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The normally jovial halls of the goddess Flidais’s sylvan palace are cloying as Aoife seeks its mistress in the early hours of the morning. Cool light and bad dreams having roused Aoife from slumber, only to the find the palace empty, and its lights darkened. No revellers wander its mossy byways singing drunkenly, the palace’s tapestries instead cast dark by long shadows. Only echoes of the laughter that so frequently lives here in its wooden annexes and cloisters. The jangle of bone, human and animal both, strung high from rafters and along passageways like wind chimes, the only sound that rings here today. Followed by whistling wind howling down empty corridors.

	Even the pad of Aoife’s booted feet echoes loud in the emptiness strung through the halls as she follows a weak glimmer of light emanating from Flidais’s throne room. Aoife shields her eyes against the sudden brightness of the scrying portal before which Flidais stands, the goddess cast in sharp shadow against the scene playing out within. Aoife blinks away the spots still in her eyes as she lowers her hand.

	The goddess subdued, cast in winter shades: pale white hair hung limp against a raiment of burnt black bark and mottled gray beechskin wrapped in longs strips around her ribcage like exposed bone. The whole of her strung with ragged, mossy falls of old man’s beard intertwined with sprigs of lily of the valley.

	If Flidais is aware Aoife’s in the room, she makes no sign. Maol, Flidais’s constant companion, too, ignorant of her presence: the mountain-sized white cow snoring like an earthquake on the other side of the immense chamber; bovine shoulders rising and falling like high hillocks.

	Aoife ventures closer, looking over Flidais’ shoulder at what lights this hall:

	Flidais is rapt watching a tall well-muscled man, pale as the moonlight that holds him tender as a lover in its glow. His near-constant companion, the golden-skinned woman as tall as he is, absent in whatever time Flidais has called up. Tír na nÓg unbound from mortal temporality, Aoife having seen past and future both reflected in those portals – though Flidais has been careful enough never to show Aoife her own future. Aoife unsure what that portends, but knowing better than to ask. Still, that the man’s companion wanders elsewhere in this instance is probably best for all concerned. Aoife is tired of seeing Flidais watch them fuck. The goddess taut as a bowstring in those moments, quietly seething.

	Here instead, in whatever now this is for him, the man reclines behind his office desk in the high tower he rarely leaves, texting someone with near inhuman speed. His thumbs fly across the screen so fast it’s a wonder the device can keep up. Flidais leaning in as the man’s smile lights up his face.

	How often has Aoife asked after him, this man Flidais watches again and again with such consuming intent? How often has she been told he means nothing to the goddess?

	“He must mean something to you,” Aoife mutters, mostly to herself, startling the goddess. Too late, Aoife realizes the mistake in her easy familiarity; in forgetting in whose presence she stands.

	The goddess wheels on her, ice in her eyes and a gathering of storm winds fit to rattle the bark of her dress and send the room plummeting into winter’s icy grasp rises around them. Aoife has only time to back away slowly before Flidais comes back to herself; raiment shifting to a warm summer green shot through with budding leaves and unfurling fiddleheads, her hair turning ruddy as a redwood. The room warms, chill evaporating in steaming hiss as Maol yawns at the commotion and wakens, careening to her full monolithic height to blink and turn disapproving, drowsy eyes on Aoife.

	As Flidais throws on the glittering falsehood of less maudlin mood, the halls come alive again. Lanterns light themselves, and the loud clamor of orgies and other drunken revels ring out from feasting halls as if they’d never stopped. The palace so sudden choked with the aroma of green and growing things it’s all Aoife can do to keep from gagging on that sickly sweet thickness, like sludge in her throat.

	“Am I so transparent, then?” says Flidais, the picture of innocence. The goddess batting her eyelashes like a coquette as she sidles up alongside Aoife. Before, roughly enough to bely her conviviality, turning Aoife’s face to stare into the portal, lowering her face to come alongside the mortal woman’s. Flidais’ voice still light as air as she says, “Once I took this man, a mortal, like you, to my side. Look well upon him, child, for he was ungrateful for my gifts.”

	Aoife staggers as Flidais lets her face drop and sweeps past her into the center of the room. Aoife doing her best to catch her breath as she watches Flidais control her shifting temperament, maintaining the image of the maternal goddess through sheer force of will. Only the barest edge of the simmering rage beneath visible in the quaver of her fingers as she gestures round the room with one long-fingered hand.

	“All this I offered him – a great lord among his people, a warrior well-feared. He did for a time partake of my company and my pleasure. Rightly so, for I had rescued him from a most undeserved death.”

	“Did he too wander in spirit, disconnected from his body?” asks Aoife hopefully. For all she moves with seeming flesh, Flidais has told her of the separation that led her here to the goddess’s realm; how Aoife’s true body rests dying in the mortal world, while the touch of the fair folk in her family line carried her spirit home to her people. Or to Flidais, at least.

	“No,” says Flidais, and Aoife deflates, though the goddess is too absorbed in her own words to catch it. “He was murdered by one of his countrymen. In vengeance for some minor slight; hardly worthy of murdering a queen over some trifling death. I brought him to my side, gave him his true self, and a new life. My beautiful Morgan…” Flidais whispers, and Aoife can feel the beat of power in that name – can almost hear how it thrums on the air, Flidais putting one delicate hand to her chest listening for something there Aoife can’t see. “But you mortals are so fickle, aren’t you?” Flidais asks, voice darkening as she glances back at Aoife.

	Aoife swallows. “I—”

	But Flidais wheels, that passing rage as fleeting as the rest of her mercurial temperaments. “He spurned my hospitality, betrayed my trust, and fled my realm. A very long time ago now,” Flidais says, stopping as she falls into reverie. “Yet here it is an ever-present wound, in this place where time holds both all and no sway,” Flidais trails off, the room darkening again, hushed to silence.

	“He escaped?” Aoife breathes, having never imagined it possible.

	Flidais is before her in a moment, eyes glaring down at her. The rush of wind in her advance sweeping both of them in the same gale, Aoife doing her best not to tumble like a leaf in that storm as it blusters her clothes and whips her hair out behind her.

	“Which is of course absurd,” Aoife fumbles, trying to find the right words to appease the goddess. “Who would desire to deprive themselves of your presence, or the delights of Tír na nÓg?” She raises two arms theatrically to encompass the whole of this place, this palace, this realm. The smile on her face forced, features straining with the effort of maintaining it before the weight of Flidais’ glower.

	But its veracity hardly seems to matter to Flidais, who glows with the praise, and pats Aoife gently on the cheek.

	“You see?” she says, and straightens to her full and terrifying height. “Utterly mad,” she says, dissolving into tinkling laughter as she turns her back on Aoife and shakes her head. With a wave of her hand, Flidais dismisses the portal, and calls behind her as she heads out, “Come! I feel need of a hunt to restore more merry mood!” The thunderhead of her once more brightened to the sweet motes of dawn as she makes to depart.

	Aoife glances back at the portal as it irises closed, and fades into the nothing from which it came. “Escaped…” she whispers to herself, daring to hope.

	“Aoife?” calls Flidais from the open doorway, staring back expectantly.

	Aoife hurries after her, lest she incur the changeable goddess’s wrath.

	 

	* * *

	 

	The jinniyah stands at the edge of Sadhbh and Aoife’s room, always loathe to intrude on the bánánach’s vigil over her comatose wife. Far easier to hide how much it hurts to watch Sadhbh stand waiting for Aoife’s wandering spirit to come home by being this pillar of living flame bearing only passing resemblance to human form; easier having no eyes to weep at how little Sadhbh moves from her partner’s side, save to defend the hospital against the Maw with those others who remain in this place, before returning to resume her watch. Oizys Memorial the last hospital standing in the city now, in no small part through the aid of Marrowmont’s citizens like Sadhbh. The hospital’s protections may be many – partly by virtue of its construction and wards, and how much the Maidens have done to distract the Maw from its hunger for the wounded and dying here – but without the additional aid, that alone would barely be enough to keep the Maw’s roving tentacles at bay. Several of the street-size appendages wrapped round the hospital’s height even now, trying to breach those barriers so it can feed.

	Yes, far easier being without body in the face of the doom that has come upon her city. All of … just over two days … since the Maw burst forth from its prison into their world, slipped free of its leash by a traitor’s hand. The days bleed together now. Day following night following day without proper light and occluded sun. The sweep of that darkness into eerie, ephemeral auroras too much like the lifetimes she spent wandering Gulf deserts, shunned and shunning. Back when she wore a mortal woman’s body, her myth shifting as stories changed. As she became a convenient nightmare, a tale told by firelight in hushed whispers to keep children and the unfaithful from straying by night’s keeping.

	It has been a very long time indeed since she has been Umm al-Duwais. She does not miss that name. Nor the stories that come with it – the role she walked away from. It grows tiring to be the monster when no one will let you be anything else. Sometimes it’s easier having no name at all.

	“You are welcome to come in,” says Sadhbh, the unevenly shaggy-furred, seven-foot-tall winged woman’s goat head, crowned in curling ram’s horns, turned to gaze at where the jinniyah’s face would be, were she not a pillar of fire. Even with the invitation – not that she needs it, the nurses of this place free to come and go as they see fit, even in these apocalyptic days – the jinniyah hesitates. Until the bánánach waves one massive, clawed hand to beckon her in. “Do not let me keep you from doing your work,” Sadhbh says, and steps aside to grant the jinniyah access to Aoife’s supine form.

	“Are you sure you do not wish to sit?” asks the jinniyah, voice crackling like a hearth flame as she gestures with something like the arm she once bore, slender and fine, toward the room’s lone chair. This, too, routine. And always:

	Sadhbh merely shakes her shaggy head and breathes deeper as she moves to make room for the jinniyah to minister to her charge.

	It’s well practiced, this dance. An easy exchange for two people who don’t know what to say to comfort each other – either for Aoife’s sake, or because the world feels like it’s ending. However slowly that seems to be unfolding.

	In that silence, no one asks:

	Will she live?

	Will we?

	Should we have fled?

	Will this be our tomb?

	The jinniyah learned long ago some questions either answer themselves or don’t. And some answers you can’t rush.

	Instead, she attends her tasks. She checks the machines keeping Aoife’s lungs breathing, the tubes keeping her body fed, and the catheter disposing of her body’s waste. She and the other staff have done their work well – she can own it without pride, though here in the end of days she’s happy enough to indulge that side of herself as well. They might well keep Aoife’s body alive forever in this in-between state. Waiting on her to wake and tell them the secret everyone’s hoping against hope she knows: the identity of Marrowmont’s traitor.

	They have tried calling Aoife’s spirit home. The violence of the attempted murder that left her here having driven it out. But none can say where it wanders. Whatever place it’s gone lies beyond the reach of those who would bring her back.

	The others have given up; the fervor stoked by the Maidens
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