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            Chapter One

          

          THE ISLAND OF DRAGONS

        

      

    

    
      Bráchthine’s growl was muted, but her sob could not be contained. Even the formidable Queen of the Dragons was not immune to pain during childbirth, and hers had been difficult. Wisps of white smoke curled from broad nostrils. She shifted her position for comfort and to maintain an even warmth around her warmlings.

      She smiled. Hardly warmlings yet. Her daughter and son were encased in shells whose size dwarfed an ostrich’s egg. Bráchthine had no fear of crushing her progeny. Their temporary homes were stronger than diamonds. They would need a little help to crack the shell, but she would know when.

      Dragons were powerful creatures and the only beings feared by their neighbours, the demigods of the Tuatha Dé. The two societies made strange bedfellows. They shared a common root in their mother, Anúna, and each guarded the borders of their homelands jealously. Apart from this, their cultures, governance, and philosophy were vastly different.

      The Tuatha Dé resided in the Land of Immensity in grand palaces. Their cities were built of marble and crystal, and embellished with gold, silver, and precious stones. The serpents resided in the inhospitable, sun-scorched, red mountains of the Island of Dragons. They valued solitude and most lived in humble caves with a single mate. Their monogamy was a singular achievement for beings whose lifetime was measured in millennia. Still, the dragons shared one quality with the Tuatha Dé—a partiality for promiscuity.

      The two kingdoms were connected by a single bridge on the northern coast of the Land of Immensity. It was a narrow, rickety, wooden edifice rather than gold or crystal. That was Bráchthine’s choice. The link marked the symbiotic relationship between the races. Nevertheless, the queen saw no benefit in a gaudy structure. Who would use it? Neither dragons nor the Tuatha Dé needed a bridge to travel to each other’s lands.
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        * * *

      

      Nuadha, Ard-Righ—High King—of the Tuatha Dé, was ten feet tall like most of the Tuatha Dé. He ducked reflexively, if unnecessarily, as he entered Bráchthine’s home. The dwelling’s walls were scorched and smelled of brimstone and dragon breath. The birth must have been difficult. Why did she not ask me for help? That Bráchthine had not called for him pained Nuadha. There was no light in the cavern, but Claímh Solais—the Blade of Light—shone and the area was bathed in daylight.

      “This is my home, Nuadha, and the darkness is restful for me. Put away your bloody sword and use your eyes. You can see perfectly well in the dark, and you are in no danger unless you come as an assassin.” The dragon snorted and a wisp of white smoke curled from her nostrils. “You are too honourable for that, and besides, murder is more your sister The Mórrígan’s style. Put the Blade away.” Nuadha dipped his head and banished the light.

      Bráchthine’s mood was better than Nuadha expected. Childbirth is notoriously difficult for a serpent. Perhaps it was the Goddess’s blessing they could only birth two eggs in a lifetime. Nuadha looked around the cave. The dragon’s laugh echoed around the massive cavern’s walls. “You’re getting old, Nuadha, or maybe my magic is stronger than yours. We should test our strengths in the Arena.” Bráchthine’s challenge was one no Tuatha Dé ruler would ever take up and a none-too-subtle reminder of the balance of power. That said, Bráchthine knew of another reason Nuadha would always decline her challenge.

      The sound of a long tail pushing aside the dirt as it unfolded echoed through the cave. Nuadha looked at the earth adjacent to Bráchthine’s scaled belly and chuckled. In the Land of the Humans, many believed a dragon’s weakest point was its belly. Fools and their myths! One opalescent and one black egg awaited their mother’s warm embrace and the fires that rumbled within her. The warmlings would hatch in a cycle of the moon.

      “You know the prophecy, Nuadha. ‘A male will challenge his sister for the Dragon Throne.’ I cannot permit it to be fulfilled. The dragons are a matriarchal society and have been for aeons. Male serpents are unstable and violent creatures. They are brave and fierce warriors, but few have brains.” Bráchthine looked at the black egg and huffed. “Especially the Black Clann. To challenge the status quo will mean endless wars and the inevitable demise of the dragons. There are too few of us as it is. We will not survive a civil war.”

      Brimstone filled the cave as Bráchthine exhaled. “The foolish wars of the Tuatha Dé have created many enemies, some within their ranks.” She ignored the growl from Nuadha. The Tuatha Dé did not like their dirty linen revealed, even in an intimate setting. “Do they want to add the dragons ruled by a tyrannical king to that list? More to the point, I will not allow my daughter to be a pawn for amoral politicians or the target of assassins and bounty killers. You know your duty. Promise me, that when I die, you will take Clíodhna as your ward, educate her on her legacy, and deliver a queen who is fit to reign to the Arena.”

      Clíodhna was an ominous name chosen by Bráchthine for her daughter. Privately, Nuadha found it amusing. The hackles on his neck stiffened. “Obligation be dammed, Bráchthine. I love you and need no call to duty to help you. I am honoured to be Clíodhna’s mentor and protector.” Incensed and hurt, Nuadha turned to exit the cave.

      “Please, don’t be angry with me, Nuadha. I fear for Clíodhna. I know I have chosen wisely but needed to be assured one more time. Forgive me and put it down to post-birth hormones.” Bráchthine’s voice sounded strangely fragile.

      “I could never be mad at you for long.”

      “I know.” Bráchthine’s long eyelashes fluttered. “Why couldn’t you have been a dragon?”

      “Or you a Tuatha Dé?”

      The serpent snorted. “That would be a sacrifice too far… even for love.”

      Nuadha chuckled. “We could have been happy in the Land of the Humans.”

      “Yes, were it not for duty.”

      “Damn duty.” Silence filled the cave. “When?” It was a question Nuadha dreaded asking and Bráchthine did not want to answer.

      “As you observed, the birth was difficult, so shorter than I had hoped,” said Bráchthine.

      “No,” said Nuadha softly. A golden tear rolled down his cheek. “Goodbye, my love.”

      The dragon shook her massive head, and the plumes of her great crest rustled. “Silly man, my strength will recover. I said shorter, not tomorrow. Like all serpents, I can see that my death draws closer. Thus, my life is now measured in centuries, not millennia. The Womb-Born and the Wind-Born are long-lived, not immortal, Nuadha, although dragons may be reborn, if they wish and the Goddess consents.”

      The leader of the Womb-Born dipped his head. He could not envisage life without Bráchthine, even for a brief period, let alone many centuries. And there was no guarantee the Bráchthine he loved would return. Anguish overwhelmed him and he turned to hide his sorrow from his lover.

      “What about the boy?” Nuadha suddenly felt ashamed of his lack of concern for the black egg.

      “Aodh will take Ciarán to Clann Dubh…”

      “That nest of vipers. Do you trust them?”

      “No, but he should be with his father’s family, if not his father.” A grunt was Nuadha’s response.

      “If the Goddess wills it, we will love again.” whispered Bráchthine as Nuadha retraced his steps. A beam of sunlight caught Bráchthine’s tears, turning them into tiny rainbows as they trickled down her massive face. They splashed Clíodhna’s egg. For a fleeting moment, the egg breathed, and the tears were gone.

      “Look after him, Clíodhna. He will need you as much as you will need him.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Two

          

          1940—AUTUMN—BELFAST, NORTHERN IRELAND

        

      

    

    
      The demons appeared from nowhere. The huge, black-skinned creatures unfurled leathery wings, blotting out the sun. Frozen to the spot, Clío stared into their malevolent red eyes. Her heart thumped impossibly fast in a chest that seemed much too small to contain it. Sweat poured from pores suddenly flung open, staining the clothes she wore. Only a dogged determination helped her avoid the embarrassment of pissing and shitting herself. She snorted—small victories.

      Four creatures, each positioned at the cardinal compass points, moved steadily and claustrophobically closer to her. Clío could make out the rows of incisors when they opened their maws and the long, black talons sprouting from their paws and feet. How do they walk with those? She swore. They fucking retract them, eejit!

      They called out her given name, “Clíodhna.” She wondered how such monsters could speak, but, most of all, she was surprised that they knew her name. Why do they hate me? She had no avenue of retreat and no means of defence, so she forced a defiant mien. Refusing to be cowed, Clío closed her eyes, listening only to the thud of the demons’ heavy footfall.

      When she finally opened her eyes, she gazed down into the demons’ fiery red eyes. How? Her limbs were transformed and her torso covered in opalescent scales. Her jaws opened, her tail swatted the demon behind her, and she bellowed. Yet it was not just a roar. Fire spouted from her maw, and she heard the demons shriek as they were incinerated.
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        * * *

      

      “Fuck!”

      Clío flung bedding sodden with sweat onto the floor and instantly regretted it. It was six o’clock in the morning, late autumn, and the chill of winter did not refuse the invitation. Naked and covered in a film of cold perspiration, she shivered, reached for the woollen blanket at the foot of the bed, and wrapped it around herself.

      She gagged on the taste of ashes in her mouth and reeled at the smell of brimstone in her nostrils. How? It was just a dream… wasn’t it? Clío poured a glass of cold water from the jug on her bedside table. It washed away the aftertaste, but the scent lingered. She swore to stay away from horror movies.

      Where did these nightmares come from, and what was their purpose? Why had their frequency and intensity increased? She had asked the same questions for centuries, which, given her age, was a short time. Who or what am I? Will I ever find out? When? That was another subject to ponder. “I need answers,” she muttered for the thousandth time, but why had it suddenly become so urgent?

      She ground her teeth at the thought of another of those talks with Lazarus. She would rant and scream; he would be calm and reasonable. Dissatisfied, she would storm from the house to her haven and the ducks in Victoria Park. After millennia with Lazarus, mistrust slipped into her mind. What is he hiding from me and why?

      He needs you as much as you need him. Be patient.

      The voice in her head was female and strangely familiar. Clío sensed a smile and tears, which were both loving and deeply sad. I’m going mad.
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        * * *

      

      The cold, damp sheets forced Clío from her musing. She swore and grumbled. It felt as if she had pissed the bed and she sniffed the air to make sure that was not the case. She tried to reclaim her sleep, but anxiety made her sit up straight. “Shite! I must get ready. My girlfriends will be banging on the front door soon.”

      Lazarus would be furious. He’s not a morning person. “We’ll miss the bus, be late for work at the linen mill, and they’ll dock our pay.” Her not-particularly-attractive feet missed the bedside mat, instead landing on well-polished, cold linoleum. An innate sense of balance narrowly saved Clío from landing on her arse.

      Clío cursed again. She did not agree with those who believed frequent swearing indicated a lack of education and a poor vocabulary. The benefits of being millennia old included the mastery of a hundred languages and a deep knowledge of history and anthropology. She and Lazarus had participated in or observed every major historical event in human history. To Clío, academic tomes were for ignorant university professors who relied on propaganda written by victorious kings or religious zealots.

      She brushed her teeth and spat into the porcelain basin. The start to Clío’s day worsened when it dawned on her that it was Saturday and she was fully awake. This is just not my day. Then her face broke into a broad smile. She did not have an overtime shift, and she and her girlfriends had tickets to attend the dinner dance at the Grand Central Hotel. She finger-combed her mass of long, blonde hair. A look in the dressing table mirror elicited a loud moan. It would take hours of brushing and combing to make herself presentable.

      Optimism shattered the gloom of an autumn dawn. Thoughts of free drinks, calloused hands groping her, and hard sex by multiple men, individually or in a group, overtook her complaining. “There is a God!” shouted Clío. She began to sing loudly, ignoring the banging on the wall from Lazarus’ room. So what if the cats on the yard wall held a tune better than she?

      On another plane, an ancient entity smiled. “No, Clíodhna. There is a Goddess.”
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        * * *

      

      It was a typical Belfast October—cold, wet, and miserable. Pregnant clouds lumbered across broody grey skies. Occasionally, a sheepish sun peeked from behind layers of cumulus, apologized, and slipped back under the fluffy blankets. In every home, fires burned in cast-iron grates. The air smelled of wood smoke, sulphurous coal, and the sweet fragrance of peat. Their only competition was the sharp odour of ozone from the trams that trundled up and down the Newtownards Road.

      The weekend had arrived, and the brave souls of the communities on either side of the road refused to be intimidated by inclement weather. With woollen outer coats buttoned from calf to neck and laden down with the week’s shopping, women battled the rain while holding onto children, umbrellas, and hats.

      Their partners and sons, many of them the “hard men” from the Harland and Wolff Shipyard, “The Yard”, would not be seen dead with a shopping bag. Instead, the men stuffed what remained of their pay into deep trouser pockets, buttoned their jackets, turned up their collars, and stepped outside. Mothers and wives had taken their due—a tradition honoured by all but a few drunken reprobates. A cast-iron skillet on the skull soon sorted out the rebellious. The “wee” working-class women of East Belfast could face down and put the fear of God into brawny men twice their size, if the wage packet was not handed over—unopened.

      Still, the men’s curses were never for the women—they were wiser than that. It was for the storm that tried to dislodge dunchers from closely cropped heads as, en masse, they forged a path to the bars and bookies. In the betting shops, thick fingers ingrained with dirt used pencil stubs to mark betting slips. They gazed at black-and-white television screens and swore at their poor choice of dog, horse, or football team.

      In the bars, the real venom was reserved for the elements that delayed their first pint of Guinness and the whiskey chaser. If another world existed, it never occurred to them. Why was it their business? They had their own problems. Still, the local newspapers were filled with news of the war in continental Europe, which threatened to spread and set fire to the world. Belfast’s young men would be among the first to volunteer to fight… and die.

      Yet, how different was it to previous generations and millennia? Celts and Gaels loved to drink, fight, and rut. Was it not better to have a common enemy than to kill each other?

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Three

          

          BELFAST, NORTHERN IRELAND

        

      

    

    
      In a corner of McHugh’s Bar, Lazarus savoured the cigarette smoke and caressed his whiskey. A pint of Guinness sat on the table before him. It would remain there when he left the pub as he did not care for its taste. Maybe one day, he would. Until then he would admire the barman’s talent for pouring the perfect stout, time after time. No one joined him at the table, yet he was not unfriendly. Those around him sensed he preferred his own company and let him be.

      In the Land of Immensity, he was known as Nuadha, the High King. In the Land of the Humans, his name was Lazarus. He appeared to be about seventy years of age, but when he stood, his posture was erect. Tall and slim. Gaunt yet not skeletal. His hair, black as ravens’ feathers, was slicked back from a high forehead with Brylcreem. Deep, sapphire-blue eyes held a twinkle of mischief and the threat of menace. Sallow skin and the blue tone from an illusory six o’clock shadow made the colour of his eyes more intense.

      He had pale, thin lips. His teeth were yellowish and rarely seen, even when he smiled, which was deceptively often. Deep dimples in his cheeks testified to that. His breath smelled of tobacco—unfiltered Woodbines—and whiskey. Eschewing modern fragrances, his skin smelled of coal tar soap.

      Outside the sanctuary of the bar, a flash of lightning was quickly followed by the drumming of rain on the bar’s windows. The bar manager swore. The windows had just been cleaned. “Wasted money,” he grumbled.

      Lazarus took a gold pocket watch from his vest and gazed absently at its face. He had no need for the watch. He naturally knew the time, date, and year. The timepiece made him look normal, if a little eccentric. The front case contained no image of a loved one or lock of hair. How could I have an image of Bráchthine? His love had no hair to clip, and cameras came millennia after her death. A stolen snippet of her feathery crest would have hurt… him. His memory was as sharp as it was painful and every time he looked at Clíodhna, he saw Bráchthine.

      He grimaced and growled. Assuming they had infringed on his personal space, those nearest to his table apologised and moved away. The waiting staff glared at those they held responsible. Lazarus was a regular customer, and, unlike most, a generous tipper. He shook his head. “Painful memories.” They understood and shortly after, three Bushmills whiskies were set on the table. He raised a glass. “Sláinte mhaith—Good health.”
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        * * *

      

      It was an anniversary of sorts, and each year the memory of a sharp pain in his right arm reminded him of it. Aeons ago, when he was Nuadha, Womb-Born of Anúna, he lost the arm in the First Battle of Mag Tuired against the Fir Bolg. Iron and arrogance were the weaknesses of the Tuatha Dé. Armed with the Blade of Light, Nuadha thought he was invincible.

      The Goddess showed him he was wrong. The severed arm lying at his feet underlined her disapproval. Worse, Tuatha Dé law ruled that no imperfect man or woman could be High King or Queen. Hubris meant none of the Womb-Born foresaw the possibility of such an event. They were demigods with ambitions to be gods. Angry at their haughtiness, the Goddess refused their pleadings to revise the rules. They were stuck with the law and Nuadha was forced to abdicate.

      “Pathetic bastards.” Lazarus grunted his judgment of his siblings. His replacement was not a Womb-Born. His brothers and sisters had pleaded their shoulders were overburdened with responsibility. Thus, a minor king, of mixed Tuatha Dé and Fomorian heritage, whose main attributes were his good looks and silver tongue, became High King. He was a traitor and provoked a war with Fomoria. Without Nuadha’s experience and strategic mind the Tuatha Dé barely won the Second Battle of Mag Tuired.

      The Goddess, however, deemed them not suitably humbled. Soon after, the demigods were defeated by the progenitors of man, the Sons of Mil. An appeal to Nuadha to negotiate a peace treaty resulted in the Tuatha Dé’s banishment to the underground Mounds, which became known as the Land of Immensity.

      Embittered, but restored to full health and given a new arm through Coire Ansic—Daghdha’s Undry Cauldron, Nuadha considered rebellion and civil war to get his throne back. Yet, by nature, Nuadha was honourable not treasonous. His response was, “The Hag take them!” He took Clíodhna and left the Land of Immensity for the Lands of the Humans. On this day and every year since, he mourned his loss and pondered whether he had made the right decision… and under what circumstances it could be reversed.

      He continued to grieve for Bráchthine and hoped she approved of his guidance of Clíodhna. In his heart, he knew she would not. How would he answer why he had not informed his ward of her heritage or trained her for battle in the Arena? No matter how detailed, dreams were an imperfect preparation to inform her about potential enemies, the dragon culture, and her role in it. “Soon,” he promised Bráchthine. “Very soon.” He imagined puffs of white smoke and snorts of disbelief.

      Lazarus’ brow furrowed and he sighed. During his travels with Clíodhna he had discovered clues of An-Ársa—the Ancient One—an evil from the dark, chaotic days before the Tuatha Dé became civilised. The violent entity had violated his mother, Anúna. Thus the Womb-Born were a family brought to life by violence.

      “To weak-kneed siblings and a meddling Goddess,” snarled Lazarus. He lifted his Bushmills in a mock salute. The discovery of An-Ársa gave him an excuse to delay a permanent return to the Land of Immensity. Yet how long can I prevaricate? Clíodhna has a destiny to fulfil.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Four

          

          BRYSON STREET, BELFAST

        

      

    

    
      Clío sat with her leg hooked over the arm of a worn leather armchair. She looked at Lazarus and sighed. She had intended to confront him, but that would have insulted the tradition of the parlour. The room was a haven of peace and good manners in the working-class homes of Belfast. Who knew what god guarded that sacrament? So, Clío held her temper and took stock of what she knew. It was a cop-out, and she knew it.

      After aeons, Clío had no definitive proof of her origin, just persistent murmurings in her head and colourful dreams. Lazarus never revealed who or what type of beings they were and studiously avoided or deflected the topic when raised. Given their longevity, this was a remarkable accomplishment. Veiled or cryptic hints and increasingly detailed dreams increased Clío’s frustration. In a contemplative moment brought on by a gnawing desire to know her origin, Clío listed what she knew.

      They were warm-blooded, with beating hearts, and crimson blood coursing through arteries and veins. Clío bled if she nicked her legs when shaving. She was not so sure about Lazarus. She had never seen his skin broken or even bruised, unless he wanted it to appear so, and never a cut from the straight razor he shaved with.

      Philosophically, Clío defined them by what they were not and excluded predators living on blood and flesh. Although, given her passion for blue-rare steak, and how she hoovered up beef carpaccio as if there were no tomorrow, she wondered. However, she was reasonably confident that neither of them was ghoul, vampire, or zombie.

      Blood-drinking revenants are common to most cultures and mythologies, including the Celts and Gaels. In the Land of the Humans, Clío suspected most were fakes or mentally disturbed. Currently, true vampires basked in the limelight of twentieth-century revisionism. And why not? It made hunting much more straightforward. Bela Lugosi’s Dracula was an easier sell to impressionable young women than Max Schreck’s Orlok.

      She ruled out golem and gargoyle. Such creatures tend to be the preserve of the religious. Neither she nor Lazarus had wings or tails, which should rule out angels and demons—yes, some stereotypes have a factual basis. Clío tried a few times to shapeshift when there was a full moon. I love Lon Chaney Jr.’s “The Wolf Man.” All she achieved for her effort was a vague tingling in her fingers and toes and a debilitating headache worse than a hangover. Therefore, she eliminated werewolf or were-anything from her list.

      Thus, the jury was out on whether Lazarus and she were Brothers Grimm or Walt Disney.
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        * * *

      

      In one of his rare forthcoming moments, Lazarus had told her she was named after Clíodhna, Queen of the Mná Sídhe—banshees in the modern lexicon. Contrary to her deathly responsibilities, Queen Clíodhna was a beautiful, charming young woman, loved by all. She was also as promiscuous as Queen Meadhbh, a demigoddess renowned for her insatiable sexual desire. Clío blushed at the latter. Was my mother an Oracle who divined how I would grow up? Clío’s eyebrows knit at another thought. Is Lazarus’ intimate knowledge of the Tuatha Dé a clue to his and my origin?

      Known as Clío to those she counted as friends, she appeared to be in her early twenties. In public, Lazarus assumed the role of her grandpa. The honorific suited him, and she often used it in private, assuming he was comfortable with it. That said, the title was many generations inaccurate and their bloodlines had never suffered the scrutiny of deep conversations. Honestly, after several millennia, would that not piss you off, too?

      Their relationship made sense to their working-class neighbours, whose generosity and tolerance would only go so far. She loved to reel off alternative roles they might play and delighted in suggesting novel ones to shock Lazarus. Rich, dirty, old man and his arm candy; pimp and whore; adulterer and mistress; dominant and submissive. In this, Clío was spectacularly unsuccessful. At his most demonstrative, Lazarus usually sighed, shook his head, and returned to his newspaper. It is incredibly hard to shock someone many millennia old.

      Clío’s eyes were hazel-gold and appeared to change colour frequently. She called her hair ash blonde, because that sounded fashionable. At times, she considered adding pink highlights. Maybe in a future time. This was conservative Belfast during the war years. Clío was tall and stunning, yet her beauty did not faze the men of East Belfast. They could bring any diva down to earth with a single look, phrase, or slap.

      She believed Lazarus chose their current home to keep her grounded. They lived an unremarkable lifestyle in an average, terraced house. The strategy worked because Clío rarely took herself seriously. Working men and pimply-faced adolescents made backhanded compliments, ranging from the quaint and somewhat humorous “Nice arse,” to the honest brutishness of “She’s a good fuck.” Clío wore rouge. Her admirers thought it concealed her embarrassment. She tittered. Some hope!

      Clío tended to gravitate to men and women who wanted to screw her rather than be bosom friends. Admirers described her as a “long drink of water,” but her skin tone suggested milk was more accurate. She blossomed. How? Who controls my growth? She glanced askance at Lazarus. She had strong suspicions but no proof. To Clío’s chagrin, her breasts refused to be anything other than perky. A handful rather than full and heavy like those of Jane Mansfield or Russell, movie actresses she admired.

      Glamours are the fae’s first line of defence and are an invaluable tool for avoiding conflict with or simply staying hidden from mankind. They appear and feel solid, but are detailed, subtly laid defences. Lazarus and she chose human forms, ages, and appearances with which they were comfortable. When did I choose mine? Clío’s brow wrinkled. Have I ever chosen my glamour? Who did? Her expressions cycled through a range from perplexity to consternation. Finally, she stared at Lazarus who ignored her. Perhaps it comes naturally to me.

      Lazarus’ glamour was the wiser and more acceptable option to a remarkably incurious, “It’s none of our business” public. Youthful narcissism guided Clío’s preference. By choice, she no longer grew older and remained a female in her early twenties who delighted in wanton shamelessness. Why not? I can’t get pregnant. At infrequent times she longed for a son or daughter, but nothing transpired. Am I infertile? The thought made her sad.

      They had few friends. From their perspective, all human relationships were fleeting. Clío sniffed and Lazarus looked up in time to see a tear tumble down Clío’s cheek. He knew she remembered centuries of standing at the gravesides of those she had loved. He shook his head. He adored her for her compassion and worried about her sanity.

      Clío perpetually had a small group of girlfriends and confidants she socialised with. In Belfast, they were from her job at the linen mill. She loved them but knew they would inevitably marry, settle down, have kids, and disappear from her social circle. Another cycle would begin, and she would find another set of playmates.

      On balance, Clío and Lazarus’ existence appeared sad and lonely, yet was not so. Did a chemical imbalance in their brains enable their acceptance of isolation as a social benefit and protection from insanity? Or perhaps, they denied knowledge of the loneliness. Sex was Clío’s diversion. She often wondered how Lazarus coped.
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        * * *

      

      After another evening of fruitless contemplation, Clío stood up and stamped her feet. It was an ineffective protest. The parlour was the only room in the house with a deep, luxurious pile carpet. She would have slammed the door but that would have breached the room’s etiquette. Before exiting, she paused briefly, noticing a fleeting shadow thrown by a flickering gaslight. “We need a new mantle,” she muttered before closing the door.

      Lazarus smiled and waited for the inevitable bang of Clío’s bedroom door. His behaviour was deplorable. He knew what Clío wanted to talk about and once again had avoided the conversation. How much longer can I prevaricate? He snorted. Probably millennia. One of the sins of demigods is procrastination. To the long-lived, there was always another decade, century, or millennium to address the problem. The room’s flickering gaslight caught his attention, and he rose to examine the mantle. At that moment, the shadow detached itself from the wall.

      “Good evening, brother.”

      He dipped his head. “It has been millennia, sister.” Hurt infused his voice. Lazarus had been sure The Mórrígan would have his back, but he was wrong.

      “Has it? Or perhaps you have not seen what was in front of your regal nose.”

      “You have been here all this time?”

      “At your side? Of course I have. Among other things, I am the Queen of Whispers and Shadows.” Lazarus sensed exasperation in his sister’s voice and bearing. He opened his mouth to protest but was cut off. “Every day? No, I have not. I have other duties, some of which should be yours. I have been with you too many times to count, but you ignore me.

      “Do you hate me so much? Or are your powers so weak you are unable to see or feel the presence of another of the Womb-Born? Or to sense your sister? We were very close, once.” The tear that rolled down The Mórrígan’s cheek shocked Lazarus. He had never seen his sister cry, not a solitary tear.

      “Why are you here?”

      “At this time? Bráchthine was my friend as well as yours. She is disappointed and angry.”

      “How do you know? Have you seen her?” The hope and anguish in her brother’s voice prompted a second tear to escape her eye.

      “Don’t be ridiculous. You would not be the first she would appear to, especially not now.” The Mórrígan’s words were a brutal slap to Lazarus’ face, and he flinched. “The child is clueless about who or what she is or is about to become. She does not know about her destiny or the prophesy. You were supposed to be her teacher and protector, not a doting grandpa. You have left her defenceless, Nuadha.” The Mórrígan reached out and took Lazarus’ hands. It was the second shock of the night. The Womb-Born stopped sharing affectionate embraces aeons ago.

      “Why now? Why reveal yourself now?”

      “One word, brother. Puberty!” Lazarus’ mouth flopped open like a fish stranded on a riverbank. “All your procrastination and waiting for the right time; all your clever glamours and planted dreams. Soon they will be smashed into a million pieces by biology, when dragon hormones rampage through her pretty body. She is unprepared… and so are you.”

      “Shite!” Lazarus fell back into his chair. Long fingers combed his hair as he grappled with The Mórrígan’s words. Moments later, he looked up, but his sister was gone, although he could still hear the strains of her laughter. “Bitseach!” His problems had tripled. He had pissed off Bráchthine, Clío, and The Mórrígan.

      “What else? What else?”
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        * * *

      

      Outside the room, The Mórrígan paused. “What else?” she repeated. “I made a grave error once, brother, and intend to correct it. I will restore you to the position given to you by Anúna or I will destroy the Tuatha Dé.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Five

          

        

      

    

    
      Clío and Lazarus resided in a modest, gable-end, terraced house on the corner of Duke and Bryson Streets. It comprised two bedrooms, a kitchen with a porcelain jawbox sink, a living room, and the parlour. Clío constantly moaned at Lazarus to replace the outside toilet. In winter, the wooden seat, a luxury in these times, gave no protection for her bare arse. Lazarus’ retort was always, why should they be more privileged than their neighbours?

      In retaliation, Clío insisted the cleaning and maintenance of the “bogs” was his chore—eternally. That included tearing old newspapers into square toilet wipes. Ink-smeared arses were nothing to be ashamed of when you were fucking because everybody used the same type of cleaning sheets. Beyond the lavatory was a door to an alleyway that ran the length of the street. She avoided it as much as possible. It smelled of cat pee, dog shite, and spilt garbage. On Fridays and Saturdays, vomit and stale beer were added to the perfume.

      Neighbours would rarely intrude but were always at hand if needed. No one would dare try to raise another’s offspring. That only led to fist fights between the men… and the women. Yet there was mutual agreement that all could cuff the ears of any child who stepped out of line.

      A gaslit streetlamp dominated the pavement corner to the right of their home. The mantle’s soft glow reflected off the high-gloss, black-painted entrance door with its polished brass kick-plate and doorknocker furnishings. The streetlight made them extremely popular with the neighbours’ children, who threw ropes over the iron crossbars to make swings.

      The local Catholic church and grounds were located behind a high, red brick wall on the opposite side of the street. The dark, gothic St. Matthew’s Roman Catholic Church had an adjoining convent and school. The lack of respect shown by the Catholic children of the street towards the nuns shocked Clío. While not religious, except in a vague ancient way, it struck Clío that disparaging any god’s servants was a recipe for a short and painful life and an unpleasant afterlife.

      The less imposing Pitt Street Mission Hall, which turned no one away but catered mainly to Protestants, sat on the opposite side of the Newtownards Road to Clío’s street. For those of that persuasion who preferred ritual and a more impressive edifice in which to worship, St. Patrick’s Church of Ireland was a short walk up the road.

      Homes had no refrigerators, and the food was free of chemical additives and colourings. It tasted and smelled real. Cool pantries contained fresh and slightly stale groceries and victuals wrapped up in newspapers or brown paper. Milk and groceries—and even coal, peat, and firewood—were delivered to the doorstep: fresh bread and buns, fish and meat, vegetables with farm dirt still clinging to them, and bottles of lemonade in a multitude of delicious, tooth-decaying flavours. Knives were sharpened at the doorstep. Gipsies brought a variety shop to the door and would read palms or the tea leaves for a modest amount.

      Fragrances always brought memories rushing back to Clío, filling her heart with joy and her eyes with tears. The comforting scents of wood, sulphurous coal, and peat fires soothed her. They combined seamlessly with old leather couches, linoleum floors, and the smell of Mansion Guard Shine floor polish to make their house into a home.

      One fragrance, above all, wore the crown. The aroma of hot fat and batter from the local chippy, The Star, on a Friday night. Battered fish, sausages, and thick potato scallops partnered with chips—crisp on the outside and soft on the inside. All were well-dusted with salt and splashed with malt vinegar. Clío’s preferred appetizer was a cup of cooked, but not mushy, peas in vinegar. Centuries in the future, the smell of malt vinegar would make her eyes tear up, and she would yearn for the times when a fish supper was only a short walk away.

      The memories evoked were powerful. Life was hard and humdrum, but Clío was happy… mostly.
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        * * *

      

      Living in a close community brought with it the shared sorrows of the neighbourhood as well as the pleasures. Demigods are not immune to personal tragedy. Lazarus and Clío lived through the Titanic disaster. They wept alongside the kin of the shipyard’s tradesmen lost to the icy seas. They stood with the crowds thronging the Newtownards Road when news of the Ulster Regiment’s dead from the Battle of the Somme headlined the Belfast Telegraph. Brave men—foolish leaders.

      Often, they shook their heads at humanity’s innumerable wars, which began with the first tribe coveting its neighbour’s wealth. Tens of millions had died since then. Clío continued to hope mankind would learn its lesson, which only proves that longevity does not necessarily come with foresight. Perhaps if, like dragons, humans could only procreate a limited number of times, they would value life more.
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        * * *

      

      The strangeness began in the late autumn of 1940, a year after the Second World War commenced but before the German Luftwaffe flattened most of East Belfast during the 1941 Blitzes. Until that time, the good folk of Belfast had been relatively untouched by the conflict engulfing the rest of Europe.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Six

          

        

      

    

    
      Clío was awake, enjoying the warmth of her bed and knowing she had an hour before she had to rise and get ready for work. An hour earlier, the pre-dawn clinking of glass bottles heralded the daily delivery of two pints of milk and a pint of orange juice.

      The frantic pounding of fists and the metallic hammering of the front door’s heavy brass knocker were impossible to ignore. Clío grabbed her robe and hurried downstairs. She opened the door to find a small group of nuns, frantically crossing themselves and reciting, “In nomine Patris, et Filii, et Spiritus Sancti,” over and over. Across the doorstep, on the cold, grey pavement, lay the bodies of two naked girls.

      They looked no more than thirteen years of age and could have been twins. Hands crossed over pubescent breasts, their limbs and features were frozen by the rigour of death. Two pairs of blue-grey eyes stared heavenward and seemed to ask, “Why?” There was no clue as to how they met their fate and no visible marks on their bodies—except a small sigil—a thorny, red rose imprinted on each child’s inner right thigh. It seemed an odd choice. Female tattoos were uncommon, certainly in girls of their age.

      Clío’s silk night robe put up a token defence against the dawn chill of the October morning. She shivered and rubbed at the rash of goosebumps on her arms. Her reaction was not due to the cold morning as she was immune to changes in temperature—hence the scanty attire. The girls looked as if they had been left as sacrifices. But by whom, to whom, and for what? Clío would not have been surprised to discover that they were virgins.

      The blare of bells and an ambulance’s siren shattered what little remained of Bryson Street’s early morning calm. Further up the street, a pair of uniformed Royal Ulster Constabulary constables from the nearby Mountpottinger Station passed Beechfield Primary School’s gates and strode purposefully towards the house.

      Involuntarily, Clío reached out to touch the bodies. Lazarus, standing behind her, instantly clamped her hand and jerked it back. Still, it was not the force of the grip that surprised Clío but Lazarus’ command. “Do not touch their bodies.” His tone negated any possibility of disobedience or dissent. Usually, Lazarus’ rich baritone was a pleasure to hear. Now it vibrated with rage. The slight shaking of his hands and tremor in his voice, which Clío knew to be affectations, were gone. In their place was the strength of a man used to being obeyed.

      With a snarl, Clío turned, ran down the hallway, and returned with a heavy woollen blanket. “I’m not letting them lie exposed for the world to gawk at.” She laid the cover over the girls.

      In a display of remarkable coordination, the constables arrived at the doorway, the police car’s brakes squealed and two men in plain clothes stepped onto the pavement, and the ambulance doors slammed open. With a quick nod to the officers, the nuns turned to Lazarus and Clío, crossed themselves, and hurried across the street to the safety of St. Matthews and a day of prayers for the children.

      One look at Lazarus and the detectives abandoned any thoughts of intimidation, adopted a conciliatory tone, and suggested they talk inside. The constables were disappointed. Most of their daily work was a monotonous routine. On this morning, they were treated to the sight of Clío’s prominent nipples attempting to poke their way through her robe’s fabric.

      Clío considered her breasts nothing to write home about, but her nipples and areolae were genuinely magnificent and extremely sensitive. At times such as this, their response to stimulation was painful and unhelpful.
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        * * *

      

      In Belfast, nothing happens without a cup of well-brewed, milky tea and a biscuit. Whether the biscuit is plain or chocolate-covered generally signifies the importance of the guest or the conversation’s friendliness. In this instance, the digestives were plain, although they were McVitie’s and served on the best Royal Doulton china.

      The conversation proved unproductive for both parties. What could Lazarus and Clío tell the detectives that could be useful? They did not know the girls. They had no idea why they had been left on their doorstep, they were not responsible for their deaths, and no, they did not know what the small tattoos might signify. If they remembered anything that might be of help, they would, of course, call the more senior of the investigators.

      In turn, the detectives promised to keep Lazarus informed of the girls’ identities when known and any progress in their investigation. They also thanked Clío for the tea and digestives. As the door closed behind the officers, Clío turned to Lazarus.

      “Well?”

      His visage told her he was more than aware of what she meant. Clío’s responses to the police had been honest. Of Lazarus’s answers, the only one that had been utterly truthful was that he did not know the girls.

      “Well?”

      Lazarus’s response sent shivers along Clío’s spine. Turning his back on her, he climbed the stairs and slammed the door of his bedroom shut. She had not seen that much emotion from Lazarus since the Black Death in the fourteenth century. “Fuck! Can it be that bad?” Clío should have known better than to tempt Fate.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Seven

          

          THE LAND OF IMMENSITY

        

      

    

    
      “The Tuatha Dé Danann—the People of the Goddess Danu—are a race of demigods and the progeny of the nine Womb-Born,” said Lazarus. “I am one of the Womb-Born.” Clío and he sat in the parlour, she in open-mouthed amazement that Lazarus had decided to share his history. Why now? She was enthralled and yet certain this was not her legacy. Why? Whose voice had she heard?

      “The name is often abbreviated to Tuatha Dé. We number precisely forty-four thousand four hundred and forty-four. Punished by the Goddess with infertility, there will be no more pure-blood Tuatha Dé.” Lazarus chuckled. “Perhaps in a fit of perverse humour, the Goddess allowed interracial fertility. This and interspecies relationships are an ongoing subject of discussion by Tuatha Dé philosophers and others seeking to expand or re-establish the race’s influence.” Clío wondered at the relevance of that snippet of information but filed the knowledge.

      “In a war with the Sons of Mil, the Tuatha Dé were defeated and banished to the Mounds. Centuries later, the Sons of Mil realised, albeit too late, that they had been duped by the negotiating skills of Nuadha, the former High King of the Tuatha Dé. A clause in the fine print of the Treaty gave the demigods full access through portals to the Land of the Humans.” Lazarus coughed and looked embarrassed. “I was called Nuadha in my previous life.”

      “Shite! My grandpa was the High King of the Tuatha Dé. What does that make me?”

      “That is a conversation for another day.” The statement cut off Clío’s train of thought, but only momentarily.

      Lazarus’ synopsis of his heritage was a skeleton without flesh. Still, he left Clío with the impression that the Tuatha Dé, and even their battle-hungry queen, The Mórrígan, had become tired of endless conflict and wars. Hence, they perceived the Treaty as a means of retiring on their own terms.

      “The Tuatha Dé’s passion is art in all its forms,” said Lazarus. “If you were not an artist or artisan, you are of lesser worth. High office or any position of note is not in your future. Added to this, sibling in-fighting between the four Tuatha Dé cities and punishing the treasonous exiled families mean the Womb-Born have enough to occupy them.

      “Below the earth in the Mounds, which is collectively known as the Land of Immensity to the Tuatha Dé, life is not all darkness. We are demigods, after all. Indeed, there is a school of thought that the Land of Immensity is not below ground at all but on a different plane or dimension. I think the argument has merit.” Lazarus described the individual Mounds as equivalent to huge human cities. They are a paradise beyond human comprehension or imagination. This is hardly surprising, given the Tuatha Dé were skilled artists and unconstrained by finite resources.

      Lazarus refilled his crystal glass with whiskey and drained half of the contents. Clío braced herself for more revelations. “Paradise needs darkness to define it. In the Land of Immensity, the Womb-Born and their sons and daughters could swiftly revert to their dark, violent origins.” Clío speculated that perhaps this was their way of overcoming the boredom of being long-lived.

      “Demigods, supernatural pre-humans, and the demon races hold the capacity to ravage the earth, creating bloody mayhem on a global scale, and causing irreparable damage to land, sea, and peoples. This is countered by humanity’s numbers and their feverish passion for procreation.” Clío’s eyes threatened to burst from their sockets.

      “Since the Treaty, conflict avoidance became a priority for the former antagonists. Both races arrived at the same conclusion. An eternal war between the Sons of Mil and the Tuatha Dé played straight into the hands of their common enemies—the Fomorians, the Nemed, and the Fir Bolg. These nations had, and still have, no scruples about interfering in any race’s affairs.”

      According to Lazarus, the Fomorians had an unquenchable hostility to just about anyone. Compounding this, the demons of Fomoria, banished by the Tuatha Dé to the ocean depths after the Battle of Mag Tuired, had a huge chip on their collective armour-plated shoulders.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Eight

          

          FOMORIA

        

      

    

    
      The chamber’s windows were small and round, with glass the thickness of Balora’s longest claw when fully extended. Beyond that there was neither land nor sun nor sky—just endless water, a sandy bottom, colourful reefs, and fantastic sea creatures. It was a beautiful landscape to all but the Fomorians, who hated their underwater prison.

      Balora, named after her father, Balor, the late Fomorian king and battle commander, loathed and trembled at the mere thought of the oceans. Like most of her race, she had developed a fear for waters deeper than her knee joints. Unlike the many, she respected the seas and its currents and became an excellent swimmer. Like all Fomorians, Balora had gills and webbed feet and paws. She saw them as a curse from the sea god, Manannán mac Lir. Why didn’t he show mercy and drown us?

      The constant marauding of Manannán and his clann made the Fomorians’ exile worse. He had never forgiven his brother, Nuadha, for despoiling his domain with Fomorian vermin. Yet it was the Fomorians, not the Tuatha Dé, who suffered the brunt of Manannán’s displeasure.

      Perhaps that was always Nuadha’s intent: a never-ending punishment for the Fomorians’ audacity to confront the insufferable Womb-Born. Millennia passed and few Fomorians argued against the urgent and vociferous calls to war; to conquer a land that was not submerged. The Land of Immensity was only a beach away.

      Unlike her previous sojourn among the Tuatha Dé, Balora intended her next to be profitable. Nuadha killed Balora’s father in battle, which had unintended consequences for her. The daughter of the Fomorians’ greatest general and hero instantly became the queen of a dynasty. However, unlike the dragons, Fomorian society was patriarchal. Women were accepted into the army, but only on the rationale it was better for them to die than their male counterparts. Generally, females had two roles: breeding and sexual slavery.

      Hence, Balora’s elevation achieved little more than invitations to the best balls and boring committee meetings. It took many decades of humiliating herself in the nests of Fomorian kings, queens, princes, and princesses to arrive at her current situation—a queen feared for her ruthlessness and owed favours by many. More importantly, she had gained access to the High King and his council. Centuries of assassination, bribery, and sexual favours finally resulted in her receiving the council’s blessing on her foray to Northern Ireland. Her goal was to search for her grail—Daghdha’s Cauldron—and its associated artefacts: the Staff and the Harp.

      Balora huffed. A talkative council member, mesmerised by her beauty, libido, and appetite for extreme sex, confessed that the Fomorian hierarchy considered her out of control and wanted her out of the way. No one believed her stories about the artefacts or that the Cauldron could be used to incubate an endless supply of deadly bacteria and viruses. She was an unwanted distraction while they concentrated on a more important matter—the invasion of the Land of Immensity.

      The Council’s attitude explained the low-level talent and intelligence of the Fomorians assigned to her “army”. Of the four hundred warriors she was assigned, only half were veterans from her clann. The remainder were barely competent. Balora sighed. At least they were huge. She had a use for brawn as well as brains.

      Nothing dampened Balora’s excitement. Her former lover and partner, Nuadha, resided in Northern Ireland with his ward. Willingly or not, she needed his help to enter the Land of Immensity. The thought of pitting her wits against Nuadha, and the possibility of rekindling their stormy relationship, retrieved a flood of pleasant memories of better days. Balora purred like a feral cat. She had not experienced the warm feelings between her legs in many centuries—certainly never when she had to whore herself out for political gain.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Nine

          

          BELFAST, NORTHERN IRELAND

        

      

    

    
      Clío’s and Lazarus’ combined glamours were holding but wearing thin. It was Saturday afternoon, one week after the incident with the girls, and the duo were guests of the Royal Ulster Constabulary. They perched on rickety, wooden chairs in a claustrophobically small room, which badly needed a fresh coat of paint and new air fresheners. The chairs rocked, with one leg intentionally shorter than the others. Clío reached for her perfume to dab her wrists and ameliorate the smell of decay and body odour. It was a waste of her favourite jasmine and violets scent.

      Lazarus yawned, bored with the obvious nature of the interview tactic. Clío threatened to make his life miserable if he did not fix the annoying furniture. The room’s flickering fluorescent lights irritated her eyes and did nothing to improve her mood. Air trapped in the building’s ancient steam pipes and radiators caused them to rattle incessantly with maddeningly irregular patterns.

      Two cracked mugs of tea sat on the battered metal table. The colour suggested a paucity of milk or a well stewed brew, perhaps both. A teaspoon, encrusted with the previous occupants’ endeavours, sat in a cheap ceramic bowl amid a corona of spilt crystals. Clío surrendered, sighed, and reached for the left mug, grumbling at the lack of originality. Lazarus ignored his beverage and removed a cigarette from the silver case he carried in his inner jacket pocket. He lit up just as the room’s door opened.

      Clío rolled her eyes. They think we’ve simmered enough. Given the state of the room’s disrepair, she expected to hear the grinding protest of hinges and the door shuddering as it fought against years of grime. In fact, the movement proved noiseless and struggle free. Had Clío been in the mood for philosophy, she was sure there was a life lesson to be drawn.
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