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      In the wilds of the barbarian north, Roman slave Margusa meets a warrior enchanted and enslaved by an Elf Queen. To set him free, Margusa must first let go of the monsters within herself. A retelling of Tam Lin in Caledonia, Roman Scotland.
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      The monster creeps toward her in the dark. Margusa feels it in the coolness of the stones, and the dying of the fires behind her. She hears the beast’s soft sputtering sighs, and the scuff of its leathery feet. She wants to move, knows that at any moment it will sweep over her like the fog in Londinium, but her fear pushes her down into the stones. The fire poker lies loose in her grip, and she can’t lift it from the ground. In the distance she hears a baby cry.

      Part of Margusa wants the monster to destroy her. She wants to die. In Hades the mark on her forehead will disappear and she’ll be a free woman. She will not be beaten. She will not be hungry. The master won’t turn his leering eyes to her. She will find Maelusa and Philusa. The three of them will be happy together.

      The monster is so close, Margusa can smell the stench of its breath.

      Margusa’s hands tighten on the fire poker. But maybe Caerusa will be in Hades, too. Wicked, treacherous Caerusa. Her mother had warned her she could not trust Romans; Caerusa proved that Margusa could not trust slaves, either. Maybe in Hades Margusa will still be a slave, and Caerusa will be waiting for her there, to beat her when the master doesn’t …

      Margusa’s eyes bolt open to darkness and she cries out, startled because her fear had felt so real and her thoughts had seemed so clear that she hadn’t realized she was asleep. At her cry, the darkness withdraws a fraction. Fear seizes her heart.

      She hears, “Shush, shush, shh-now-now.” The words are sweet, slurred from a man’s tongue, and a mouth with breath reeking of bad wine.

      Scrambling to her feet, Margusa raises the cold poker and beats back the shadow where she imagines the head of the nightmare to be. Her skin heats, and she is like a coil of wire released. She thrashes at it, again, and again, and again. It whines, and falls to the ground with a thud. Margusa still doesn’t stop her assault until she’s panting, her arms are shaking, and the poker falls from her trembling hands and clatters on the stones.

      Gasping for breath, she stands with her back to the ovens. The Caledonia night is cold, like Rome in February or March, despite it being nearly July. With each breath of air, the dark recedes from her mind, and she is more awake.

      But the nightmare is more real.

      Eyes adjusting to the light, she sees the master of the house spread out on the floor, his face a bloody pulp, his thin white hair dark with blood.

      She’d known he’d come for weeks. Just like he’d done to Maelusa and Caerusa. She’d hoped to dissuade him with the poker, knowing he’d be drunk, and would likely forget. But then she’d had her dream and it had gotten all tangled up with the darkness, and she hadn’t been able to stop herself once she’d started fighting. Now she’ll be crucified, for certain. A real Roman would impale herself on the poker for killing her master. Margusa’s lip twists, but she is not a real Roman.

      She looks out the small window in the kitchen to the fortress town. Stone walls surround it. Over the walls, in the distance, she can see the wild, rolling hills of Caledonia filled with wolves, bears, boars, and barbarians. Her lips part. She is also not in Rome. The barbarians won’t know the meaning of the tattooed words scrawled on her forehead. Maybe they will rape her, but—she looks at fat Julius on the floor—it wouldn’t be any different here.

      Spinning, she turns to the ovens. Yesterday’s leftover bread is tucked beneath a cloth, and the dough for today’s bread is laid out ready to be baked for breakfast. A strange sort of calm comes over her. She will not give them the satisfaction of looking at her naked tortured corpse. She will not be caught.
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        * * *

      

      In the tunnel, roots grasp for Margusa’s sandals and hair, and the torch she bears smokes, filling the small chamber, making her want to choke.

      She nearly bumps into the tunnel’s door before she sees it. Setting the torch down, she lifts the bar, pushes the door open, and stumbles out. The hidden escape tunnel opens up beneath a rocky outcropping, and is surrounded by brush. Margusa tramples through it and runs for the safety of nearby trees. Morning light is just pouring through the hills. She has, perhaps, a half-hour before the household realizes the bread is burning in the clay ovens, a little after that before they realize the master is dead and she’s gone, and a bit longer before they realize she’s stolen off through the escape tunnel built for her master Julius, the fortress town’s illustrious legatus juridicus, advisor to the local governor.

      She must run. She must not think of dogs, horses, or soldiers—but then she hears the braying of hounds in the distance, shouts, and the clang of metal on metal, and can’t help but think of them. Ducking her chin, grasping the small satchel thrown over her back, she sprints through the trees, fear biting her heels as sharply as any dog.
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        * * *

      

      Margusa’s legs are shaking beneath her, her breath is rasping in her ears, and her feet are thudding on the sod as heavy as her heart. The dogs are very close, she occasionally hears the snort of horses, and can make out an occasional word from her pursuers. Her cloak is too hot over her tunic, and the makeshift satchel she carries her meager supplies in bounces against her back. She is too afraid to slow and throw either off. Ahead is a meadow covered in grasses, white flowers, and rocky stones. She has no choice but to dash through it.

      Before she’s halfway across she hears the braying of the dogs at the meadow’s edge, but doesn’t look back. And then one of the dogs gives a high-pitched wail of pain, and a moment later the other does, too. A soldier gurgles, “I’m hit,” there are shouts of confusion and anger, and then from in front of her comes the sound of hoofbeats. Her eyes widen as what can only be a barbarian horseman charges out of the forest ahead on the biggest horse she’s ever seen. The barbarian wears a bow and quiver on his back, has a sword in one hand and a shield in the other, and wears strange armor that covers him from head to toe and almost disappears into the landscape. His mount is dove white, with fringes on its hooves like feathers. It almost appears to be a ghost. Stumbling in shock, she ducks her head as the horse leaps over her. A moment later, metal clangs against metal as the strange rider engages her pursuers.

      “Look out for yourself and only yourself,” Caerusa had once said.

      Margusa hadn’t heeded that advice before. She does now. Scrambling to her feet, she doesn’t look back.
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        * * *

      

      Margusa keeps moving westward, following the sun and running from the line of Roman settlements in the east. She passes through forests with
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