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Prologue
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I loved her once, the dragon that she is. I yearn for her now, on the last day of my life. Her constricting grip on me will never be relaxed, even as I face death, and stare deep into the well of the Underworld.

At the twilight of our clan, her stretched neck looms over us. Her wings cast shadows over each glen, each glade, each landing-place. Her glowing, red-yellow eyes never stray from our home. 

Slighan, the queen of the Hillmen, has invaded, as she promised to do sixteen years ago. Now her hordes come for us, and our clan Ashaiger is crunched between her teeth. 

Once, I had a passion that burned for Slighan, and I slew in her name. Now, while her white neck remains unmarred, I cannot rest, because I know her invasion is the end of our clan.  

I now relay all to you with just the two of us in our darkening home. My daughter, Myrnna, your memory is unmatched. You ought to have been a bard if women could become bards. You studied at the druid’s academy on Mona, where all druids learn their craft. You were nearly a druidess, and I could never have been prouder of you for it. I don’t know what the future holds for you, but I will ensure you have a future in our world of Taman. 

I will sacrifice all so that you have a future, but first, I owe you an explanation.
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Chapter I
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There in the nemeton, the sacred grove to goddess Danu, I sat pondering at midday. At a fissure in a gentle glade, I stared down into its dark depths of Annwyn, the Underworld. These places – caves, rock shelters, crevices – is where our world of Taman and Annwyn met. The sidhe, the beings which haunt everywhere that men ought not to walk, dwell in those places. Many claim to see the sidhe, even confide in them or draw power from them, but never offered proof. As a druid, the highest of the highborn in my clan, I stared down into the blackness of the fissure and asked the gods below to grant me the sight – the ability to see the sidhe. 

At the crack, I met the Underworld, where we all go when we die, to rest with our ancestors until we are deemed worthy of rebirth on Taman. Did the sight really exist? Will the sight come to me? Who, if not a druid, would know that?

Daily, I pondered alone in the nemeton, ash-bough staff at my side, birdsongs in my ears, eyes lowered to the Underworld. A week had passed since Beltane, where the title of druid had been bestowed upon me, and I thought I ought to travel before I return home to the isle of Skye. I thought to confer with fellow druids or other learned men, though my betrothed awaited me on my home island, separated from my side for twenty years when I had left for the academy. 

Word had gotten to me that some Greeks or Romans sailed to our island earlier in the day, and that one requested to meet me. Eager to meet some more learned men, especially foreigners who wield different knowledge than us druids, I waited there in the grove. 

Some footsteps over yonder disturbed the silence of the grove. Between the dense ash boles and under the boughs, my cousin, Vericus, arrived. He had journeyed to the island of Mona after fighting among the mercenaries around Albion. My eyes teared up as he stepped into the sunbeam in the glade. 

Vericus, clad in a salmon-coloured cloak over a red-striped white shirt, with baggy check pants hiked up somewhat too high, approached me, sword dangling at his side. He had aged, as did I, the two of us hoary.

‘My cousin, Ambicatos,’ he said with outstretched arms. ‘I can say that I am a warrior, as sure as you can say that you are a druid. I have slain brave men, maimed many more, and routed countless others. I hope you are proud of me.’ 

‘We walked down different paths, yet the Goddess Danu had our feet lead us here today, and our grandfather rests peacefully in the Otherworld,’ I said. We spent time in the shade recounting our lives apart. I learned that he had arrived with the Greek ship, and that my friend, Antonius Fabia, a Roman, had been the one who requested my audience.

Stooping under a bough, Antonius, with his frosty stubbled face, emerged from the greenery. He had grey streaks in his curly hair, and a scar crisscrossed his chin. Recently retired from the Roman infantry, he wore a red tunic and brown breeches, and still carried his gladius at his belt. He crossed his veined, corded forearms over his chest and gave us a wry grin.

‘Twenty years have flown by like the hoopoe – stolen away,’ he said.

‘My dear Antonius,’ I said, ‘it has been so long. You told me you would return, and you have. You have grown older and more handsome.’

‘Flattery is always welcome, you know, my friend – but I came here on a Greek ship, and they will soon depart for Italia. I implore you to join me! War is raging in Italia, and soon I may be called to fight again, even in my retirement – the Roman priests wish for you druids to visit Italia, so you may help consult the gods on how to conduct our war. I informed some Etruscans priests about you, and they sent for you – on my word – you are invited to study in Etruria. We can all board the ship at the dock, and venture there straightaway.’

Wordless, I sat there on the stump and climbed to my feet. We embraced, and held each other tight. ‘But I am to be betrothed when I return northward to Skye,’ I said. 

‘Just a season!’ he said with a laugh, and let me go, ‘catch the right wind and with a sacrifice to Uranus, we will be in Etruria in a week. You’ll be back before autumn!’

Vericus looked over at me, and he smiled. ‘Let me be with you – I will guard you. My sword for your druid’s staff! A season of war in Italia ought to make my father proud when I return to him on the isle of Eigg.’

‘I suppose it is settled,’ I said, ‘onward, then, Vericus, Antonius – to Etruria!’

At the dock, Antonius pulled the stopper out of a clay-red amphora that stood waist-high. He, Vericus, and I lifted it and out poured wine into the ocean, its red-brown foaming in the grey sea, serving as a hefty sacrifice to Mannanen, god of sailors, and his Roman cousin, Uranus. Under an overcast sky, we boarded the big Greek trireme. The oarsmen rowed hard to propel the ship out of the harbour. With the sail hoisted and unfurled, we disembarked. And with the west wind in our sail, we journeyed southward. 

Mannanen-Uranus blessed us with good weather, and it took us just six days to sail to the Balearics, via Armorica and Iberia. While moored in the Gymnesiai Isles, we heard of the war raging about Italia, Sardinia, and Sicilia. The Romans and the Carthaginians butted heads like two horny bulls on a pasture; they riddled the Italian peninsula in rapine and plunder.

‘We will find safe passage to Etruria,’ Antonius said, as the ship rocked in the ebb, ‘we will avoid the battles if we can, but I fear that Mars will hoist us up onto his fields.’

‘Aye, if Camulus, Mars’ cousin, decides,’ Vericus said with a grin and a hand on his sword’s antler-covered handle. Some slaves, knee-deep in the sea below, scraped the last of the barnacles off the ship.

‘I’ve heard that Etruscans have a peculiar view of the Underworld,’ I said to Antonius, ‘and I am determined to learn from them, war or not.’

‘My dear friend,’ Antonius said as he swallowed, ‘there is someone who is nosing around Etruria doing just that, questioning the Etruscan priests, and prodding about the old tombs. I suggest you stay away from her.’

The gulf of the ocean in my sight, I lifted my head into the breeze, and wondered what woman could invoke such a warning from Antonius. Then, the ship’s captain ordered the last of the men onto the ship. After boarding, the oarsmen all settled on the benches and readied their oars. 

I must say, my daughter, that his warning did nothing but blow the bellows of my curiosity.
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We arrived in the port of Tarquinia the following morning and headed to the city and, my daughter, I will tell you that I had never seen anything so glorious. The wonders spun around me like the cinders of a burning wheel. Entire sculptures of the likeness of men reposing. Tall buildings of cut worked stone. Blue and yellow temples along roads paved in cobblestones, flanked by rearing life-sized, bronze horses. All these wonders I could never recount in full, and I urge you, my daughter, to see the glory of the South at least once in your life.

The Romans had set up what they called a colony in the area, and they took tribute from the Etruscans, particularly their women who were tasked to weave sailcloth for the Romans. All the meanwhile, gruff, tired, and broken men passed through the city, the war raging in the lush fields of Campania to the far south, springing up deserters and traitors like polecats spring out hares from holes. 

Word quickly spread around the city that a druid from the far north had arrived. We spent many afternoons in the olive tree groves in conversation. I knew nothing of the Etruscan language, though my Latin allowed me to converse. We spoke of the stars, of deep philosophy. All the while I learned about just how large Taman is, and of countless men and their mores. My overall interest, however, lay with the Etruscan view of the dead, and their Underworld.  

Antonius
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