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Hulngal

	 

	The horizon glows a bilious green, extra-dimensional light bleeding in an aurora over the sundered skyline of Marrowmont’s downtown core. Hulngal watches the brilliant lights shift like cloudsweep as she stands guard over the two human witches kneeling to examine something on the ground. Hulngal in her true form, all twelve naked feet of her glowing a hazy gold in the eerie light, heavy of hip and breast, cock swinging free, her spread, white-tipped wings sheltering the two far smaller humans behind her. Hulngal’s antlers glowing faintly luminous with reflected light from the blazing disc that hangs like a halo behind her wife, Igibala’s, head. Igibala as tall as her lover, though far lither and muscular: a bronzed warrior bearing a spear near as long as she is, her weapon readied.

	Between them, the two towering immortals keep a wary eye for the Maw’s scything tentacles that have torn the city apart. The beast’s roars echo down every empty causeway, every street and alley, of the once-thriving city. The Maidens who built Marrowmont and bound the beast for three long centuries working equally hard to keep it from expanding further into the ruined metropolis – and push it back as they can – as they do to rend its seeking limbs.

	All options a losing battle. Barely two days since the Maw began seeping into their world through a crack in reality opened by a traitor whose identity they still don’t know, and they’ve not yet seen whatever else of the beast exists in its own dimension. With no hidden heart revealing itself to strike at, there is only an endless spill of appendages to contend with as they shift into and out of physical space, devouring everything they touch but the Maidens.

	Sometimes Hulngal wonders if there is no more to the Maw – merely an endless seep of squelching tendrils, tangled into infinity; whatever lives beyond the gateway through which more of the Maw appears every day a mystery to which she has no answers.

	Her attention is dragged sharply back mid-thought to the end of the street she’s been watching as a tentacle, the size and width of a skyscraper, crashes through the side of a building, setting it creaking as the tower leans perilously out into the street. Before the tendril rears up, festooned with too many Maidens to track; the host of them swarming over that inky length, their white-clad forms rending chunks of it as the beast squeals.

	Hulngal thankful in that moment the Maidens are too far to see clearly; no Maiden dies well, each bearing the manner of their murder. Even Hulngal, bringer of death and eater of souls, no stranger to horrors, does not care to look at them long.

	“Time to go,” she says over her shoulder, eyes tracking the Maw’s massive tentacle as it shudders, trying to throw off the Maidens gouging out great gouts of its flesh.

	Rawiya waves away the towering immortal’s concern with one warm brown arm, her long hair tied back to keep it out of her face. Neither of the witches looking up as Rawiya and Amity continue poking a stick at the Maw’s leavings they’ve been examining. Where the living Maw’s touch absorbs everything, the deceased droppings detached from the greater whole appear, for all intents and purposes, inert.

	“But how to collect it?” asks Amity, the Wampanoag witch digging through her pouch with gloved hands to pull out varied bottles and sachets, before returning each of them to her bag with a grumble. “Does it remain tangible and harmless—”

	“Or will its former extant properties recur?” finishes Rawiya, nodding as they consider the problem.

	“Decide. Now,” says Igibala as she comes round the other three. She raises her spear into a defensive posture as she stands between Hulngal and the tentacle now slamming itself repeatedly on the ground to shake loose the assaulting Maidens.

	“Can you make it stop doing that? It’s distracting,” says Rawiya, finally looking up from the ichor-laden asphalt.

	“Do you want to ask it?” says Igibala, glaring briefly behind her at the young witch.

	“Ugh. Fine,” says Rawiya, and pulls a glass jar from Amity’s pouch. She scoops up a dried gloop of the beast’s “blood,” and seals the container. “Secondary shell to prevent possible contamination?” she asks Amity, who tips her head to the side as she considers it.

	“I’ve only got plastic baggies on me. Do you think they’ll do?”

	“Any time!” shouts Igibala as the tentacle slams closer, erasing swathes of the street’s upper layer where it impacts.

	“So dramatic,” says Rawiya.

	Amity rolls her eyes at her, getting a giggle from her lover, as Rawiya raises her arms and speaks an invocation that envelops the four of them. They disappear elsewhere, the world dissolving in a silver shimmer, as the Maw’s tentacle strikes down where they clustered only a moment before. Then it moves on, heedless of their missing presence as the beast continues slamming its limb into the ground to shake loose the Maidens dug in fast.

	 

	* * *

	 

	Rawiya throws up as the spell deposits them before Harrow House, high on a hill overlooking the city visibly teeming with the Maw’s slithering tendrils. 

	“Still not used to that,” she says, coughing away the last of the taste of her bile as Amity moves to rub her back, and puts her other hand on Rawiya’s shoulder and squeezes. Rawiya not looking up as she raises one hand off the ground to lay it over Amity’s on her shoulder. 

	“We’ll take it from here,” the Wampanoag witch says, looking briefly to Hulngal and Igibala, before she goes back to comforting Rawiya, who’s still doubled over, face parallel with the ground in case there’s still more spew to follow.

	Hulngal and Igibala glance at each other briefly, Hulngal inclining her head at the young witch in distress. Igibala shakes her head, nudging her chin at Amity.

	The towering not-quite-goddess smiles in understanding, waves a goodbye to Amity, and gives the lovers space to recover themselves. She waits for Igibala to come beside her before the two of them begin making their way down the hill to head home. Back into the chaos of Marrowmont.

	 

	* * *

	 

	 

	Igibala

	 

	She sheds her immortal skin and size, returning to human guise, and leans her spear against the wall near the entrance of the relic shop she and Hulngal have called home for the last few hundred years – not long after Marrowmont’s founding. The two of them among the first to answer the call for powerful spirits to aid the Maidens’ “Great Work.” With the combined covens having warded it, the shop still stands where other buildings in the downtown core have fallen. Even in the heart of a district so ravaged by the Maw, where it continues hunting for the stragglers and strays Igibala and the others who stayed behind after the evacuation work to find, she can’t bring herself to abandon this place. It remains too much a home to simply walk away from everything they built.

	Hulngal staggers against a set of shelving, and Igibala’s instantly alert. Exhaustion boils off her wife now Hulngal’s once again in her smaller, far-frailer form.

	“When’s the last time you slept?” Igibala asks as she lays a gentle hand on her wife’s shoulder.

	“But I don’t need to,” says Hulngal, confused.

	“In this form, you do.”

	“Riiight,” says Hulngal, rubbing at her eyes. “I forget. Most nights I just stay up watching you.”

	“Good to see you remain no less an idiot after all these millennia…”

	“Ever true to form,” says Hulngal with a dopey, sluggish grin.

	“Fuck’s sake,” mutters Igibala, not unkindly, as she helps Hulngal throw an arm over Igibala’s shoulder and walks her wife down the long aisle. The mists that flow through the shop like a drifting river part before them. Hulngal silent, fighting to keep herself awake as Igibala hauls her through the curtain separating the front of the store from the chamber in which Hulngal conducts most of her rituals. They skirt the outer, circular edge of that stone chamber lit indigo by self-attending braziers, going round the steps down to the central well covered in furs from creatures extinct or beyond mortal reams – some of the few things Hulngal and Igibala managed to gather before they were exiled from Unug so long ago. That the last time before here they had a home of their own. Before millennia spent wandering the world, never settling down long. Too few places out in the world for gods and primal forces abandoned by their own.

	Igibala uses her free hand to part the curtain on the well chamber’s other side and sweeps them into the back offices. Hulngal’s head on Igibala’s shoulder now, her feet moving with difficulty.

	Hulngal is muttering to herself in long-dead languages by the time Igibala opens the locked door at the back, the one that leads into their private apartment. Then it’s through the kitchenette and parlor and on into the bedroom. Igibala’s gaze lingering on the ever so slightly ajar door to the bathroom as they pass; knowing intellectually she’s the one who left it so, but millennia of instinct leaving her wary of angles she can’t see, and shadows lurking beyond light’s touch.

	The many-times reinforced mattress sags low as Igibala lays Hulngal’s now deceptively willowy frame down atop its springs. Hulngal coming momentarily mostly awake to look around her, eyes fluttering against the light before Igibala goes to switch off the overhead. Hulngal breathes easier as Igibala comes back to the bed and lies down next to her wife. Igibala pulls a pillow up under one arm so she can lean on her elbow more comfortably. She strokes Hulngal’s forehead, her temples, her hair as her wife rolls over and curls up against Igibala’s chest.

	“Rest, before we meet back up with the others,” says Igibala quietly.

	Hulngal groans into Igibala’s breast. “More strategy meetings...” she grumbles, already drifting off to sleep. “Too much planning, not enough doing,” she mumbles as her head dips and the rest of her goes limp.

	Igibala sighs as Hulngal begins snoring. “It’s rushing in, not knowing what lies ahead, that so frequently led us to trouble,” says Igibala to herself. She breathes deep as she rubs at her own tired eyes.

	She glances over her shoulder at the clock on the nightstand behind her. A few hours yet before they need to meet up with the others. She leans carefully back from Hulngal to set her standing alarm clock with one hand out of long practice. Hulngal protests the removal of Igibala’s heat in her sleep, then quiets, snuggling back in, as Igibala adjusts her pillow back down so she can lie comfortably alongside her wife. The pillow pleats in familiar fashion as she burrows in and throws an arm across her wife’s softly rising and falling side. Letting the rhythm guide her into sleep. The mostly muted roar of the Maw beyond their walls background noise now. As much a part of their lives as the city’s former traffic, or the once-incessant screaming of the banshees who haunted the financial district.

	How quickly we grow accustomed to the new horrors, she thinks as she tumbles down into a dark mercifully free of dreams.

	
* * *
 

	 

	Eresh

	 

	“Run!” shouts Eresh in a lion’s roar. The dozen or so terrified humans she and Anat have just rescued from a collapsed basement – humans who should have fled to the emergency portals when the evacuation order went out two days ago – panic as they see her true form. She’d coaxed them out of their makeshift bunker in human guise, only to return to her dozen-foot-long lammasu’s form, broken-winged and raging, when the Maw’s tentacles came crashing down the next intersection over, hungry and seeking.

	That these mortals are more afraid of her than the spray of tendrils descending on them – limbs crawling over each other in their eagerness to reach their prey – is baffling to her. 

	Anat, at least, has maintained her human guise. She may be imposing at nearly seven feet, looming over the humans huddled behind her, but Eresh can’t imagine the chaos that would erupt if they could see what Anat really looks like.

	Then she doesn’t have to. Eresh swears a blues streak under her leonine breath as the humans start screaming, peeling away from Anat to tear off down the street – at least away from the Maw – as the former goddess lets her mortal mantle fall away and unfurls into her towering true form. 

	Even Eresh, who has known her for millennia, can barely stand to look at it; nor at the brightness of Anat’s all-killing dagger, blazing like the sun; the weapon still clenched tight in her friend’s fist, having grown with her to fit Anat’s larger form – the weapon one of the few things that can harm the Maw without being absorbed. When Eresh first met her – when they became friends through blessed Shapshu long missed, then lovers, before that once-tight circle of friends fell apart after Eresh’s wife’s murder and Hulngal being framed
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