when he held a gun to Henley’s head, surrounded by the stench of old blood in the Palace of the High Spirits. This was the man who had moved his own Order to betray the Between and tear their home apart. Shaw was the justification for their crimes, the easy scapegoat for the guilt that still kept Solene awake at night.

“You went too far,” she said quietly. Shaw nodded.

“I would do it again, given the choice,” he said. “Almost all of it. Even though I didn’t get everything I wanted, I think the end result is better than it was.” He lifted his chin in challenge. “And I’ll accept my punishment when the Between is done with me. For now, though”—he motioned back to the wall—“you’re going to need someone who can read Syrus’s handwriting.”

The vertigo had faded, and their options were limited. Solene sat back in her borrowed chair. “Burke, go send word to Paradise that we’ll be keeping our prisoner a little longer than expected. Shaw, let’s see if any of those other chairs are good enough to use. We’ve got plenty of work before we can send units out on assignment.”








  
  

two

Tea and Coffee





“Specialist Henley, returning from leave.” 

Once upon a time, Henley would have sensed the moment that the portal fully opened. He would have stepped through without the announcement, clipping the edges of safety by relying on his instincts. He was forced to rely on verbal cues without his connection to the flow of energy. Losing his magic had, if anything, taught him caution.

The Between wrapped around him as the Actuality released its hold. Two months of service allowed him to sense the minute shift of gravity as he moved into the narrow world-between-worlds. He didn’t float, but everything became lighter: his shoes, the double canisters of coffee he carried, his duffel bag, even the ends of his short black hair. It had to be the atmosphere that affected him, but that didn’t explain the smile that crossed his lips as soon as he stepped into the Order HQ.

“Clear the platform, please,” the sergeant on duty said, and Henley took several strides to evade the next incoming portal. The stairs that led down from the platform to the bullpen of desks had been rebuilt shorter and wider. Though his limp had almost faded, that evening he was stiff, and the new stairs were a relief.

At the foot of the staircase, the room opened up into the cluttered expanse of the bullpen, where Carlisle leaned against an empty desk. Behind him, high windows showed the twilight sky, empty of the moon and stars, that had become part of Henley’s home. The redheaded investigator’s uniform coat was open and his shirt collar undone. A war novel occupied his hands. He looked up from his page, a point of calm in the room that still bustled with officers despite the evening hour. “You were doing so well before you left, and look at you now,” Henley’s anchor called. “Did you get shot again?”

“That joke’s getting thin,” Henley replied, making a face as he came level with his unit-mate. “My sister had her hands on me for half the week. She took my cane away and put me through my paces—I think I’ll have more of a vacation now than I did at home.”

Carlisle laughed. It was a breathy sound, not very loud, but it was precious for the time and effort it had taken to earn. “Well, you said the only reason your family cares about Thanksgiving is because the kids are out of school, anyway. Was it better or worse for the distraction?”

“Had to get Mom to rescue me twice before she abandoned me to visit family in New York.” The two shared rueful smiles before Henley continued. Setting the cartons of steaming coffee on the empty desk left his hands free to motion to the open space around them. “But yeah, it was good. Thanks for waiting up for me—I’ll pretend it was for me, anyway, and not the coffee. Any change in assignments?”

Carlisle snapped his book closed. His bookmark of choice was a theater ticket stub—the same one he’d been using for years, according to Annika. “Yes, finally. The Captain has borrowed Shaw from Paradise and put him to work. Now that Fariq is off the injured list, we’ll be reviewing Shaw’s notes tomorrow morning and making our new plan of attack. The Captain asked that you bring the Chief Operator back with you in the morning.” He paused. “I assume you’re not coming back to the dorms tonight?”

Henley kept his response as neutral as his anchor’s. “Probably not. We’ll get dinner, and by the time I get through all the family stories it will be midnight. I’ll tell him to make his arrangements so we can get started early tomorrow.”

“Sounds good.” Carlisle eyed the canisters of coffee, the scent of which had begun to draw longing stares from the night shift. “I’ll set these out in the kitchen. I’m surprised Elryk has time to make coffee, with as much time as he’s spending in the Ethereal.”

“Thanks, and he’d rather be dead than abandon the coffee shop.” Henley adjusted the strap of his duffel bag so the weight wouldn’t throw off his balance when he flew. “Don’t drink too much of it and keep yourself up all night.”

“No promises.” Carlisle tucked the book into his coat pocket. The way he hefted the coffee suggested one of the containers might not make it to the kitchen. “I’ll see you in the morning.”

Henley gave him a mock salute, then worked his way toward the main doors. He had to step around Lettie as she tied a scarf over her hair and gathered her handbag in preparation for her flight home. The new dispatcher gave him a cheerful wave as he passed. Lettie was no exception among his coworkers; the suspicion of his fellow officers had faded through his hard work after the trial, and he exchanged several greetings before he dropped off the Order platform.

Henley pushed off passing trolleys with his good leg before he remembered to put the bad side to use. The movement was less natural. That’s the point, Henley. Adrenaline pumped through his veins as he fell into a joyride flight. He darted around a slow-moving group of young couples on their way to evening activities. Their happy chatter followed him through the next layer of trolleys, then mixed with the call of hawking vendors until the sound changed to a lone, mournful trumpet that called out into the dimming night. His senses had become as much a map as any that was effective in the Between. He knew where to turn based on the music, on the smell of fresh bread, and on the glitter of lights from a long building with a large platform that had become as familiar as the Order itself.

In the center of Substation No. 28’s platform, a small group of operators hovered around Kit. The Chief Operator chatted with his subordinates, most likely trading stories of their day’s connections as they waited for the next trolley. Kit had begun to thaw from his forced distance, despite his wariness about letting anyone under his guard again. He was listening to one member of the group tell a story that involved big hand gestures, nodding along until the story made him laugh.

The light from the lampposts fell on Kit’s pinkish hair and softened his thin features. Caught in the view, Henley almost missed his landing on the platform because he was staring too much. At the last moment he caught himself, sliding a few feet across the platform in a fairly stylish entrance. The operators called out in recognition. When the group split to clear the way between Henley and Kit, the Chief Operator threw his arms around him as if they’d been apart for months, not just seven days. Henley didn’t mind the press of that enthusiastic warmth at all as his arms closed around Kit in return.

“Welcome back,” Kit said into his shoulder, and Henley grinned. His friend smelled like tea and watermelon candy, and more like home than he had ever imagined.

“Am I late?” he replied, curling one hand into the back of Kit’s familiar cardigan. “I stopped to pick up coffee for the night shift. Carlisle says Solene wants you to come in with me tomorrow morning, so you’d best warn Baptiste.”

“Oh?” Kit loosened his grip enough to lean back, some of the stars fading from his silver eyes. “It sounds like we’ll be getting busy, then. I’ll let him know, if you’ll pick up our dinner?” He tipped his head toward a familiar food trolley perched at the end of the platform, and Henley nodded. The Chief Operator stepped back, his arms dragging down from Henley’s shoulders and his fingers clinging to the front of his companion’s white collared shirt before they dropped. Henley fought the urge to grab those hands before Kit hurried back inside.

Two sets of wide double doors framed Henley’s view to the back of the substation, where a black man even taller and thinner than Kit sat at a panel behind the Chief Operator’s desk. The sharp tailoring of Baptiste’s suit was clear even at that distance. He would give René a run for his money in a contest of wardrobes, but somehow he didn’t look out of place among the other operators. Kit swerved between desks and dodged chatty questions from his team on the way to Kelley’s replacement.

Staring after Kit wasn’t going to get them fed any faster. A few dozen operators had joined No. 28 in the month since Markash had torn his way into the Between. Henley introduced himself to those on the platform he hadn’t met before making his way to the bright lanterns that decorated Noodle’s cart.

“There he is! There! He! Is!” The round-faced chef greeted Henley’s arrival with a clanging fanfare of his ladle against one of his huge pasta pots. He stood on a stepstool to reach over the top of the pot, which put his vivid blue-and-yellow paisley pants on proud display. The roundness of his body belied the ease with which he navigated between cooking surfaces. Operators waiting for their dinner orders jostled to make space at the counter. “And now we know why the Chief Operator has ended his shift on time for the first time in a week. Give our hero his elbow space!”

The bright laughter of the small crowd didn’t soothe the burn in Henley’s cheeks, even if the claps to his shoulders offered a warm welcome. “Thanks, Noodle, I’m sure everyone within ten levels needed the announcement.” His face ached with a smile as he sat on one of the trolley’s attached stools. “Did Kit put our order in yet?”

“He did. He said you’ve been cold and could use some hearty pastitsio.” Noodle pushed a pair of wrapped bowls in Henley’s direction, staring with beady eyes as if he could see the frost clinging to his customer. “You don’t look cold.”

“Cold is relative in Houston. It’s wet and it gets into your chest. Trust me, hot food will make me a new person.”

“Well, I rather like you as the hungry patron you are, so I will expect you to only be refreshed. As someone else should be.” The trolley leaned slightly to the left as Noodle shifted his weight to give one of the other patrons a heavy stare. The small crowd drifted again, this time clearing Henley’s way to the slouched figure of Sandoval, fork in his mouth and red sauce smeared across his cheek. He froze under the attention and Henley shook his head.

“Noodle, you’re a bully. Let the man eat in peace. Can I get a list of your main dishes for the next week so I can plan?” Henley waited until his distraction had proven effective and Noodle had harrumphed to the other end of the trolley for a pen and paper before he leaned his elbows on the counter. By the time he glanced to his right, Sandoval had finished his bite and wiped his face.

“He’s been after me for three days,” the dark-haired patrol officer mumbled. The garish lantern light cast heavy shadows on the circles that bruised beneath his eyes. His uniform bagged here and there where he’d lost weight. “Next thing, he’ll be trying to marry me off. Welcome back.”

Henley pulled a palm-sized book of crossword puzzles from his coat and slid it over with the air of a man dealing in illegal substances. It disappeared into Sandoval’s shirt pocket with the same speed. “Thanks. Kit’s been working overtime? Is that why you look worn out?”

“Well, he’s not sure what to do with himself in the evenings.” Sandoval’s fork clinked against his bowl as he gathered up another bite. “Early nights still feel strange. I can’t blame him. I’ve taken to escorting anyone home who feels the need, and it’s still too many of the team.”

“Keeps you from having to sit at home and think, though, doesn’t it?” Henley tugged at one of the tied corners wrapping his dinner. “Or—no, that’s not it. You didn’t look this tired before I left. You’ve been worrying about Kit.”

Sandoval stuffed the bite in his mouth to buy time. The operators around them formed an orderly line at the opposite side of the trolley to give them a fraction of privacy, keeping Noodle busy with orders for several minutes. “He’s all alone if something happens,” he finally offered, and Henley nodded.

“But he won’t let you escort him home, so you can’t check the windows and door locks or canvas the area looking for questionable strangers. I’m sorry, San. I should have asked for a patrol while I was gone.” He clasped his hands to keep from untying the bundle of dishes. “We could have sent someone around the area and not told him it was for his benefit.”

“He’d know. The Chief always knows.” The pair shared a smile before Sandoval chased the last bit of pasta around his bowl and finished his dinner. Henley let him eat in silence, then sighed.

“I let myself trust him, and I should know better after everything that’s happened. Him not wanting special treatment shouldn’t sway our judgement, right? But that’s why you need to rest.” The rich scent of tomatoes and heavy cream sauce billowed over the pair as Noodle stirred one of his pots. “You’re the reason I’m not paranoid when I’m working or elsewhere. Kit and I need you at peak condition.”

“Playing dirty, bringing him into it. You got siblings or something?”

“I learned from the best.” He accepted the small clipboard from Noodle and added Sandoval’s dinner along with the wrapped order to the tab, and signed before the other man could protest. “Go home, San. Let me worry about Kit tonight.”

“But what about—”

Noodle cleared his throat loud enough to silence everyone at his counter. When the chef gave a meaningful look toward the substation, Henley half turned to catch sight of Kit and Amelie walking through the doors. The quiet woman clutched a crocheted bag to her chest as she peppered Kit with questions. Whatever she asked, Kit didn’t slow his steps as he headed for the edge of the platform.

“Time for me to head out. Kit will be with me in the morning, so keep an eye on Baptiste. Don’t let him get too ambitious.”

Sandoval offered a weak smile. “Too late for that. G’night—I won’t be long, I swear.”

“Hold him to that, Noodle.” Henley pointed at the chef, got a puffed-up chest in response, and slid off his seat. Amelie gave him a shy wave as she passed him on the way to the trolley, and Kit’s eyes were on the group when Henley made it to his side.

“Baptiste will work with Amelie in the morning and distribute my connections as needed. I think he’ll be happy for the challenge—he’s been waiting to prove himself since I brought him to my substation.”

“Careful, San says he’s gunning for your job,” Henley said with a smile, and Kit pressed his hands together with a prayerful expression.

“If only. René’s still trying to get me to spend a few days at Paradise, but I told him I wasn’t going if you weren’t.” Kit threw the floppy messenger bag he’d taken to carrying across his chest and held his hands out for the food. “Want me to carry it? I didn’t order any soup, so it shouldn’t be too much trouble for flying.”

“Nah, I’ve got it.” Henley kept hold of the package, which left Kit’s hand free to tuck into his arm. That had nothing to do with Henley’s decision, of course. “I told San to go home and get some rest. Even Noodle has noticed he’s exhausted.”

“I’ve been bullying him into taking breaks.” Kit kept his tone light as they walked to the edge of the platform, but his grip on Henley’s arm tightened. “Amelie was too nervous to go to that new flower shop by herself, so I asked him to escort her. He’s still having trouble leaving the substation unguarded. Do you think the Captain would assign a night patrol officer to give him some peace of mind?”

Henley looked over his shoulder at the welcoming light of the substation’s doors. “I was going to suggest the same thing. You just have to make sure Sandoval doesn’t think you’re doing it to go easy on him. I think he’s determined to fight the whole Ethereal if necessary.”

“I’d rather no one did any fighting at all.” Kit stared out at the Between’s growing twilight for a moment, then exhaled. “Enough of that. I’ll ask Solene in the morning. Are you ready to fly?”

“Born ready,” Henley said, and smiled as Kit’s laughter followed their perfectly timed leap into the open air. With food in hand, they had to pace themselves, and Henley relaxed into the leisurely evening flight to Kit’s apartment. Kit controlled most of their flight, but he had learned when to assist with a convenient pull or turn to help them evade oncoming traffic. They didn’t speak as they flew, savoring instead the peace of each other’s company.

When they arrived at the quiet row of apartments with their narrow porches, Kit dropped down first and turned to take the dishes. Henley handed over his burden and settled into gravity. There was barely enough room for them to stand together before Kit unlocked the door, but the comfortable apartment had plenty of space for both. The dim interior, cozy and cluttered, came to life when Kit pulled the string of a lamp to the left of the entrance.

Warm yellow light spilled across a single room that was large enough for a kitchen area to one side and a bedroom to the other. The thick layer of dust that had marked every surface when they first met had disappeared over the long evenings he had spent in Kit’s company. The plush comforter they had bought together at one of the Between’s markets was turned down, inviting him to rest after his long absence.

Just inside the door, a new chair waited to hold their bags. Henley dumped his, then looked up at the chalkboard that hung next to Kit’s small Switchboard panel. All the boxes on Kit’s list of morning chores were checked except for Hair. 

“Good job keeping up while I was gone,” he said. Kit looked up from where he was unpacking their dinner on the kitchen table, eyes guilty.

“I ran out of time this morning,” he admitted, as if he didn’t avoid checking that box on a regular basis when he knew Henley would be staying the night. “I did everything else, though! And I had your uniforms sent out for cleaning and returned.” He drew his hands back from the steaming bowls of pasta for a moment, hesitating. “I hope you don’t mind.”

“I hope you don’t mind that I keep leaving my dirty laundry here until it piles up,” Henley replied. He stepped forward to catch one of Kit’s hands, giving it a squeeze. “Having uniforms here makes it so much easier in the morning. I appreciate it.”

Kit stared at him, then straightened. He allowed himself to lean closer then, resting his head back on Henley’s shoulder, their fingers still tangled together. “I missed you,” he confessed. “I was going a little crazy trying to occupy myself. I’ve forgotten what I used to do in the evenings alone.”

“You worked twelve-hour shifts and slept,” Henley replied. His free hand found its way up to the back of Kit’s head, and he rubbed his thumb into the soft strands of pinkish hair that had fallen loose around Kit’s hairpin. “It’s normal that you’re still adjusting to the eight-hour shifts, though I wish you wouldn’t work late when I’m gone. I’m glad to help you find ways to live outside of the Switchboard.”

“Maybe we should try those dance lessons Baptiste keeps recommending.”

Henley smothered a laugh. “I can promise you that I don’t have the hips for it. Rulan tried to teach me years ago and she gave up when I couldn’t keep time with her at all. I’ll watch if you find another partner, though.”

“I’m not dancing with anyone else.”

The words came a little too fast, and Henley’s chest was a little too tight. He smiled and pressed his cheek against Kit’s hair. “We’ll figure something else out, then. Maybe I’ll bring some plants back from Mom next time, and we’ll start a garden. We could have strawberries or green peppers in the window boxes.” Have you ever eaten anything you grew yourself? Ever cursed the slugs that ate the fruit? Are there slugs in the Between? Henley shook himself. “For now, though, are we going to eat or are you just torturing me with pastitsio?”

“I guess we can eat.” Kit gave a dramatic sigh, and they untangled themselves in layers—first Henley’s hand from Kit’s hair, then Kit’s head from his shoulder, then the release of their joined hands. The familiar routine of preparing the space for dinner led to them sitting across from each other at the small kitchen table, their feet laced in a comfortable pattern. Henley’s glass of water—with the starburst pressed-glass pattern Kit had bought specifically for him—was cold with condensation opposite Kit’s hot mug of tea.

“My parents are still trying to get me to move out of my Actuality apartment,” Henley said. “I think at this point I’m just resisting out of stubbornness. I’ve been using it only as a portal anchor, and I could do that just as well with a room at their house.”

“You live in the Between, now,” Kit pointed out. “And you did say you wanted to help them out with their bills since you were taking up so much space. One apartment means fewer payments, which means more money for art supplies.”

He gave a significant look to Henley’s duffel bag, and Henley smothered a laugh. “Wow, am I that predictable? In my defense, Danny needed help with his school project, and Uncle Henley didn’t have the right colors…pen weights…media types…”

“No excuses allowed unless you show me the results.” Kit grinned, then took a little time to eat before his next comment. “Really, though, it’s okay to rely on your family. I think they’d be happy if they could help you. The loss of magic is terrifying to Actuality mages.”

“We need to talk about that.” Henley wove his fork between his fingers, then set it to the side of his bowl. “Things are about to pick up, Kit. We might not have as much time to be discreet, and even if you’re very careful who you offer my requests to, it’s just a matter of time before some Ethereal lets it slip that I’m doing magic again.” He stared into his bowl, watching the light catch on a square of cut tomato. “We need to tell my unit, but…I don’t want them relying on me. I can’t keep relying on you.”

“I don’t mind,” Kit replied in a quiet voice, and Henley looked up to give him a tight smile.

“That’s not the point. I know you’d give me every bit of magic in the world if I asked but I’m—I’m broken, Kit. My magic is gone. Anything I do now is borrowed and I need to accept that loss.” He clenched his fists, letting his nails dig into his palms. “I don’t want it to be a surprise to Carlisle and the others if I use it in an emergency.”

Kit reached out, placing his hand over one of Henley’s. The flow of energy between them was so comfortable, so easy, that Henley’s shoulders relaxed. “I’m the one who broke you,” the Chief Operator said. “The Lineman did, at least. Is it so bad that I can give back a little of what we took from you?”

Uncurling his fingers, Henley turned his hand to capture Kit’s. His friend was controlling the energy, keeping it to a few glittering threads that changed from gold, to silver, then to blue as they wove across their joined hands. “I’m scared,” Henley said. “Scared of what happens when I rely on you too much. When I forget how to stand on my own.” Black eyes met silver across the table. “I don’t want to risk not being able to protect you when the time comes.”

“There’s never been a time when you’ve failed to protect me,” Kit said. “With magic or without. You are as unstoppable a force as the Between itself.” He lifted their joined hands and brought them to his cheek, resting it against their intertwined fingers. “This is my way of protecting you in return, but I don’t blame you for being afraid. We’ll tell them so they can prepare and—”

Kit’s skin went cold against Henley’s fingers and the Chief Operator’s words faded into silence. The chill traveled up Henley’s arm and into his chest, freezing him with sudden unease. Kit had gone so still that Henley glanced at the window to be sure traffic was still floating by outside. As the color drained from Kit’s face, Henley dragged his chair around the side of the table to wrap his arm around the thinner man.

“Kit. Kit? Come back to me.” Henley kept his tone even and calm, despite the noisy fear in his chest. Throwing his prior concerns to the wind, he reached out across the magic that still flowed between their hands, seeking the place where those threads wound together. Where his touch traveled, warmth followed, until Kit jerked slightly in the circle of his arm.

“—and be ready…when…” He faltered as Henley’s changed position became apparent. “Oh. It happened again, didn’t it?”

“Yeah, it did.” Henley released Kit’s hand to grab his friend’s tea mug and slide it closer. “About thirty seconds. You’re cold again. Where did you go this time—the same place?”

“Mm, always the same.” Kit leaned against him, careful not to dig his bony shoulder into Henley’s chest. The mug sagged in his hand for a moment before he firmed his grip and drank. “The cold darkness under the fabric of the Between, where the Actuality and Ethereal almost meet. I wish I could explain better than that. I wish it wasn’t trying so hard to suck me in.”

“You tore it open during the fight for the Shield HQ,” Henley said. When you kissed me, he wanted to add, but he kept the words to himself—as he had in the month since the battle. “It’s not like that’s a normal occurrence. I take it you haven’t had any luck repairing the damage?”

Kit shook his head. He’d curled a little closer to Henley, with the mug cradled against his chest. “It’s not like the rifts we were fixing before. The darkness isn’t made up of threads, nor does it connect to the Between. It’s like, um…trying to paint the outside of a house from the inside.”

Henley’s wooden chair creaked as he shifted his weight, giving Kit enough space to fold his extra inches comfortably against him. He had to suppress the urge to call on Kit’s energy to light more of the lamps in the cozy apartment. His efforts wouldn’t banish Kit’s darkness. “Did this happen while I was gone? Have you talked to anyone else about it?”

“It happened once while you were in the Actuality,” Kit replied, with the false innocence in his tone that told Henley there was more to the story. The day I left as well, probably, before I went through the portal. “Nothing bad, just a few minutes of empty thoughts between connections. I haven’t spoken of it to anyone else. I’m afraid only the High Spirits could understand or provide any aid.”

Henley drew a deep breath, then exhaled. “So how bad does it have to get before you ask for help?”

Kit tipped his head back, close enough when Henley lowered his head that the bridges of their noses fit together. “It’s only a few seconds at a time…” Before Henley could raise his head and scowl, Kit offered a quick counter. “I promise, if I go to the darkness for more than a few minutes, I’ll seek the aid of the High Spirits. Okay?”

For a moment, Henley listened. He tracked the even sound of Kit’s breath and the ambient sounds outside. The light confidence in Kit’s tone, so similar to what it had been when his friend took on the weight of the world alone, was almost more frightening than Kit’s terrifying silence moments before.

“A few minutes,” he repeated. “You’d best believe I’ll be keeping time. Until then, I’ll let you do what you can to get it under control and I won’t interfere.”

“Oh, please interfere,” Kit replied, a smile in his voice. “I like it so much more when you get involved. Just…let me see what I can do first, that’s all I ask.”

“Alright.” Being close to Kit, Henley had found, was a constant balance of the Chief Operator’s position, independence, and history of solitude against their relationship and Kit’s connection to the world. Acceptance was a dull blade sawing his bones the more he learned about his companion. “I think we’re done with dinner, right? You handle the dishes while I change and go find your hairbrush. I’ll show you what I was working on with Danny, too.”

Kit made a sound of agreement, then pulled back from Henley’s embrace. The mug was steady in his hand. The color returned to his skin as they went about their evening routine, ending as always with them sprawled out on Kit’s bed and falling asleep while they talked. That night, though, with Kit settled against his chest and the Between growing silent around them, Henley found it difficult to sleep. 








  
  

three

Into the Actuality





Henley stepped back into the Shield HQ the next morning with dark circles under his eyes and wearing a uniform that smelled like Persil laundry detergent. Kit almost bounced along at his side, energetic with more time to sleep than his previous schedule had allowed. The morning shift was a busy crowd of officers that forced the pair to ease through the edge of the main doorway. Kit patted Henley’s arm once they got inside, tugging the uniform sleeve straight with fingertips that lingered on the fabric. 

“I’ll go speak with Solene. Let’s do lunch if we don’t end up with other plans, okay?”

“Okay.”

With a wave, the Chief Operator wove through the desks in the open bullpen area, as certain of the route as he was of anything else in the Between. Henley watched until Kit disappeared down the officers’ hallway, searching for signs of weakness in his friend. Kit had buried his silent struggle beneath an air of bright curiosity and the easy chatter he offered any Shield who crossed his path. Henley bottled his worries once more and went looking for his unit.

As he approached the familiar quartet of desks, he found Fariq leaning forward to share low words with Annika.

“—have to be. They’re too close,” the other mage said. His back was to Henley, and Annika lifted her eyes over Fariq’s shoulder to give Henley a grin. Her uniform coat was tossed over the back of her chair, gaining more wrinkles by the second. She ignored the damage as she tucked a strand of straight brown hair behind her ear.

“I still think you’re wrong, but let’s ask the man himself. Henley, are you and Kittinger sleeping together?” She wiggled her eyebrows. “Intimately?”

He missed a step and almost stumbled into his chair next to Fariq. The younger mage’s face was flushed red over brown skin, and Henley was sure his own wasn’t much better. His dignity was in short supply when he answered, “One, that’s none of your business, and two, no. Please tell me no one’s taking bets on this?”

“Well, if they are, I’ll be the one winning,” she replied. “I’ve told everybody who asked that they’re wrong.”

“Thank you, Annika.”

“I give it less than a month, though.”

He sputtered, and whatever flustered response he might have given was interrupted by the rattle of silverware against plates as Carlisle set their tray of breakfast down with more force than necessary. The space in the center of their joined desks had been left clear of papers for that purpose, and the aluminum tray made plenty of noise.

“We’re not having this discussion again, and certainly not with Henley sitting right here,” the man said over the array of pastries, fruit, and hard-boiled eggs. “Contain your gossip. We’ve got fifteen minutes to eat before we’re expected in the Captain’s office.”

Henley seized the change of subject and reached for a small plate of fruit and an egg. He and Carlisle sat, finding space for their breakfast among the folders and half-finished reports from other cases. “Kit’s in with the Captain now, requesting a night patrol officer for No. 28. He says Sandoval isn’t resting very well.”

Carlisle nodded. His plate held a cinnamon roll bigger than his fist; Henley had yet to figure out how his anchor survived on so many carbs. Carlisle used a knife and fork to keep his hands clean as he ate. “Given his experiences, I can’t blame him. He’s a special case. Maybe he doesn’t belong in the Patrol Division anymore—I bet he’d do just fine with Investigations.”

“He’ll resist leaving his post, but I have to agree. He’s too good to sit around all day.” Henley motioned with his half-eaten egg. “But I’m not saying anything, because Kit would kill me. You can make the suggestion.”

Fariq had filled his plate with fruit, making himself a target for Annika. The woman seemed to think food always tasted better when filched from someone else’s meal. Fariq had spent enough time as her recruit to know when she would be at her most covetous, and he fended off her stabbing fork as he spoke. “I think it should be the opposite. The Switchboard seems like it could use more guards, not less—maybe it shouldn’t be a patrol post. He could be the Chief Operator’s Shield liaison or something.”

“Sometimes you’re smarter than you look,” Annika teased, victorious as she snagged a slice of pineapple under his guard. “Who better than the guy who’s already died for the Switchboard once?”

Her comment fell hard on the gathered desks. No other officers were close enough to hear, but her three unit-mates sobered as they stared down at their plates. Henley was plagued by memories of Kit’s eyes, sick with terrible knowledge and grief.

“That’s an awful way to put it,” he said, and Annika lifted her hands.

“Alright, but it’s true, isn’t it? You’re not going to find anyone more trustworthy for the job, unless you’re looking in the mirror.”

“Sandoval is one of our best, no matter his division,” Carlisle said in a quiet voice. “It’s worth a suggestion to the Captain, and I’ll keep it in mind. For now, though, let’s focus on finishing our breakfast and getting on with the day.”

Eyebrows up but silent, Annika began assembling the emptied plates. Henley grabbed another egg and finished it in a few bites. Once his hands were clean, he got to his feet and checked for his usual tools: notebook, pencil, and cane. The reminder that his cane had been left behind helped him to settle his weight evenly on both feet. The ache that remained was minor compared to what it had been.

As a group, they headed to Solene’s office. The windowed door with its gold lettering stood open, awaiting their arrival. Voices murmured within the office. What light spilled into the hallway was soon blocked by the cluster of black uniforms, and Carlisle made sure to close the door when they were all inside. The office itself was empty of their hostess, but the door to the storage room revealed their destination.

“Come in,” Solene called, hidden behind the wall. “We’re ready to get started.”

Single file, Unit 2613 followed her voice into the adjacent room. The broken furniture had been cleared to make room for a few folding tables and more adequate chairs to keep Syrus’s desk company. Without windows, the atmosphere in the room was heavier than in the rest of the building.

Solene sat at one of the tables with Burke to her right and Shaw to her left. Kit had claimed another table and had his head close to another man, who was bent over with a stack of papers in his arms. When he lifted his head to observe the newcomers, Kelley’s eyes darted around the room, checking for enemies before he shifted a little more into the space behind Kit. A Switchboard key still hung around his neck, as much an identifying brand as it was a sign of forgiveness for his part in Markash’s plans.

The High Spirits had accepted the coercion involved in Kelley’s betrayal, and the Between had allowed the operator to be rewritten. Henley had expected the process to work like witness protection, and that he would never see Kelley again. That assumption had lasted until Kit had closed himself up in Solene’s office a week after the trial. Within hours, the Order had an “operator liaison,” and the building had gained a silver-haired shadow. Henley had tried to look out for Kit’s Reassigned second-in-command, but Kelley had made keeping to himself an art form.

Henley walked around the tables to take the seat on Kit’s other side, just in time to catch his friend’s soft words. “You should at least say hello to Lettie. She’s safe here, and so are you.”

“It’s the third time, Chief.” Kelley’s smile was strained. “Third meeting, third life. Good enough that I can see her every day and know she’s well. Please, just…let me go my own way, alright?”

His gaze fell on Henley, and layers of distance folded on his expression. With a small nod, he moved away to pass out his papers. Kit smothered a soft sound of frustration.

“Things were easier when people forgot everything,” he whispered, and Henley gave his knee a pat under the table.

“That’s the price we pay for memory—it’s not always easy to accept. He’ll be fine. He needs time, just like you do every rewrite. Are you ready to get to work?”

Kit saw through his conversation shift but gave Henley half a smile as he rolled with the change. “Yes. I’m tired of worrying about which shoe will drop next.”

The rest of Henley’s unit had taken places around the disconnected tables. In the seclusion of the storage room, the heaviness of their search hung in the air. The papers Kelley passed out to each of them held locations and high percentages.

“Let’s begin,” Solene said, and the officers present straightened in their chairs. Even Shaw focused his attention. “Lieutenant Burke, please give us a status report on the search for Markash.”

“Yes, Captain.” Burke leaned forward, his hands clasped on the table in front of him. “In the month since Markash’s disappearance, we have engaged every available contact within the Ethereal to seek signs of his presence. At the same time, we sent teams into the Actuality and to every corner of the Between to trace the remnants of his activity. Our searches have yielded no results.”

He exhaled, then lowered his eyes to the page beneath his hands. “Well, we have cleared some areas where we know he is not. However, that is a small area compared to what we must cover. He has not attempted to contact Lady Allelurine. With his lands torn asunder, he must find power with his Actuality allies if he is to succeed in his goals.”

“As far as we know, those goals have not changed,” Solene said. “He seeks to dismantle the barrier between worlds and remove the restrictions of the High Spirits. His connections are bad enough. We must remember that he is an unbound greater Ethereal walking free among mortals. Even without access to his lands, he holds the power of ten A-rank mages.”

“I spoke with Elryk before I came back.” Henley looked around the table before returning his gaze to Solene. “He said other unbound Ethereals could sense Markash if we had enough of them, but even he thinks that’s a bad idea. The temptation to betray us and be free in the Actuality with all their power would be too much to ask.”

“And one weakened, landless greater is less threat than a fully empowered lord.” Solene inclined her head. “Elryk is wise, but I wish the answer were different. Because our search has failed, we must now seek Markash across the entire mortal world.” She looked to her right and gave Burke a nod.

The lieutenant pulled out his pocket notebook. The battered cover had been taped in three places and the pages were nearly full. “At any given time in history, there have been between a hundred and three hundred fifty mage councils in the Actuality. Those councils are joined under various banners—sometimes countries, sometimes regions or geographic areas. At the moment there are three hundred twenty-six all over the world.”

“Three twenty-seven,” Henley corrected. Burke raised an eyebrow. “A new council has been sponsored in Antarctica. They’ve finally got enough people there to need it.”

“Three twenty-seven, then.” Burke made a note on one of his pages. “As much as we don’t want to spread the word of this incident, we have no choice but to enlist the aid of the councils. Markash is too dangerous. We will activate all Actuality divisions of the Order and have them work with the mages to seek Markash throughout the world. Their reports will help us narrow our existing efforts. Do your best to not interfere with their jurisdictions as much as possible.”

Shaw raised his head then, giving Solene a questioning look. The Captain gave him permission to speak with a small nod. “We have information on underground networks for smuggled magic,” the fallen officer told the group. “I have combed through those records to seek more specific routes of investigation. I can’t promise that these records aren’t out of date, but they are better than nothing.”

“Unit 2613 will be Assigned to the Actuality for the duration of this search,” Solene said. A current of energy curled around the table as her order took effect, pricking Henley’s spine. “You will take the information Shaw has provided and investigate the locations with the assistance of the local mage council. Due to the delicacy of the situation, you will be embedded with the council to which you have the closest ties. Fariq has requested that Henley’s home council be utilized.”

Henley blinked. When he looked down the table at Fariq, his unit-mate offered a small shrug in response. “Are you sure, Captain?” Henley asked. “I’m just a specialist, and I’ve only been here a couple of months. That’s not much time to evaluate my connections.”

Solene’s skeptical stare could have come straight from Henley’s mother. “I think, at this point, that we have enough history with you to rely on anything you tell us,” she replied. “That point aside, Carlisle tells me you have passed your preliminary evaluations. You will be going into the field as a full investigator and Carlisle’s partner.”

“Finally,” Carlisle muttered, and Henley gave Solene a crisp nod.

“Yes, Captain. I’ll do my best. I know the Gulf Coast Council very well.”

“Put those connections to good use, then. Burke and I will continue to analyze the old data with Shaw and send you whatever we find. Kelley will handle the paperwork.”

The former operator had all but disappeared where he leaned against the wall behind Kit, but he gave the group a small nod when he had their attention. Carlisle’s chair creaked as he leaned forward, fixing his eyes on Solene.

“Captain, is that acceptable? I don’t know that Kelley should be required to work with Shaw.”

Henley had to admire the steadiness it took for his anchor—no, partner—to say those words with Shaw sitting to Solene’s left. Solene offered a solemn stare in response.

“Your concerns are justified, but they have been addressed. Shaw?”

“Very few of Markash’s operatives knew the names of any others,” Shaw explained. “Dara knew, most likely. The rest of us were allowed only vague references to each other. Markash never relinquished that much power if it wasn’t necessary. Kelley and I had nothing to do with each other—but we have the same goal now.”

Kelley’s voice was almost too quiet to hear. “That’s why we can’t be more helpful now, as well. The few I knew about within the Between have been rewritten. Anyone left is like me, judged innocent by the High Spirits and Reassigned where they can be protected. I don’t want to waste the chance the Between has given me to do some good. I appreciate your concern, though.”

Carlisle settled back in his seat, frown still in place. “If you say so. I appreciate any help you can give us.” With as much acceptance as he would allow himself, the leader of 2613 opened his hands. “That’s it, then? We’re heading to the Actuality—when?”

“Now,” Burke replied. “The Chief Operator will accompany you as much as he is able to assist in the search. Henley’s council is expecting you within a few hours.”

Henley’s throat went dry, and his eyes were drawn to Kit’s. His friend was watching him with quiet anticipation and offered Henley an open hand. He exhaled. There were enough secrets in the room already. Revealing his magic to Shaw and Kelley wasn’t a risk when they knew the rest of the Order’s plans.

“If Kit’s going with us, there’s something you should know.” He couldn’t tell if he was talking too loud over the rush of his heartbeat in his ears. A flood of guilt followed the speed with which he took Kit’s hand, the relief of the magical connection so strong it made him dizzy. Rather than explain, he gathered himself, forming his intent in his mind and offering the disappointment of stale bread in exchange. “One percent, Sort. Bring order to that which is in disarray.”

The scattered papers across the table jerked away from their positions and slid into a neat grid in the middle of its surface. Sounds of surprise and soft curses sounded from the other Shields, aside from Solene, who covered her mouth with one gloved hand. Shaw crossed his arms over his chest, a slow grin crossing his lips.

“The Lineman’s work at the trial,” the former Captain said. “I thought he was up to something. It’s not complete, though, is it?”

“No.” Henley gave Kit’s hand a squeeze, their fingers lingering together before he finally released his grip. “I have to be in direct contact with the source of magic for my spells to connect. My percentages are back to normal limits, though—as long as I’m close to Kit, I’m…” The words choked him, closing his throat for a moment before he could continue. “I’m a normal mage again.” Kit pressed his knee against Henley’s under the table.

Carlisle gave a thoughtful nod. “Well, I’m sure you wish it was a full restoration, but I’ll take any ace in the hole we can get. Having you as a secret weapon can only help us in the long run. Who else knows?”

“Elryk, and probably René. No one else.”

“Let’s keep it that way, then. I’m glad you told us—and we’ll continue our operations as before unless we absolutely need your magic.” His response was firm and as direct as the man had been when he questioned Solene about Kelley. Some of the tension eased in Henley’s shoulders. His partner gave him a smile, then tapped the table.

“And those operations start now. Captain, is there anything else before we get moving?”

Solene motioned to the neatened papers, and Annika swept them into a less-orderly stack for transport. “These documents have your initial paths of investigation,” the Captain said. “Check in every morning or evening. Take no risks. Markash is incredibly dangerous, so request backup whenever you feel the need.”

“Yes, Captain.” Carlisle pushed back from the table. “Henley and Fariq, go get our bags from the dorms and meet us at the platform. Annika, get the sergeant started on our portal. Chief Operator, you can join me if you don’t have any other arrangements to make.”

“I’m ready to go,” Kit replied with a smile. “More than ready. Do you think it’s raining?”

“If it isn’t, I’m sure it will,” Henley said. “We’ll be back in a few minutes.”

He wove around the chairs and strange angles of the room, joining Fariq as they left Solene’s office. The younger mage gave Henley a guilty glance once they were in the quiet hallway that led to the dormitories.

“I’m sorry about earlier. I swear I’m not gossiping about you and the Chief Operator to anyone outside of the unit.”

“It’s fine.” Henley was getting used to moving without his cane, but he made sure to have a firm grip on the railing as they made their way down the stairs. “I’m sure it’s the talk of the Order behind my back. At least you’ve got a personal stake in it. Speaking of personal—you didn’t want to work with your home council? Why not?”

The other officer went silent for a moment, his eyes on the floor as they walked. “I don’t have a good relationship with my council,” he said after a moment. “When I joined the Order, I had already left home, and not on good terms. I didn’t want it to impact the investigation.”

“Probably a good call.” Henley paused outside of his door. “If you find you miss it, though, you should join mine. We’ve got mages from dozens of cultures, and we’re used to accepting casting in any method.”

Fariq gave him a hint of a smile. “I’ll think about it, thanks. But we’d better hurry, or Annika’s going to make us do push-ups or something.”

Henley turned on his heel and darted into his room with appropriate haste.
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