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Suyapa’s heart trips into thundering as her husband’s shadow falls over her from behind. 

	“We’re all going to be late, Sue,” he says, smile not reaching his eyes as she swallows and turns to look up at him from where she’s crouched, getting the children into their outerwear. The twins’ voices fade into the background as he looks down at her expectantly.

	Her own fake smile plastered perfectly in place, she says, “Almost done,” as cheerfully as she can. Moving carefully around the fresh bruises. Breathing shallow.

	The twins run off to get their sneakers on, fighting over who gets to take which backpack to school today, their laughter drowned out by her heart hammering in her ears as she waits for her husband to harrumph and check his watch. 

	“Well, they can’t start until I’m there anyway,” he mutters, and she exhales quietly. She flinches back as he leans in. “If someone didn’t take so long with her makeup we’d already be gone, wouldn’t we?” he says, smile gone predatory, and she just nods slowly. 

	“Good girl,” he says as he straightens, adjusts his tie, and says, “Who’s got a hug for daddy?” as he steps over her to spread his arms wide and wait for his fourth graders to rush in to embrace him.

	Suyapa breathes as deep as she can, thumb-wipes the tears before they can fall and ruin the bare bones of the mascara she applied after covering up the bruising on her chest, and puts her smile back on as she rises, turns, and grabs the lunches her children have forgotten from where they sit on the hall table. 

	The rest of the world fades as she drills down into this moment, tunnel visioned as she gathers up her children’s bags and their lunches and bustles the twins out the door into the late-March air, the smell of spring and blooming things heavy on the well-treed street of the suburb around them. Her husband waving genially to the neighbours as he locks the door behind them. And they pile into their respective cars, and she drives her children to school.

	 

	* * *

	 

	The blare of a horn brings Suyapa back into the moment. And into the middle of an argument her twins are begging her to adjudicate, both of them calling “Mom!” loudly as the car behind her in the school drop off zone honks at her again. She doesn’t recognize the plates glanced in the rearview mirror before she turns around. 

	“No más. No,” she adds as Berta opens her mouth to protest, Franklin quiet with his arms crossed in protest. “Go!” she adds, shooing them out of the car. 

	“I love you!” she yells after them as they tumble out, bags in hand, still arguing gently as they fall in with respective friends, all racing the morning bell.

	She shuts her ears to the repeatedly blaring horn of the car behind her, puts the car back in gear, and drives off at exactly the speed limit.

	 

	* * *
 

	She checks her watch as she stalks quick on her way in to work, heels clicking on the sidewalk stone of downtown Marrowmont, her car parked in the lot behind the glass-and-concrete tower – its façade all reflective surfaces, a shimmering haze on the air meant to deter spirits and birds alike from crashing into its sleek, flourished contours. That maze of endless loops and whorls of architecture and light, natural and amplified, also helping make it difficult to focus on the building itself. Layers upon layers of protection, much as what goes on inside provides for the city.

	Suyapa scans her keycard at the outer entrance and takes a deep breath as the lock clicks and she pushes open the pressure door. She waves at Gyges as she enters, the titan waving to her with several of his hundred arms, a few of his fifty heads turning to make sure it’s actually her as she walks through the scanners. He smiles at her from multiple faces as the machines give her a literal greenlight. The rest of his faces occupied watching security screens, taking multiple calls from the phone bank, or taking copious notes on everything he sees. The lobby otherwise austere around them, no primary features, only safety mechanisms for intruders walking between dream and waking to slide off. Every surface made as physically and spiritually slippery as possible.

	She can hear others also arriving for work as they breathe and talk to themselves in the lobby, but they’re all hidden from each other until the elevator doors close and the veil lifts, revealing multiple bodies in various forms piling into the elevator together, all doing their best not to bump into anyone else. Tails and fangs and claws all kept carefully tucked tight to bodies. The whisper of the elevator sliding smoothly up accompanied by slow breathing, the gentle clack of mandibles, and the soft crack of bones as shapeshifters adjust appearances better suited to the space. Her features fall involuntarily as Suyapa realizes the one person she always wants to see most is missing. She breathes deep while the elevator quietly ascends. The silence its own form of protection – no chance for intruding entities to overlay hypnotic suggestion or commands onto muzak; and the muzak more generally an affront to the more melodically inclined among Marrowmont’s citizens.

	The elevator dings, the doors open, and Suyapa exits. She takes off her jacket in the temperature-controlled environment as she trades pleasantries with everyone exiting on her floor: a gumiho, a nahual, a jorōgumo, and a pair of humans – one a sorcerer, the other an oneironaut – longstanding friends all. Only two of her usual early-morning lift-mates missing. She’s almost more surprised by Chet’s absence than by—

	And then all thoughts of the young IT tech are forgotten as Suyapa catches sight of Vel. The sun sets the margygr’s midnight, denticle-scaled skin shining; like watching a solar eclipse, and no less blinding; only her hands a pale bone-white against all that black; though there’s splashes of white on her skin elsewhere, concealed by her clothing. The empty black of her round eyes and shark’s smile catch that same, haloing light as she laughs, a liquidness to it, like being caught in crushing depths, water sluicing swift and sweet into the lungs. Suyapa loses herself in it, before Vel catches sight of her and excuses herself from her companion to meet her co-worker before they head to go grab their morning coffee together.

	“Good morning,” says Vel in her deep Icelandic accent, a soft hand squeezing Suyapa’s bare shoulder. That bone-white hand a subtle contrast on Suyapa’s own limestone-hued skin. Both of them breathing in calmly, Vel’s hand lingering, before she breaks the contact.

	“You were in early,” says Suyapa, shaking her head in mock disgust at her friend as they make their way to the coffee machine.

	Vel shrugs. “Seeing more incursion attempts the last couple months. There’s unusual strain on the network. I was trying to track some of it,” she says, shark’s eyes scanning the floor as they make their way to the break room.

	“Any luck?” asks Suyapa.

	“No,” says Vel, and purses her lips. “IT’s looking into it though.”

	“Speaking of – have you seen Chet this morning?”

	“They didn’t come in with you?” asks Vel, before she nods good morning to a raven hopping around on a break table, the psychopomp cawing in response before going back to its preening.

	“No, and I mean Chet wouldn’t have come in early?” says Suyapa.

	Vel laughs at the idea as she gets them both coffee.

	Suyapa takes the opportunity to touch Vel’s skin as the margygr hands off one of the cups, tracing a finger backward against Vel’s scales to feel the rough pull of the denticles, and then rubs it back smooth, setting the margygr shivering. Vel shoots Suyapa a warning look, the Lenca woman just smiling into her coffee as she drinks from the reinforced dispenser cup.

	“I’m sure they’re around somewhere. Chet never misses work.”

	“I guess,” says Suyapa as they take their coffees back to their workstations, past paths splitting off to server farms, rooms taking advantage of arcane geometry to enhance the potency of individual and group spiritual workings, meditation chambers, and the tapestry and web rooms, respectively. 

	Alongside the other rooms on the building’s myriad floors, they form a broad network of tools necessary to ensure the shield network and its mix of tech and magic aren’t interrupted in their scouring of any mention online and every satellite image of Marrowmont and its inhabitants off the web and every database external to the city and its surrounds. No network closed to them. Nowhere an arcane tendril can’t seek and excise a mention, a whisper, a dream of a city full of shadows and nightmares and gods. How else to convince most of the world – outside of those invited to know – that a city of more than 100,000 people simply doesn’t exist?

	All supported by analysts, systems designers, multiple IT departments, electrical and arcane engineers, and a host of Marrowmont-based consultants in a staggering range of fields to make sure everything keeps running smoothly. And Suyapa takes her work seriously, devising better, faster system pathways – more effective ways to entwine and merge the technological and more magical aspects of their work; calculating the overlapping layers of intersection and mapping sleeker, safer paths for the oneironauts and borrowed psychopomps to chart as they do their work. While Vel handles integration fluidity and transformative analytics, applying her two PhDs in particle physics to the more magical aspects of both human and technological memory alteration. They make a good team, their work often overlapping. Even if their offices are in different wings of the building.

	“You know, I wonder if—” Suyapa says, mind already working on the problem she paused on yesterday afternoon before going to pick up her kids, before they both stop short as Chet waltzes in front of them.

	“Beinsvelgr, Suyapa,” says Chet in their singsong voice, shooting the two women a pair of fingerguns.

	They watch the rail-thin, heavily tattooed IT specialist go in confusion. Chet making equally broad, affable gestures to other coworkers as they cross the floor to their own workstation in the primary server room.

	“Does Chet seem more … Chet … than usual?” asks Suyapa.

	“Heading toward the full moon always makes them a little weird…” Vel says, thoughtful as she scratches the fingers of one delicate hand along the spot where her gills would be in her true form.

	“And your full name…?”

	“Yeah,” nods Vel, glancing at Suyapa, before they go back to watching Chet cross the floor. 

	“Have they ever…?”

	“In eight years? No.”

	They pause a moment, considering.

	“Definitely a moon thing,” says Suyapa.

	“Definitely,” agrees Vel.

	Before they both take long pulls of their coffee and go to their respective offices.

	 

	* * *

	 

	Suyapa drops off a stack of files on Eun-ji’s desk to double check her calculations as she heads out to go meet up with Vel for an early lunch. The gumiho smiles up at her as she takes the paperwork – Eun-ji perpetually in her human form despite not needing to conceal herself in Marrowmont. Suyapa’s never asked the why of it, and Eun-ji’s never offered.

	She wonders if she’d stay in human form if she could be someone else. If she could be someone powerful.

	She’s still thinking about it as she crosses by an office with the door ajar, barely aware of the conversation going on within.

	“We’re going to have to expand the server farm again,” says a human woman. “Soon. They weren’t designed for the loads you’re asking them to carry.” 

	“Then just buy more,” says the bored, towering red-headed goddess sat behind the desk across from her. Caer Ibormeith’s flowing, pale robes draped across the chair around her. 

	“I can’t until you sign the requisition forms.” 

	The deity groans in frustration as she slumps back in her seat, and reluctantly picks up a pen, eyeing the foot-high stack of paperwork with evident displeasure.

	“Hey,” says Vel as she meets up with Suyapa by the elevator, both women donning their light jackets. Suyapa standing close enough to let the back of her hand brush against the taller woman’s hand while they wait. Vel breathes more calmly, and leans against Suyapa. Both women straightening, coming a hair’s breadth apart as the elevator door dings, and they pile in alongside coworkers from the floors above.

	 

	* * *

	 

	“No, really, he was trying to fuck the fish,” Vel says, and the two of them fall into a fit of laughter as they reach the café next door.

	Suyapa opens her mouth to answer, before someone shouting “Vel!” from across the street draws both women’s attention.

	The amber-skinned woman calling is powerfully built, muscles rippling under a Mediterranean grey-and-gold haute couture pantsuit ensemble that probably costs more than Suyapa makes in a year. A golden, wide-brimmed sunhat the width of her impressive shoulders shields the woman from the late-morning sun. Its shadow falling across the all-black sunglasses she wears. While a curly-haired white woman in a flowing crimson dress, sunglasses over her eyes as well, and
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