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“I’m telling you it was right here,” says Igibala, slamming a massive ledger down on the empty spot where the false dragon scale had, until recently, rested on the shelf in the relic shop’s back office.

	“Well, it’s very much not so now,” says Hulngal, putting a calming hand on Igibala’s shoulder. “When did you last see it?”

	“Couple hours ago, at most?”

	“Then either it walked away on its own, which…” Hulngal angles her head, considering.

	“Seriously?” says Igibala, crossing her arms.

	“All right, unlikely,” concedes Hulngal, putting out her hands palms forward in apology. “The alternative is that someone walked out with it. Someone powerful enough to get through our wards and not be eaten by the more powerful relics back here.”

	“Not a comfortable thought,” mutters Igibala.

	“No, indeed,” says Hulngal as she smiles at her lover. “Rather a narrow field, even here in a city of so many divinities and greater powers.”

	“The Maidens wouldn’t—”

	Hulngal shakes her head. “If they desired it, they would simply ask. No, this—”

	Both women’s attention is drawn toward the front of the store as a roar like the screams of dying stars ripped apart along event horizon lines to spin gold and luminous around spiralling dark tears through the city. Followed by a moment of absolute silence. Before Marrowmont shakes down to its bones as a chime like a brass bell as big as a mountain follows the unearthly cry. Echoed immediately after by the ringing of alarm bells city-wide.

	“Dear gods,” whispers Igibala, the barest edge of it audible over the klaxons. “Is that—?” she asks louder, looking to Hulngal.

	“It would appear the beast is free,” says Hulngal, tamping down a sudden twinge of fear, keeping her face as still as possible as she glances at Igibala in return. “Our timetable just changed,” she says as she turns to head deeper into the back office, skirting with practiced ease around shelves, tables, and stacks of spreadsheet printouts higher than even her own tall, willowy frame. Her flowing mystic’s robe billows behind her as the shadows of the back office swallow her.   

	“You can’t be serious,” Igibala calls after her, voice raised over the caterwauling of the ethereal alarm system as she follows. Coming to a halt as Hulngal does, the two women standing before a glowing pillar. Its base built of metals not native to the reality in which they stand, shining oddly in physical light, wavering in and out of sight; the bowl of its apex crowned by a three-foot wide globe of energy and swirling spirits. “You’re going to try this now?”

	“I admit, I hadn’t planned to attempt leashing the Maw while it was free,” says Hulngal, considering the orb of amassed power and souls before her. “But the Maidens will be distracted trying to keep hold of it. What better time to employ the measures we built to show this city how to truly cage a nightmare? And once it’s in our grasp, finally snuff out the beast.”

	“You can lug that thing around if you want,” says Igibala as she crosses to the back wall, and takes down a towering spear made for her true, twelve-foot-tall form. Her gaze resting lovingly on the cool length of the metal, one hand running appreciatively along the shaft, feeling the grooves of the haft. Hulngal watching her lover fondle the spear with a soft, approving swallow. Before Igibala adds for Hulngal’s benefit: “I prefer simpler solutions.”

	 

	* * *

	 

	On the other side of the city, deep within Harrow House’s ever-shifting layout, Nyah whimpers as Catalina’s tongue buries itself deeper in her slit. The coven leader’s mahogany skin a stark contrast against the white sheets bunched in her fingers as she tightens her grip and arches back on the pillow. Her body a live wire stretched taut, face angled almost back toward the headboard now as the curve of her arch increases, her body a bridge aching to touch the morning sky hidden behind the veiling ceiling.

	Catalina fighting not to follow her up as she grinds into long-wetted sheets, squeezing her legs tight as she rides the spectral vibrator Nyah summoned into her cunt earlier in the night – the spirit device attuned to her body, revving up and down as she climaxes and comes back down. She breathes through another rise, sweating hard, as she lets go her hold on Nyah’s thighs and brings her hands to bear in tandem with her tongue, fingers tracing Nyah’s lines and folds, knowing exactly where Nyah likes to be touched. The dusky-skinned witch smiling through her exhaustion as Nyah’s mouth opens fully now, her pitch growing higher as she wraps her long, muscular former athlete’s legs around Catalina’s upper back, trying to draw her deeper in. Nyah unclenching one hand to move her own fingers down to play with her clit, holding aside the hood to better massage the nub, moving furiously as Catalina spreads Nyah wider still.

	“Deeper,” Nyah says through a throat gone raw. Her voice raised again and again in more rounds than she can remember as the two of them weave a powerful working – trying to knit Marrowmont’s two largest covens together in defiance of the Mother’s decree against it. Nyah imagining Jessica, the head of the Bell and Candle Book Club, fucking her alongside Catalina. Nyah tired of working in secret toward making that a reality. Tired of how rarely the three of them have been able to be together in fleeting moments stolen from duties outside the Mother’s sight, and often only two of them at once to avoid suspicion. Tired of trying to convince the Mother that there is far more power to be had in united covens; in defending Marrowmont together. She doesn’t understand why the Mother resists so ceaselessly the best thing for the city, and for the survival of the coven she founded.

	And then there are no more thoughts, no more schemes nor concerns, no more longing for absent lovers, only this moment and the supreme awareness of her body in it as she and Catalina crash into the night’s final orgasms. The last layer of the proverbial web they’re building complete, traced in ejaculate and raw power. The both of them covered in come, fresh and dried, and bruises from the night’s long exertions.

	They hold a moment together in the air, before crashing back to the bed, breathing hard as the spirit vibrator in Catalina’s cunt revs down one final time and fades. Before Nyah drags Catalina up to kiss her, to feel the warmth of her against her body. Her limbs cold from the energy she’s spent. Catalina resting heavy atop her.

	Catalina breaks the kiss first, and rests her forehead against Nyah’s, eyes closed as she gulps down air. “How long do you think it’ll take?” she asks, voice ragged.

	Nyah shrugs and rolls her head across the pillow to look at the clock – mid-morning already; they’ll be missed soon. “We should get going.”

	“You sure we don’t have time for one more round? Just for us,” Catalina says, sliding down to kiss Nyah’s neck.

	The coven leader laughs as she pulls Catalina back up to deliver a soft, quick kiss. “Later.”

	With a wave of one hand, Nyah drops the soundproofing and anti-scrying spell she placed around her room. And immediately regrets it as blaring alarms sound loud enough to set both their heads ringing.

	“What is that?” Catalina shouts to be heard over the din, her hands to her ears.

	“I don’t know,” says Nyah, shaking her head clear and bounding from the bed to dress fast.

	Catalina opens her mouth to speak again as she slips from the covers, stopping short as the Mother’s voice fills the air of Harrow House, calling to all the members of her coven:

	The Maidens call for aid.

	Nyah and Catalina share a look before they finish dressing and bolt out the door.

	 

	* * *

	 

	On a nameless hill outside Marrowmont, the world lies cracked open. The lone spiderweb seam the Mother tore into the walls of reality not even an hour before has become a gaping series of rents. Through those abscesses pour flailing tentacles in clusters and squelching masses. Where they touch, they devour air and light and color, leaving long streaks of ash along the ground as they squirm. The world unraveling around them as they drag themselves, still semi-corporeal, deeper into physical space. The walls of reality holding, though vibrating as if something impossibly immense beats against them from without.

	The sky gone an angry crimson as it tears itself apart and new tentacles widen those rips in reality, ripping their access wider. New spreads of breaching tentacles follow, spewing out of the exponentially sundering fracture points in accelerating spray, pouring down to the earth below. As from somewhere beyond reality, the Maw continues screaming, setting distant mountains shaking.

	Mercy, moonlight-white hair waving in unseen, undine wind as the Maiden drifts on the air and her alabaster dress billows, stands among a wave of hundreds of her sisters as they form a staggered line, an unliving barrier between the thing they’ve sought so long to contain and their city. All of them aware the moment the Maw breached the barrier; the moment they’ve feared for centuries.

	The enormity of their failure – the beast eating freely from the world, having slipped its bonds – would be almost funny if Mercy weren’t blindingly furious that the series of betrayals they’ve endured the last months have led to exactly this; to a failed promise to protect the people under their care; to undermining over three hundred years of work. If Oizys still lived, she’d just laugh. 

	No dam holds forever, Mercy can hear in her ear, a ghostly echo from a long-dead pessimistic goddess who, unfortunately, now stands proved correct.

	It doesn’t reach the city, Mercy sends across the hivemind. Universal agreement rather than command, echoed wide. They need no leader, no guiding voice, when they have a body thousands strong with which to defend the people relying on them.

	Only for moments later a rush of creatures possessed of fang and claw to race past them to slash and bite at thrashing tentacles. Marrowmont’s would-be defenders arriving too swift, before the Maidens have had time to establish strategy or tell less-protected defenders their role; these defenders not who they needed, merely the swiftest to arrive – the Maidens’ call for aid through the city’s alarms too vague, too immediate. Their system untested; a fallback they never expected they’d actually need. Unconsidered hubris, for which they now pay the price.

	“No, maintain your distance!” shouts a Maiden whose earthquake voice booms across the entire hill, and spills down back toward the town in rumbling aftershocks. But her warning too late.

	Bodies dissolve at the Maw’s touch; essence and flesh and soul devoured whole by the beast. Only helping it grow as it eats memory and emotion and desire and agony, seeking to fill its void.

	The Maidens contract their line tighter in response. The Maw’s tentacles sensing their presence; sensing its unintended offspring. And whips out its limbs to thrash at them, Maidens clinging like barnacles to flailing tentacles as they rip and tear and are flung off through the sky. Black blood spraying in shimmering, luminescent haze on the air as the two sides meet.

	 

	* * *

	 

	“Holy fuck,” whispers a Harrow House witch as the coven arrives atop the hill with hands wreathed in spellfire, led by the Mother – only for the young woman to be crushed beneath the downsweep of a titan tentacle that catches several of their number. The coven breaks around it, already flinging fire as the tentacle retreats. The Mother shouting orders, directing her people to triage as the limb retreats, but when it lifts and veers away, heedless of the witches attacking it, there’s no sign of the ones who vanished under it, save trails of whispering ash where once stood powerful spellcasters.

	“Shield yourselves!” shouts the Mother, raising one of her own as another tentacle thick around as a house tries to sweep through them.

	It drinks energy from the defense set against it, but skids off that hastily erected barrier, and most of the coven take a moment to breathe.

	“Concentrated fire,” yells Nyah, rallying them before they can flag or panic. “Avoid the Maidens if you can. And cut those things out of the sky!”

	Their section of the hill lighting up with witchfire and crackling light as they split themselves between defense and offense. Nyah’s fear at harming the Maidens unnecessary – the undead women unaffected by the magic being thrown around and through them. Only the Maw’s tentacles chewed through piece by piece. The beast lowing louder as more of its food attacks it.

	Catalina waves at something off to the side, outside Nyah’s line of sight. She risks a glance and her heart warms – the Bell and Candle Book Club climbing the hill with shields of their own already erected. Other groups, some familiar, some not, coming behind them, the monsters of Marrowmont coming to defend their city.

	Her smile fades as a tentacle reaches past them all
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