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	“Do you think this was an acid spell, or fire?” Rawiya asks Amity in a whisper, poking a stick into the goopy puddle that’s all that’s left of the melted Maw’s tentacle between them. The two witches squat huddled over the spill, maintaining a respectful distance so as not to breathe in any potential fumes. Amity wearing opaque nitrile gloves that make her tawny skin beneath look a waxy white. Rawiya’s own warm brown hands ungloved; not enough of them to go round, so Amity’s on collection duty. The entire scene cast in an eerie, otherworldly jade from the aurora of extra-dimensional light overhead. Marrowmont’s downtown core a shell of what it was, towers rent and shorn, debris littering the streets there’s been no chance to clean with the Maw’s assault ongoing; the beast never seeming to tire nor slow.

	Two days since the Maw slipped free of its cage, and they’re still no closer to definitive answers about how to fight it. Other than the not terribly reassuring knowledge that only the Maidens are immune to the Maw’s hunger – to being absorbed by the Maw like everything else it touches. Which is why the Maidens have been focused on holding the beast at bay, leaving everyone else who didn’t evacuate free to contribute through less physical means. Though the city’s surviving witches have lent their strength to the cause through various spells that seem to have at least some effect on the beast. Nothing strong enough to kill it yet, but Rawiya’s confident they’ll get there with enough research. Her years spent as a librarian before Amity recruited her into the Bell and Candle Book Club coven having taught her well the reward for diligence and tenacity.

	“Also,” offers Amity, “did the spell work while it was alive, or after it was severed?” The Wampanoag witch forgetting their safety protocols to scratch at her nose with an errant, gloved thumb. The nitrile gloves meager protection in any case. But the combined covens – united after the death of the Harrow House coven’s head mere hours after the Maw tore its way into their reality – ran out of what little proper protective equipment there was to hand within a day.

	Rawiya tilts her head, trying to think over a loud crashing noise erupting from somewhere down the street. “I guess it—”

	“Time to go,” comes Hulngal’s rumbling voice from a dozen feet overhead. The not-quite-goddess’s sudden distress breaking Rawiya’s concentration.

	Rawiya waves a dismissive arm up at the towering immortal behind her. Hulngal and Igibala’s presence welcome until they intrude into her and Amity’s deliberations. The two twelve-foot-tall ancient beings – currently in their true forms, muscled fit to tear mountains from their mooring – assigned as bodyguards. Hardly necessary, she and Amity will be done and gone before the Maw finds them.

	Rawiya goes back to poking the slop with a stick as Amity asks, “But how to collect it?” Her lover digging through her pouch, varied bottles and sachets emerging one after another, considered in gloved hands, before being shoved back in as Amity grumbles. “Does it remain tangible and harmless—”

	“Or will its former extant properties recur?” finishes Rawiya, nodding quietly to herself.

	“Decide. Now,” says Igibala from overhead, her long shadow falling across them as she moves quickly from behind Amity to stand in front of Hulngal. The slice of her spear rising on the air not quite as distracting as the rest of the noise, but still enough to break Rawiya’s train of thought.

	The thumping and screeching from the direction the two immortals now face grows louder, more insistent, as Rawiya tries to concentrate. She grinds her teeth before finally tearing herself away from the residue on the asphalt to see what Hulngal and Igibala are bitching about. 

	Oh.

	Too close for comfort, a tentacle the size of a building shudders in the air. Maidens cover its inky length in such thick clusters they look like swarming insects. Black blood flies on the air as the Maidens tear and gouge at the tendril, though the appendage seems hardly diminished for all they’re ripping out of it.

	Rawiya swallows her fear and forces herself to sigh, to show strength in front of these powerful women. “Can you make it stop doing that? It’s distracting.”

	“Do you want to ask it?” growls Igibala, glaring back at Rawiya over one distractingly well-muscled shoulder. Which, in truth, wouldn’t be quite as distracting if she and Hulngal ever wore clothes in their true forms. An uncomfortable level of intimacy in knowing that if Hulngal ever needed a weapon to hand, the pendulum her enormous cock makes as it swings free on the air would surely suffice. Do these immortals and deities not get cold? The spring air biting, and the chill goosepimpling her arms.

	“Ugh. Fine,” says Rawiya, still acting the nonchalant heroine lest she break at the sight of the beast’s appendage roaring down on them, and reaches into a protesting Amity’s pouch to pull out a glass jar. A batch of the dried gloop squelches into the container as Rawiya scoops it up, before she seals the specimen jar tight. 

	“Secondary shell to prevent possible contamination?” she asks Amity, unable to help herself. Even fighting fear, not nearly enough time to do this properly, she can’t entirely abandon good methodology and what she knows of chain of evidence from years spent reading about it in the long hours after the library had closed and she was free to read her fill after closing up.

	“I’ve only got plastic baggies on me,” says Amity as she looks through her pouch. “Do you think they’ll do?”

	“Any time!” shouts Igibala above them as the smash of the tentacle slamming repeatedly into the ground grows exponentially closer. Each hit setting the street quaking.

	The immortals’ panic is not helping.

	“So dramatic,” Rawiya says to Amity, striking a mock theatrical pose, fighting the urge to scream.

	Amity rolls her eyes at her, having caught on to what Rawiya’s doing. The sheer release of Amity seeing her – as she always does – setting Rawiya giggling nervously.

	Rawiya can hear Hulngal and Igibala bracing to defend them, Igibala’s spear practically humming on the air ahead of her, as Rawiya raises her arms and speaks an invocation. A silver shimmer of light envelops all four of them, the shadow of the Maw’s tentacle descending directly above them vanished as Rawiya’s portal takes them elsewhere.

	 

	* * *

	 

	Heat and a riot of light and the endless sensation of falling in every direction cuts off abruptly as the portal spits the four of them onto the dead grass outside Harrow House. Then Rawiya doubles over and puts her hands on the ground to steady herself as she throws up.

	It’s as much from being back at this house as it is from the stress of casting the portal spell; Rawiya was still a relative novitiate when the Maw broke free of its cage. No matter how much Harrow House must serve as refuge now, for her this will always be the place where she lost a part of herself. 

	Something she can still feel the absence of, though has never been able to name, torn from her here when she fled her first meeting with the Mother. The towering, shadow-clad figure out of nightmare who once held sway here seeing something in her, something it desired of the fledgling witch who had just begun understanding herself; understanding what she could do. That before she was later courted by the Bell and Candle Book Club by Amity, in what feels now like a world impossibly far away. She blinks away the memory of the Mother, blazing eyes shining in the consuming dark, as she does every time she comes home.

	For all her distress at being here, there’s nothing for it. The Bell and Candle Book Club’s true home – Jessica’s, really, her coven leader having invited them all into her own house, gathering the lost among the city’s witches to her like a shepherdess – still standing by virtue of its protective magics. But that house lies too much within the Maw’s reach to be a safe haven for mortals any longer. When the two covens came together, Harrow House, with all its attendant memories, became their seat of power and their refuge. Moreso for some than others, unfortunately.

	“Still not used to that,” Rawiya says for Hulngal and Igibala’s benefit. She can feel the heat boiling off the two of them in the wake of the spell, Rawiya too uncomfortable to look back and see if they’re judging her. Knowing they’re probably not even looking at her; probably looking back down into Marrowmont, Harrow House just outside the city’s limits, atop a high hill that’s so far kept them far enough away from the Maw’s attentions. It hasn’t seemed interested in venturing beyond the city proper’s borders. Hulngal and Igibala probably don’t even—

	Amity’s hand on her back stills the cascade of her thoughts. That warm, soothing touch moving in slow, comforting circles. Rawiya makes herself inhale and exhale in even measure as Amity rubs her back like there’s all the time in the world. Rawiya closes her eyes and lets herself take comfort in her lover’s touch; lets it drive out the memories that haunt her. Somehow Amity always knows when Rawiya’s spiraling.

	That hand on her shoulder, and the gentle squeeze that follows, pulls her further back from the edge. Rawiya’s own hand going over her lover’s to deepen the connection, letting her muscles relax.

	“We’ll take it from here,” Amity says, voice carrying back toward Hulngal and Igibala.

	Rawiya grateful in this moment that the two immortals don’t say anything. The absence of any offers of comfort, and the thundering retreat of their footsteps as they make their way down the hill speaking for them. She’s used to such dismissals by now.

	When the shaking of their leaving fades entirely, Amity says, “They’re gone,” as if to help make it real for Rawiya. She opens her eyes, and exhales to clear her mouth of the taste. Only to find Amity silently holding out a bottle of water.

	She rinses her mouth out and spits to be rid of the bile’s taste. Then drinks half the bottle in a staggered gulp.

	“Little less violent this time,” Rawiya says when she can breathe again, straightening up and making sure she hasn’t gotten vomit on her clothes.

	“Progress,” says Amity with a smile. She takes Rawiya’s hand in hers as they make their way toward the house. The assembled witches of the combined covens working on manual tasks outside Harrow House pretending they didn’t just see another of their number throw up on arrival – an unfortunately common side effect of the spell, but no less embarrassing.

	Amity greets the others as Rawiya thinks about what they’ve collected. Her body moving of its own accord under Amity’s guiding hand as they make their way inside. Rooms pass in a blur, until Rawiya’s pulled from her mental catalogue – thinking on poisons and their potential application on the sample they’ve collected – to find Amity’s led them into the “war room” they’ve set up in one of Harrow House’s many wandering dining rooms. No location in the house ever staying put for long, nor the decoration consistent. Harrow House nothing if not endlessly redecorating and reorienting itself. At least it mostly keeps its ghosts to itself when the witches are trying to work – moving through the house at night unaccosted by the amorous spirits of the original Harrow House coven’s members can be … complicated.

	“Successful research run?” asks Jessica, Rawiya not even having realized the former head of the Bell and Candle Book Club and now co-head of the combined covens was here. The middle-aged Black woman surprisingly quiet when she wants to be, for all that she can command a room with equal ease.

	“It better be, given that arrival,” says Nyah from the other side of the table Jessica’s leaning on. The former second in command of the Harrow House coven, then leader for the brief period before the clans combined, an equally domineering presence in a room despite her youth; her own mahogany skin gleaming in the candlelight the house provides – Harrow House seemingly averse to electricity, though why, no one knows. It occurs to Rawiya in that moment that Nyah seems … slighter … than when she first met her. More withdrawn. Catalina, too – Nyah’s paramour, and the third of her and Jessica’s polycule – the dusky woman quieter than Rawiya remembers her at Nyah’s side as she offers Rawiya a small shrug of apology for Nyah’s sharpness. 

	Strange that all three commanders stand assembled. The council meeting not until later in the night, and elsewhere… Though they do of course spend time often enough together, that being the nature of a—

	Rawiya’s mind slows as Nyah’s words finally filter through her exhaustion. Ah. Well. Always nice to know word of a spectacle still moves quickly in this
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