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I.

	Even a Gatekeeper couldn’t bring back the dead, but people still blamed them when they failed to. Adrian Somer could feel baleful stares coming from all directions as he walked through the Winfrey Station subway terminal, following the sound of battle. The fabric of this reality was fighting the teeth and claws of creatures that had learned to feed on it. Reality was losing. As a Gatekeeper, it was his job to fix that. He hadn’t been able to save the three members of station staff who’d already been killed, but hopefully he could stop the destruction there.

	The waiting area was closed down and packed with survivors. Some of them were staff permanently assigned to Platform 7, including a few practitioners. They, at least, had known about what lay underneath the platform. The rest were unfortunate passengers who’d been mid-transit when disaster struck. One of them was a small blond staring silently into the middle distance, and that sight brought memories of another blond boy Adrian couldn’t afford to dwell on. Not now, anyway. He shoved thoughts of Leslie down and kept walking. Dazed mumbling and quiet sobs echoed in his ears as clearly as the clash of bone and tooth on wood, concrete, and power.

	Three bodies had been lined up in the corner of the room, at once out of the way and impossible to miss. A tarp had been draped haphazardly over them. As he passed, a pair of dead eyes stared accusingly through a gap in the fabric. He looked away and focused on the figure standing by the hastily barricaded stairs. The station’s chief on-staff practitioner was an older man with a snow-white beard, a broad frame covered in bloodstains and scrapes, and an air of great discomfort. Adrian couldn’t tell whether the discomfort was from the circumstances or Adrian’s presence alone.

	Hopefully, it was mostly the former. Adrian was already more talkative than most Keepers, and he didn’t bother with the so-called uniform of his position, the illusion of an ominous shadowy cloak that concealed Keepers’ identities at the cost of being a complete PR disaster. Instead, he was wearing a professional suit and he’d finger-combed his blond hair as neatly as he could while teleporting over. He hadn’t slept more than three hours in as many days and he suspected that it showed. He did his best to smile reassuringly as he drew near. There wasn’t much else he could do to make himself more approachable.

	“What am I dealing with?” he asked as soon as he was within hearing distance.

	The old man grimaced, his eyes skittering away from Adrian. His magical signature was a jangle of metallic sounds—triangle, perhaps—mixed with the repetitive pounding of three piano keys. Solid, reliable, and, right now, panicking. “Portal’s opened up again. Some fool new kid decided to ignore the briefing and cleaned up the paint.”

	Oh, for— “Didn’t you promise my partner you’d tell the other staff about the seal?”

	“I did!” the old man snapped. “Ain’t my fault they won’t listen to their elders! It’s a miracle most of them listened when I realized the seal was failing. ‘Who believes in magic these days,’ indeed.” He scoffed loudly, then flinched when he remembered who Adrian was. Or rather, what Adrian was. “A-anyway, don’t think we should try repainting the seal on the underworld. Seems like an invitation for this to happen again.”

	“I agree.” Adrian peered at the pile of furniture and cement blocking off the staircase to the underground, listening closely. The makeshift barricade was held together with magic and spite. It had bought the station enough time for him to arrive, but it wouldn’t hold much longer. He needed to act fast. “What kind of practitioner are you?”

	With a wary glance, the old man rolled up his sleeve. There was a thick golden bracer wrapped around his wrist like a watch, covered with a series of raised bumps and lowered indents that looked something like braille. “Tactile.”

	Magic was a tricky and highly subjective thing. Each practitioner’s experiences with it were different, but they could generally be divided into the five senses: sight, sound, smell, touch, and taste. Each had their strengths and their weaknesses, but a tactile practitioner took valuable time tracing out or carving spells—time that Adrian couldn’t afford to waste. “Then stay here. Protect the others if anything escapes. I’ll go down alone.”

	For a moment, the old man hesitated. Then he nodded sharply and stepped aside, still not meeting Adrian’s eyes. “Good luck, Keeper Somer.”

	If luck played a factor in this, Adrian wouldn’t have been running around fixing magical disasters since the sun had risen that morning, when he’d been jolted out of fitful sleep by the sound of screaming. First, it had been an amateur practitioner accidentally lighting her entire apartment building on fire. She’d been rather nice to deal with, actually—she hadn’t internalized the horror of being caught by a Gatekeeper, so she’d listened seriously to his scolding and then pressed some muffins on him as thanks for saving her home. Then a series of very non-magical trucks had tentacles explode out of their engines because some magical auto mechanics were testing new enchantments on innocent drivers. After that, someone needed to force some confused extra-dimensional squid back into their own realities and erase the memories of every ordinary person involved, or at least bind them to silence. Just as someone was going to have to do here, once the fight was over and the seal repaired, and arrange for the bodies to be cleaned up. It never ended, and there were rarely muffins. Adrian was one of the world’s greatest practitioners, plugged directly into the Gates—the source of all magic in the universe—and he was still barely staying on top of things in one city.

	When Adrian had first had the power and responsibility of a Keeper thrust on him, his mentor Theresa had spoken dreamily of the days before security cameras, cell phones, and, oh yes, the internet. At the time, his ravaged soul aching and his old name freshly buried, he hadn’t understood the appeal. He did now. Keeping magic hidden must’ve been so much simpler back then. A few quick memory alterations and some rumours spread about ghosts or spirits, and you were done. Unethical, but easy.

	He whistled sharply, pouring a spell of movement into the piercing sound. Then he stepped forward and walked through the barrier. The stairway was shallow but dark, the air filled with blood and acidic, alien smells. It had been less than an hour since the seal broke and the portal under Platform 7 tried to swallow the whole building again. The portal that his partner, Kade Mauzy, was supposed to have dealt with months ago. Either she’d slipped up when re-applying the seal after the last break-out or the breach was growing more severe. He hummed a shield spell as he walked, low and steady, wondering how many of the surviving witnesses had taken pictures. And how many of those pictures would come back to bite him.

	The second his foot hit the floor, concrete exploded upward and a swarm of things that looked like ferrets crossed with beetles surged up to snap at him with three-jawed mouths. Lovely.

	“Please stop,” he said, flaring the shield spell outward with the singsong pitch of his voice. “Why do you want to eat us, anyway? Humans taste awful, I assure you.”

	The only answer was high-pitched insectoid chittering, no recognizable emotions or meanings attached, which was about what he’d expected. The last time the portal had opened, it had almost gotten the whole street, and he’d had to go down and beat the inhabitants of the alternate dimension it connected to into submission. Life would be a lot easier if he could just negotiate with them, or threaten them, or something. Unfortunately, these guys were far enough from human understanding that communication had proved impossible—and unlike the confused extra-dimensional squid, they wouldn’t leave willingly. They had to be forced back, and because their armour would protect them from anything up to and including anti-tank rounds, it had to be a practitioner who did it. And because it was a city-owned station, doing so was the Keepers’ responsibility. Lord knew none of the corporate mages would protect city property. Hard to bank on civic pride in a hidden society, even one where secrecy was becoming increasingly difficult.

	Whenever Adrian could, he tried to walk the line between keeping the hidden world hidden and keeping people safe by making sure ordinary humans in dangerous areas had an idea of what they should watch out for. Sometimes that backfired, because nothing made a certain type of person more determined to break the rules than being told there was magic involved. It would be nice to leave most of these jobs to the city’s police or firefighters. Unfortunately, the practitioners working secretly in those organizations couldn’t bring the sheer magical might to bear that he could, even at his worst.

	Adrian wasn’t at his worst now. He’d been sleeping better recently, which meant more strength he could spare to throw his magical weight around. That was important because using magic was exhausting. Every time the creatures threw themselves into his barrier, a little more of that strength drained away. An ordinary practitioner—one without a Keeper’s connection to the Gates—would probably have lost consciousness from the strain. He was mostly cold. Even with his coat, it was freezing down here. He continued humming the barrier spell under his breath as he rubbed his hands together in a feeble attempt to warm up.

	“Just give up already. If I have to pull another all-nighter because of you—”

	Finally, the chitinous horde drew back. Adrian hummed louder and extended his barrier, pushing them farther. They screeched and swiped at the shimmering air as he herded them back down into the dusty, chewed-up crawlspace under the platform. This place was supposed to be a maintenance tunnel. Now it looked like Hell’s car park and smelled like it, too. Adrian kept the barrier up until every single ferrety bastard had hopped down into the circle of raw, reddened flesh that grew smoothly from dead concrete. Once he was sure they were gone, he sang the barrier solid, hooked it into the remains of the last barrier Kade had set up around the portal, and finally stopped casting. Then he sat down heavily and breathed for just long enough for his hands to stop shaking.

	After a minute, he pried himself off the pavement and started heading back. Time to hand clean-up over to the old man in the station crew, who’d plaster over the hole with illusions and the sudden impulse to go literally anywhere else. Adrian fully expected a new disaster to hit before that was over. Even if by some miracle it didn’t, he was overdue to check in with his partner. It had been about two weeks since he’d seen Kade. They’d made plans to meet and share notes at 10 p.m., and it was almost midnight now. If he didn’t bring a new emergency to the meet-up, she would.

	The hidden world’s strongest magical practitioners—at least, the strongest practitioners who could still be called human—should be able to stop things like this from happening. But sometimes, all they could do was bandage up the wounds and clean the blood off the floor.

	Adrian cast one last glance at the sealed portal and wrinkled his nose. “This job would be so much easier if people would just listen.”

	The creatures living under the platform screamed. Their voices were muffled by the seal, but the power in the sound scraped against his ears like a blade to the soul. He turned his back on them and climbed the stairs above the platform. Each step restored a bit of his energy, fresh power oozing up from his connection to the Gate. By the time he reached the barricade and phased back through, he felt almost human again. The old man looked happy to see him. In a surprising turn of events, so did the rest of the survivors.

	There was still a numbness to the crowd as he stepped into the warm electric light. More than a few of the people here were in shock; he advised the station staff to call emergency services before sending anyone home. Then he had to gently fight his way through a grateful mob that had never heard of Gatekeepers and only knew he’d saved their lives.

	Honestly, the thanks were more intimidating than the creatures living under the platform.

	A kid smiled at him as he extracted himself. “Thanks, mister.”

	For a moment, Adrian saw another blond boy smiling at him, narrow-eyed and brimming with mischief. Then he blinked and the illusion was gone. Leslie always had been terribly respectful to strangers until they realized what a little monster he was. Especially if they managed to impress him, or worse, had something he wanted. Adrian had spent so much of his life chasing Leslie into trouble that, eight years after Leslie had died, he still saw his twin everywhere he looked.

	Even a Keeper couldn’t bring back the dead, no matter how much he wished otherwise.

	“Stay out of trouble,” Adrian murmured, and saw himself out.

	*

	Kade was already in the diner when he arrived, her presence marked by a soft, phantom chorus of woodwinds mixed with the harsh squeal of an electric guitar. Jarring, distinctive, magical, human—the signature of her existence in this reality. It was so strong it almost blocked out the soft chime that signaled a practitioners-only establishment and the equally soft hum of a Keeper’s professional illusion. She usually wore the illusion when meeting with him in public, despite the inevitable effect it had on every other practitioner around them. The whole building was locked in a terrified silence that only grew worse as he stepped inside. The girl behind the front desk gave him a wild-eyed look, the soft harpsichord of her magical signature stuttering, and bared her teeth in what was supposed to be a smile.

	“Welcome, Keeper Somer! Do you have a table?”

	He nodded.

	Her knuckles were white around her clipboard. “Excellent! Right this way.”

	The waitress led him to a corner booth near the window, her hands shaking even worse than his. Adrian didn’t point that out. He was no stranger to being feared. Besides, he was too busy searching for his partner. The faint sound of her professional illusion drew his eyes to the bench she was slouched on; the façade was designed not to affect Keepers, so he could see behind the ominous shadow. What lay underneath was, to put it bluntly, a mess. She had one brown cheek pressed against the table, fine white hair pooling around her. Her latex-and-tulle party dress was stained with sweat and spilled alcohol. She was absently drawing a butterfly on the cheek facing up with a sharpie. As he watched, the remnants of a black eye faded away. She didn’t look up when he slid in beside her, but then, she didn’t need to.

	“Hey, stranger.” Her voice was rusty from use. Headache, he judged, combined with sleep deprivation and possibly a light concussion. Nothing too serious. “You’re late.”

	The waitress retreated without asking for their order. Adrian let her go without comment. “Something came up. Rough night?”

	“Isn’t it always?” Kade tilted her head until he could see both her dark eyes. “Guess who shut down some wannabe supervillain leading a magical coup? This girl.”

	“What, seriously? You should’ve called me.” The Keepers’ duty was twofold: first, to protect the Gates, the single greatest source of raw power in existence and the fulcrum on which reality rested, from tampering by anyone or anything; and second, to protect those whose lives were affected by magic. A magic-driven coup would affect a lot of people. “What were they couping against?”

	“Us, obviously, but first they went after our puppets in the city council. Because we have those.”

	Adrian blinked slowly. “We have puppets?”

	“Don’tcha know? All politicians are secretly in the Keepers’ pockets. So a group of well-intentioned rebels gotta hack our records, steal control of the Gates, and use them to overthrow the whole corrupt system.” She scoffed. “I’d be first on the bandwagon, if, y’know, we actually controlled anything.”

	He considered that for a moment. “If we were secretly in charge of everything, I think we’d be able to delegate more.”

	“Now I wish we were secretly in charge of everything. Hey, did they bring my order yet?”

	Adrian shook his head. “Waitress left.”

	“Figures.”

	He followed her stare to the window. Outside, downtown was bright and busy. Inside, their reflections on the glass revealed how everyone else in the restaurant was seeing the two of them. He looked the same as always: a slim blond man with hair too long to look professional—right now, it was chin-length, thank God; any longer and the heart-deep ache of dysphoria would start kicking in on top of everything else—and deep circles under his eyes. She showed up as an anonymous, hooded shape wreathed in pitch-black shadow. Within the hidden world, that illusion was as iconic as it was terrifying. Even outside the hidden world, there was a reason hooded shadows were associated with death and disaster: it was a Keeper’s job to stop magic from blowing up in everyone’s faces, whether that meant cleaning up after someone else’s mistakes or protecting the Gates from anyone stupid enough to open them.

	Well, the Second Gate and any more that might lie beyond, anyway. The First Gate was already open. It had been open since before recorded history. No one knew what had been on the other side because no one could remember what life was like before the defences around it failed.

	“You need to stop going out in public in uniform,” he said. “You scared the waitress out of her wits.”

	“Give me a break, I came straight here from the coup-thwarting.”

	“You got here before me.”

	“I’m too tired to set up a new illusion and I don’t want my civilian identity tied up with you, Mr. Publicly-A-Keeper. Some of us still want to live a normal life sometimes.”

	Adrian tried to imagine living normally, or even pretending to, and failed. He’d been a Keeper since he was seventeen years old, recruited right out of a magical ritual that had failed so badly it had killed his brother and their guardian and almost destroyed him as well. At his lowest point, he’d stumbled into the street and the fabric of reality had swallowed him and spit him out. When he’d opened his eyes, he’d been standing in front of the Second Gate, and a terrible power had forced itself into him. It had been the second worst experience of his life, beaten only by what had come just before it.

	Leslie’s dead face flashed through Adrian’s mind—frozen smile, surprised blue eyes, red hole in the center of his forehead. He’d been so quiet lying there. In seventeen years, Leslie had never been that quiet before. In a way, that silence had been the worst part.

	“It’s so stupid that people are scared of us,” Kade grumbled. “We’re not hiding any more than any other practitioners. We have a website with our mission statement on it, for crying out loud.”

	“They didn’t read the mission statement.”

	She groaned and settled her forehead against the tabletop again. “How about we make it illegal to not read the mission statement? How about we do that?”

	“That’s unethical.”

	“Not very. Better than leading a coup, anyway.” She yawned hugely. “I’m too tired for this.”

	“Then let’s speed this meeting up so we can go home and nap.” It was a good idea for both of them. Magic could do a lot of things, but it couldn’t replace sleep any more than it could bring back the dead—not fully, anyway. Thoughts would still slow. Reflexes would still dull. If Kade wasn’t up for a full meeting, she probably wasn’t up for spellcasting any longer. Adrian was more rested than Kade, but he’d still been working all day. And they couldn’t afford to succumb to exhaustion with the whole magical community circling them like sharks.

	It all came down to the Gates in the end. Nobody wanted to hear there was an enormous reservoir of power and they couldn’t touch it. Never mind that touching it wasn’t safe for anyone. Even now, Adrian could feel the channels carved into his soul burning. They hurt when he used too much magic and when he used too little. They ensured he’d never kill himself by running out of magic and chained him to a duty he hadn’t asked for. Above all else, they promised power. The kind of power that destroyed you. Seven out of ten Keeper candidates tried to open the Gates when the universe offered them the chance and died after triggering the defences layered around the Gates—the ones meant to stop anyone from opening them and ending the world as they knew it. The three who didn’t fall for that temptation spent the rest of their lives trying to stop anyone from being faced with that terrible opportunity. The ominous uniform was the most glamorous part of the whole thing.

	But wasn’t it more fun to imagine Keepers as some kind of secret police? That was so much more interesting than a bunch of overtired workers running around wearing spooky illusions, wielding power siphoned from a dam barred from public access for safety reasons. That way, people could feel justified when they made plans to sneak through the barricades, blow the dam wide open, and flood the planet.

	“I wanna eat first,” Kade mumbled. “Or drink a smoothie, anyway. Where’s our waiter?”

	Adrian hummed a quick listening spell, three notes ascending in pitch, and grimaced. “Hyperventilating in the bathroom.”

	“Damn. We got time to wait?”

	He shrugged. “Nothing’s hanging over my head.”

	“Me either. I’ll give her…” Kade rolled her head to the other side and glanced at the wall clock. “Five minutes to come out before I go after her. That should be enough time, right?”

	“Probably.” Adrian wondered if he should volunteer to find the waitress instead. She might react slightly better to a Keeper who had a face knocking politely outside her hiding place than a faceless Keeper materializing inside it. “You should eat more.”

	“If I eat more, I’ll throw up. ’Sides, I gotta eat breakfast like five times with five different guys tomorrow, none of whom know each other. Such is the price of information gathering.”

	“Spying, more like.”

	She arched an eyebrow. “Got a problem with that?”

	Adrian said nothing and continued staring out the window. It wasn’t that he was particularly against her keeping tabs on what the Corporate, NGO, and Independent practitioners in their territory were up to; her decision to turn her civilian identity into an information sponge just put a bad taste in his mouth. The idea of bending people to your will with a false, smiling face made him feel cold. But then, so did the decision to keep a civilian identity at all. He’d changed his name to lay his past self to rest alongside his brother. The person he’d been back then was dead and buried along with the life he’d planned, one carefully chosen by two kids who shared everything, including the certainty that they were both boys no matter what anyone told them.

	Everything he had left, he poured into his duty. It was easier to fill the hole Leslie had left that way.

	“Don’t scare the waitress too badly.”

	“I won’t, you softie.” Kade yawned again. “God, I’m tired. Nothing else better happen tonight.”

	The second the words were out of her mouth, the whole city screamed.

	Adrian sat bolt upright, the harsh G minor notes of a barrier spell leaping from his tongue. A shield of pale blue light crackled to life around the diner just in time. He heard the sudden failure of its wards echo in his bones—a silence so thick he could choke on it. An overflowing of power, and then an utter absence. It felt like losing someone precious again.

	“Oh, what the hell!” Kade spilled out onto her feet as thick black lines wrote themselves to life over her dark skin, tattoos flaring to life. Her eyes went blank, then zeroed in on something he couldn’t see. “Crap. Adrian, the seals are failing.”
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