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Danika rolls her neck to loosen tensed muscle as she watches her team of fellow Hunters from a small, rocky outcrop. The tall, powerfully built blonde white woman massages the flesh that remains of her left shoulder where the cybernetic components of her metal arm connect to skin, impatient for the team to finish. Ten or so feet below, spread out across the cavern, most of them hoist the pilfered arcane device: the one they’ve brought to crack the seal on this back gate into Sage’s Hollow. The visible wound in the fabric of reality that forms the gate is a near perfectly vertical seam glowing red in the air, painting the entire cavern in its murky crimson haze.

	“Bit early to need your next dose,” Jess says quietly as she climbs up the small hill to Danika, Jess’s boots echoing loud against the cavern stone. The smaller, dark-haired white woman pushes off the wall she braced herself against on her way up to Danika’s vantage, watching where she steps. Water runs free in rivulets and streams along the floor of the cave; the flows treacherous even for those used to wandering subterranean paths like these, hunting trophies from the kind of creatures that are only supposed to exist in stories.

	“Couple hours left,” Danika says as Jess wipes rock dust from her hands. “Going to let the last ones taper. I want to be clear-headed for this,” Danika says, glancing at her friend.

	“Small mission window. You still hellbent on going after the thing that did that, too?” Jess says, inclining her head at Danika’s metal arm.

	Danika opens her mouth to answer, before the two women turn their attention back to the team below as the stolen device hums. Its ringing echoes around the cavern, resonant harmonics converging from cavern walls and bouncing back again, creating rippling layers of sound. Melodies evolve into acoustic resonance, building until a set of stones crack, shedding old rock in flaking chips to reveal complicated patterns of light and tech in evenly spaced pylons arranged to either side of the gate.

	Danika smiles as the gate itself begins humming with the strange music echoing through the cavern. “Given what Gideon was kind enough to share with us from S.P.E.A.R.’s recon work?” Danika glances down at the massive briefcase at her feet, Jess following her gaze. “Absolutely.”

	 

	* * *

	 

	Vel yawns lazily as the light of Sage’s Hollow’s captured sun falls across her eyes through half-open window slats. The light warm on her black, denticled skin. A summer breeze wafts in after it, despite still being late spring in the world outside the extra-dimensional bubble that’s home to Marrowmont’s sister city. Vel looks down with a smile as Suyapa nestles into her side, one arm flung possessively across Vel’s smooth, white belly. With Suyapa beside her, it’s possible, even for these brief moments, to forget the nightmare that drove them out of Marrowmont.

	“Good morning,” Vel says into a sleepy Suyapa’s hair, before kissing the top of her head.

	“Morning,” Suyapa says groggily, eyes still closed, and cuddles in closer. “Are they...?”

	“Both still asleep,” whispers Vel. “It’s early yet.”

	Suyapa nods, only half awake. “We should get up.”

	“Plenty of time,” says Vel, running one impressively clawed bone-white hand through Suyapa’s hair. “Don’t need to be out the door for another couple hours.”

	“Oh?” asks Suyapa, blinking to wake herself up. Then raises her listing head to look up into Vel’s eyes. “We should eat before we go.”

	“I am a bit peckish...” Vel says playfully, and runs her hand down the back of Suyapa’s neck, the curving hollow of her spine, and on toward ample glutes, to cup soft flesh there and squeeze. “And you do smell delicious,” she adds as she leans down to kiss Suyapa on the lips. Her partner inhaling happily before Vel breaks the kiss to slide her way down the bed.

	Suyapa rolls onto her back and puts a hand over her mouth to stifle her giggling as Vel rolls atop her, before kissing her way down her partner’s chest and belly, down to her slit. Suyapa breathes in, then swallows a moan as Vel buries her tongue in Suyapa’s folds. The warm sun and still warmer sheets cradling them both.

	 

	* * *

	 

	Vel lopes down the stairs, freshly showered after Suyapa, to find her partner already looking after the children. 

	“You don’t want to be late on your first day at a new school, do you?” Suyapa asks as the twins grab jackets and slowly put on shoes.

	“But I don’t like it here,” Berta says quietly. “When can we go home?” she asks, picking at pilling fabric on the donated sweater she’s wearing – most of the family’s clothes and other personal items left behind in Marrowmont during the evacuation.

	“You don’t want to have an adventure?” Vel asks, grabbing packed lunches to add them to the twins’ backpacks.

	“I miss our old school,” says Franklin, pointedly not looking at Suyapa.

	“I miss my friends,” Berta says, hugging into her mom’s side.

	“I know,” says Suyapa, rubbing Berta’s head. An arm open for Franklin until he too comes to bury his face in her belly. “I know,” she whispers again as she holds them close.

	“We have to give the Maidens time to fix the city,” Vel says, coming down onto her knees so her head is closer to level with her partner’s children. “They’ll make everything right,” Vel says, and puts a hand on the back of Franklin’s head. 

	“You don’t know that,” grumbles Franklin into his mom’s stomach, hugging her tighter.

	Vel and Suyapa glance at each other, and Vel purses her lips as she says, “I don’t. No. But sometimes you just hope people can do things you can’t. I choose to put my trust in them.”

	“We’re never going home,” says Berta quietly into the soft fabric of Suyapa’s exquisitely patterned shirt.

	Vel carefully rubs a clawed thumb along the side of Berta’s head.

	“We will. I’m sorry that can’t be right now.”

	“For now…” Suyapa says, waiting for her children to look up at her before she adds, “we stay here a little while. And what do we need to do while we’re here?” 

	“‘Make things work,’” both Berta and Franklin say quietly. Faces still fallen, but their hands loosening on the folds of Suyapa’s shirt.

	“Hmm,” says Vel, making a big show of putting a clawed hand in front of her mouth as if lost in thought. “No, it’s much too sad here on the ground. No room for being sad up in the air though,” she says as she scoops up the two children as if they weigh nothing, and stalks one in each arm toward the door as the twins fall into laughter, demanding to be put down. 

	“What’s that?” Vel asks, looking around her as if trying to see who’s speaking, while she holds both children up over her head. “Do you hear something?” she asks Suyapa as her partner grabs the backpacks and carries them to the front door.

	“I don’t hear anything,” Suyapa calls back with a shrug.

	“Let us down,” says Berta, Franklin laughing too hard to join.

	“Oh,” says Vel, looking up in shock. “Is it raining children?” she asks Suyapa, spinning the twins down for a landing, making sure it’s not fast enough to make them dizzy.

	“Must be,” says Suyapa, gently swatting the air after her little ones to hurry them on to go grab shoes and their bags.

	Vel grins as the two ten-year-olds race to see who can get their things on first, sadness momentarily forgotten in the rush of endorphins and recalibrated equilibrium. Vel always amazed at how quickly they can move from one state to the next. Vel a creature of deepest fathoms; sleek and silent as the depths, made for violence; built to carry grudges, to hunt, to devour. Comfort is a foreign country to her, and raising Suyapa’s children with her doesn’t come … naturally. It still confuses Vel how much it matters to her that these children want her in their life. Especially after their father… Or perhaps because of who he was. Because of what he did to Suyapa. She’s not sure if the twins know how much he hurt their mother – they rarely asked after him in the months since he disappeared, so perhaps they knew more than they let on. All Vel knows is she’s glad he’s gone. And that she regrets none of what she and Suyapa did to make sure he was never coming back.

	She turns to Suyapa as her partner holds herself while watching her children finish getting their things together. “You going to be okay?” Vel whispers.

	Suyapa nods, still watching Berta and Franklin. “You don’t think the Maidens would have won already if they could?” Suyapa asks quietly. “Would the council even tell us if they failed?”

	“Dusa and the others have been pretty honest so far. I think if everything had gone entirely to shit…” Vel sighs, shakes her head. “It’s only been three days. Give it time.”

	“Humans don’t have nearly as much of that as the rest of you,” Suyapa says gently.

	“That’s why you burn so bright,” Vel says, cupping Suyapa’s face with one hand. “All that living concentrated down into such a blaze before the dark.”

	“That’s supposed to make me feel better?” asks Suyapa with a smile, crossing over to grab her keys and her purse and slip into her shoes as the twins stand up, arguing about who’s going to sit where on the bus they’re about to be late to catch.

	“I need to work on my pep talks, don’t I?” asks Vel, gathering her own things and slipping on a light jacket and her own shoes as she gets ready to follow the others.

	“You really do,” says Suyapa, herding the little ones.

	“I’ll see you at work, right?” Vel says, locking the front door behind them all.

	“I need to talk with their teacher after I drop them off. But I’ll pick up coffee on the way.”

	“You’re a lifesaver,” says Vel, waving goodbye to the three of them as Suyapa and the children head for the bus stop. She watches them a moment, envying how easy Suyapa moves with her children. Knowing how much effort goes into making it look that simple. Vel slips her cell phone from the pocket of her jacket to check the time. Then heads in the other direction toward Sage’s Hollow’s Shield Network tower as she makes her way to work.

	
* * *
 

	Vel’s instincts scream as she crosses still unfamiliar streets. A lifetime of honoring territorial agreements navigated by ocean currents doesn’t go away because you chose to come live a life on land. Just when she was finally getting used to Marrowmont…

	At least taking up the same work provides some measure of consistency. Not a lot of other uses for two PhDs in particle physics in their corner of the world. She shudders at the thought of going back to living under a glamor just to move freely among humans in other cities. A glamor she’d had to maintain through sixteen years of coursework and four degrees after forged transcripts, helped along with a little magic, had gotten her into that first undergraduate degree. And then another seven years post-doc spent in academia before she’d burned out on it entirely. The teaching was fine – she’d enjoyed that; hell, she’d been good at it. The admin though, and the endless marking, hampered by enforced grading curves and limited letter grade distribution to keep to expected outcomes… When Marrowmont had come calling, she’d jumped at the chance to do something more interesting with her degrees. It did also solve the problem of eating regularly without being observed. When your true form is a fifty-foot-long shark mermaid, it takes a lot to keep you properly sated. People tend to notice something strange in the waters after a while; only so many fishing boats can go missing in a given year before people start asking uncomfortable questions.

	And if she’d never come to Marrowmont, she’d never have met Suyapa.

	She’s still thinking about Suyapa as she starts crossing an intersection after a walk sign comes on, the Shield Network tower visible only a few blocks away. Her mind turning to how much smaller this tower is; how it’s not nearly as well staffed as the one in Marrowmont; the Hollow hidden well enough to begin with that they don’t need entire floors working twenty-four-hour split shifts – skeleton crews enough to suffice overnight – to erase every trace of the city’s existence from the outside world.

	Her thoughts interrupted by a whoosh of air from behind her, before something barrels into her hard enough to send her sprawling. Two blurs careening past her, tumbling too with the impact, scraping along hard pavement. She’d swear there’s a familiar voice in the string of expletives that
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