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He himself ran in terror. Reaching the silent fields, he howled aloud, frustrated of speech, foaming at the mouth, and greedy as ever for killing,  still delighting in blood. His clothes became bristling hair, his arms became legs. He was a wolf, but kept some vestige of his former shape, the same violent face, the same glittering eyes, the same savage image. . . . 

―Ovid, metamorphosis I (modified from the Kline translation)

Trigger warning: This book is a work of fiction and fantasy, but it includes some graphic violence and reflects some harsh realities about sexual abuse. Please take care of yourself if such references cause you distress.
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Part I: CAEDON
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CHAPTER ONE: Strangers
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WHERE DO THEY LIVE, the Dark Ones, and who are they?

Many a villager asked such questions, in those parts, as they huddled around the turf fires. Especially they asked each other in winter while the prowling wind outside nuzzled at the oiled fish bladders covering the windows with their cloudy translucence. 

The village tale-tellers and muckspouts scared the little children with tales of the Wild Hunt, and the Dark Rider who went out before it on a stallion black as cloud, galloping over a nightmare land. 

“The Dark Rider,” they whispered. “One of the gwrgi.”

Cae and his brother Maeldoi and his mother didn’t ask questions like these. They too were huddled around a turf fire, chafing their hands, crowding together to keep from freezing in their tiny thatched, turf-walled hut on the unprotected wind-buffeted edge of the moor.

They didn’t ask the villagers’ frightening questions about the Dark Ones because they already knew the answers.

Sometimes their father came to visit them. To visit their mother really, not the boys. As he pushed aside the hide covering the door to the hut, and came in, and spotted the boys, his too-red lips would draw back from his too-pointed teeth in a grimace, the way you’d grimace at vermin scuttling to the safety of the cornerboard. He’d put his hand on their mother and force her up the ladder to the loft.

When he’d had his fill of her, and when she had fed him what meager food they kept, he’d disappear back into the night, and they wouldn’t see him again for many seasons. Sometimes for nigh on a year. Now not at all.

He always came at night.

He was a hard man, his features carved into his face and set there, as if he were made of stone. His lank dark hair was pulled back from his pale face and tied with a leather thong.

Their mother feared nothing and no one, only their father.

Sometimes he hit her. If the boys got in his way, he hit them, too. 

Their mother hit them.

Maeldoi beat Cae routinely, because he was the elder and the bigger and stronger. Because he could.

But their father was the worst.

This last time, he stayed the whole night. Cae clapped his hands over his ears. He lay trembling in the corner of the hut where the boys rolled themselves in blankets to sleep during their father’s visits. Otherwise, they slept in the loft huddled up to their mother. 

But this night, the sounds of combat from the loft were too disturbing even for Cae. He wondered if one of his parents might kill the other. He wondered which would emerge the victor.

In the early light of dawn, their father came down the ladder from the loft. He strode to the boys and shook Maeldoi awake, hauling him up by an arm. He dragged Maeldoi stumbling after him behind the hut. 

Cae woke in confusion, and then he stole out too. He knew his mother wasn’t dead. He could hear her scolding and cursing from the loft. Even when he stepped outside the hut, he could hear her. He crept to one of the barrels they used to catch rainwater, and hid behind it to watch.

He watched while their father beat Maeldoi bloody and did the gods knew what else to him. “I’ll have satisfaction out of this night, some kind of satisfaction, that I will!” their father kept shouting.

Cae, hiding behind a barrel, wasn’t sure what he was watching, just that it was terrible and dangerous and vile. 

Then something strange happened that he didn’t know how to describe. He watched while Maeldoi clawed whimpering away from their father. Watched his father feel for a fallen branch on the ground. Lift it high. Bring it down.

Watched Maeldoi crouch low to the ground, then seem almost to swell in size. Watched him spring snarling for their father’s throat, and fasten on. His father was roaring and beating Maeldoi away from him, trying to pry Maeldoi’s jaws off him. He batted Maeldoi to the ground and rushed at him, to stomp on him. Maeldoi was screaming in a vibrating high-pitched crescendo. The sound hardly seemed natural.

Their mother dashed out of the house then, interposing herself between father and son. Maeldoi was on the ground, cursing and spitting. Their father was prowling around looking for a way to get at him.

Their mother had a stout crock in one hand and a stick in the other. She laid about her with a fury. Maeldoi sprawled in the dirt. Their father went flailing back and fell and hit his head, maybe on a stone. So it seemed to Cae while he watched, out of breath behind the barrel. 

And so at the end, both of the combatants lay still.

Their mother stood over the two of them, breathing hard and muttering to herself.

Cae didn’t dare come out. He crouched behind the barrel. He found he had pissed himself.

After a long moment of staring from father to son, son to father, his mother went back into the house.

A bit later, his father sat up, shaking his head in a baffled way. He brought himself into a crouch, then pulled himself unsteadily to his feet, putting his hand to his throat. It came away bloody. He looked down at Maeldoi. Then he went into the house.

Still Cae couldn’t move.

After what seemed like a long time, his father came out again, a bandage wrapped about his head, his neck bandaged. He moved to Maeldoi again and stood over him, fingering the knife at his belt. 

Their mother pushed aside the hide at the doorway and screamed something and ran at him again with the crock. So then he backed off. He went off down the road, weaving a bit, and soon he was lost to Cae’s sight.

Cae’s gaze strayed to his brother, who had not risen. Maybe he was dead.

Eventually their mother went to his brother and helped him sit up.

So not dead, thought Cae. He wasn’t sure whether he was glad or sorry.

Their mother led Maeldoi like a little child back into the house.

She came out again, looking around. When she spotted Cae behind the barrel, she tried coaxing him out, but he just flattened himself further behind the barrel against the hut’s turf wall. Finally she produced a piece of bread from her apron and held it out to him. When he lunged out to grab it, she grabbed him instead, by the ear, and hauled him inside. 

Later she beat him, for his cowardice. He cursed himself for an addlepate. By now, he knew to be wary of any coaxing of hers.

Eventually, Maeldoi came around, although he sat by the fire for a day or two, his eyes blank as stones.

Their mother felt him all over, especially his skull. Maeldoi sat listlessly and let her. That’s how Cae knew he was not himself. Maybe not even in there, Cae thought.

“No head wound,” his mother remarked matter-of-factly. “So it’s the other thing.”

What other thing? Cae wondered.

“Nigh a man,” said his mother. “Makes sense.”

Nothing makes sense, Cae thought.

That was only the worst of their tussles, and the last. Even without their father home, the three of them had had their noisy brawls.

They stayed away from the neighboring villagers, and the villagers stayed away from them. 

The villagers knew. They could hear the commotion on the edge of the village, although they never came around to investigate.

The neighbors could see. The eyes. Gwrgi, they whispered to each other. Not our look-out. Leave them to themselves.

Cae wasn’t sure what that meant. 

“We are gwrgi,” Maeldoi told him at last. “And they are afraid of us. They see we are different.”

“Different?”

“Look at my eyes, you ninnyhammer.”

Cae looked into his brother’s face. He hesitated. He was still puzzled.

“Do you see anyone else with eyes like these? We have them. You do. Mother does. None of the neighbors do. Only us.”

Cae thought about it. He had made a friend, once, not very long ago. 

Another boy, from the edge of the village, who had ventured beyond the village blackthorn hedge one day. He had come to the stream behind Cae’s mother’s hut, and was splashing around in it. Cae saw him from the back window in the hut and came out to stand by the stream.

The two boys had stared at each other a long time.

Cae started splashing in the stream. After a while, they were splashing together. Then Cae told the boy to be quiet, and then he taught him how to tickle a trout. The boy’s name, he told Cae, was Duiset.

But later, Duiset’s mother had caught them together. The two of them had begun examining each other’s bodies, and touching each other. They were doing this behind the blackthorn hedge, and she caught them at it. She had cursed at Cae, and brandished a stick at him, and run him off. 

He didn’t see Duiset again, except at a distance.

Duiset’s eyes had been blue.

But ours, Cae remembered whispering to himself when Maeldoi pointed out this difference. Our eyes are amber. Duiset’s eyes were like the sky. Our eyes, he told himself, are like the barley in the field.

“Our eyes are like barley? Are you daft? Who’d think such a thing. Our eyes are like the wolf’s,” said Maeldoi, when Cae told him his thoughts. “Or like a dog’s. And that’s why they fear us.” 

Then he had punched Cae, and had chased him away from the nicest spot under the tree behind the hut, and had taken it for himself.

After that, Cae sought out still pools and looked at himself in them. His reflected face wavered back at him. He wasn’t sure what he was seeing.

It’s not just about our eyes, Cae told himself, of the villagers’ abhorrence. We’re not from these parts. Strangers. It’s about that, too. 

He didn’t know how he knew it. He just did.

Life got better for Cae when he and Maeldoi were finally separated, but it didn’t happen the way he thought it might, and life didn’t get better all at once.

“You’re nigh manhood, son,” their mother said to Maeldoi one day. It was shortly after the fight between Maeldoi and his father. Cae had heard those words out of her lips before, as Maeldoi sat senseless at the fire.

“Nigh a man,” she continued, “and now I’ve sent word. I can’t deal with you. I shouldn’t be expected to. Maybe someone can.” 

It was about that time of year when the sun, having swung down into the dark places of the Spheres, was poised to climb out and up again. 

“In two days or thereabouts, some men of our people are coming to have a look at you,” their mother told Maeldoi.

The next day, she skinned the dirty clothes from both boys, brushed their matted hair, and made them wash. Not in the stream. In water she had heated over the fire. 

A good thing, too, Cae thought. If she’d made us wash in the stream at this time of year, we’d have froze our plumstones off.

She made them splash the hot water liberally on themselves, and then she rubbed them raw with a rag. 

Maeldoi protested and struggled to get away from her, but she had him by the ear, and then by the cullions. That settled him down. His mouth worked, and tears streamed down his cheeks. 

Cae stared at his brother with interest, wondering if he’d transform himself into that bestial thing again, but he didn’t. When his mother came after Cae with the rag, he stood still and let her wash him. Far the wiser course, he thought.

She threw their ragged clothes in the fire. The clothes reeked as they burned.

Then the boys had to sit around naked while she rooted around in a chest and a bag of hers to find other clothes. Clothes neither of them remembered ever seeing before. 

She held these clothes up, clucking her tongue. Sniffed them. Washed them in the bathwater and draped them over the blackthorn to dry.

“I’m cold,” Maeldoi whimpered, leaning protectively over his privates. 

She ignored that. 

Cae decided he wouldn’t say a thing, although he was shivering.

Finally, she’d had enough of Maeldoi’s whining and handed them the woven blankets of the sleeping loft to drape over themselves.

“You’ll begin to stink again, and just when I’ve gotten you clean,” she muttered, more to herself than to them, but still she handed them over.

A whole day later, the wet clothes had dried, at least enough to put on. Their mother dried them a bit more, by the fire, which thawed them out. They’d frozen stiff, spread over the blackthorns. 

The boys stepped into the unfamiliar, scratchy trousers and pulled the unfamiliar tunics over their heads. Cae’s hung on him, but Maeldoi’s were too tight in the shoulder and too short in the leg.

She looked at them both and sighed.

Cae saw then that she, too, was wearing her best kirtle, not the stained and patched one she usually wore. He’d never seen the clothes he was wearing now, but he had seen his mother in her best kirtle. Sometimes she had to go to the market town, and when she did, she put this kirtle on, and a headcloth to cover her hair.

Now she took the headcloth from the chest and smoothed it out. She wound it around her head, binding up her hair.

Cae sniffed. She smelled good. Like sweet herbs. He realized she too must have washed. 

It unnerved him, though. She didn’t smell like his mother.

She stalked around the two of them, looking them up and down. “It will have to do,” she said. 

Then she made them take the clothes off. “You’ll not get them dirty again, after all the trouble I went to.” 

The brothers spent the rest of the day huddled in the blankets.

The next morning, they all put on these best clothes of theirs again. 

Soon after they had broken their fast, a noise of feet crunching down the icy path to their cottage warned them someone was coming.

“More than one,” said Maeldoi. He reached for the stout stick they kept over the door. The one his mother had used on him and their father during their fight.

“No,” said his mother. “These are the men I told you about. They are guests.”

Guests, thought Cae in confusion.

Three men shouldered into the tiny single room of the cottage. Each of the men had the amber eyes that Cae and Maeldoi and their mother did. 

Gwrgi. These men are gwrgi like us, thought Cae.

Maeldoi had gone into a crouch with the stick.

Their mother gave Maeldoi a look, so then he reluctantly put the stick back up on its pegs.

She hastily thrust the porridge bowls onto the one shelf and turned to make an awkward curtsey to these strangers. “Bow,” she hissed at Cae and Maeldoi.

The two boys eyed the men, who were all three wrapped in warm cloaks.

Cae stared at these cloaks. He wanted one of them. He’d be warm then. 

Maeldoi made the men a stiff little bow from the waist, and Cae watched him and copied what he did.

Their mother showed the visitors to places around the turf fire of their hearth. Cae and Maeldoi hung back in the corner, licking the porridge off their fingers.

Their mother stood before the men, twisting her hands in her apron.

“Sit, daughter,” said the oldest of the men.

Cae thought his mother was probably not this man’s actual daughter. Although he had no idea whose daughter she was. 

He’d never thought of his mother as a daughter with a mother of her own.

Their mother seated herself hesitantly on the stones beside the men.

“A headcloth,” said the leader of the three men, the visitor who looked to be the oldest, and in charge. “That’s not our way. Remove it.”

The boys’ mother snatched the headcloth off and then her long stringy hair fell free down her back and about her shoulders. She folded the headcloth in her lap and fingered it nervously.

“Your elder son is of age. You were right to get us word. We’ll need to examine both boys,” said the leader.

“Maeldoi,” said their mother sharply, ignoring Cae. “Come here to us.”

Maeldoi straightened from where he was slouching against the hut’s lintel and came to the fire and stood there.

Cae saw that for all his bravado, his brother was afraid.

“Your man did wrong, bringing you here,” said the oldest visitor to their mother. “You’re too far from us. When we leave on the morrow, we’re bringing you back with us. All three of you.”

Cae felt his eyes growing round. He peered over at his mother. She sat impassive.

The man now turned to Maeldoi. “What is your name, boy?” he asked.

“Maeldoi,” said Cae’s brother.

“ ‘Maeldoi, sir,’ ” corrected the man.

Their mother gave Maeldoi a fierce look, so then Maeldoi said, in a reluctant voice, “Maeldoi, sir.”

The man grunted. “And how old are you?”

“I don’t know,” said Maeldoi.

“He’s of age,” said their mother. “Or near to.” To Maeldoi, she hissed, “ ‘I don’t know, sir.’ ”

Maeldoi ignored this.

The man scrutinized Maeldoi. Maeldoi was beginning to show a shadow of beard on his pale cheeks, and a little on his upper lip. “Yes,” he said. “I see you’re right. And after what you told us—.” 

In a moment, he turned his eyes on Cae. Cae shrank back. “And the little one?”

“Ten summers, maybe?” she ventured.

The leader of the men stared at Cae for a long time.

Cae began to fidget.

His mother rapped him smartly on the knuckles. She stood him before the men.

The leader took Cae’s chin in his hand and stared into his eyes. Cae stared back. What the man saw—Cae wasn’t sure what it was. 

He wanted to know. When he had stared at himself in the pools, he had wanted to know.

The man stepped back and looked to the boys’ mother. “We’ll only take one.”

“Take the elder,” she said.

The man nodded and glanced at Maeldoi again. “With this one, it seems we’re just in time.” 

He turned to the other two men and said something to them in a low voice, something Cae didn’t quite catch. He looked back to their mother. “But all three of you will travel with us. Even the little one should not grow up here, among these barbarous people.” 

The man began speaking nonsense now.

Cae felt his eyes growing bigger and bigger. 

He was even more startled when his mother began speaking nonsense too. A kind of babbling that was like speech but wasn’t, quite.

“I’m glad to see you have not forgotten, daughter,” said the man, “but you were remiss in not teaching our tongue to your sons.”

“Life has been hard,” she murmured.

The three visitors stood, and so did their mother.

“Make yourself ready,” said the oldest man. “Pack what you need, but don’t pack much. We leave before daybreak.”

“There’s little enough here,” she said, sticking out a defiant lower lip. “I’ll take none of it.” 

Then, struck with a thought, she asked, “And my man?”

“Gone,” said the oldest visitor, giving her a shrewd look.

“That’s done, then,” she said.
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CHAPTER TWO: Just in Time
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THE NEXT day passed for Cae as if it were a dream. He did things he didn’t believe it possible to do. They all did.

Just as the leader of the three strange men had said they would, the men showed up before sunrise the next morning. They were there to lead Cae and his family away from their cottage. Forever, Cae realized.

The night before, Maeldoi had plied their mother with questions. Cae remained silent, but he listened.

“You’ll know soon enough.” That was their mother’s answer to most of Maeldoi’s questions. 

“Who are these men, and why are they going to make us leave?” Maeldoi insisted.

“These are our people,” said their mother, worn down at last. “We belong with them, not here where your father brought us. So now they’ll take us back.”

“What will Father have to say about that?” said Maeldoi.

“He’s gone,” said their mother.

“Gone where?” said Maeldoi.

She wouldn’t answer.

“Why did they say they’d take me and not Cae? Looks like all of us are going,” said Maeldoi.

“They’re taking all of us back to our homeland, but once we get there, they’ll take you to a special place for boys they need for special tasks.”

“What tasks?”

She was silent.

Cae was glad only Maeldoi would have to go off with the men to do these tasks. He was glad he didn’t have to, although he wished the leader of the men had spoken about what he’d seen inside Cae. He’d looked inside Cae, and he had seen something.

Cae didn’t dwell on that. He imagined the new hut they’d have in the new place where they were going, a better hut, maybe. He imagined life would go on pretty much as before. Except without Maeldoi. A good thing. Maeldoi wouldn’t be able to beat him then or take the best piece of meat out of the pot for himself, on those days when they had meat.

The three of them spent a restless night of it. Cae felt he’d hardly gotten to sleep when his mother was shaking his shoulder and making him rise in the dark. They all put on their strange new clothes in the dark. They wrapped their feet in rags, because the frozen soil would numb their feet as they walked the lanes.

The men who’d come for them were already waiting outside as Cae and his mother and brother finished putting a few of their belongings into a sack. Their mother had decided to take a few things after all. She shouldered the sack, and then Maeldoi followed her out into the dim mists and stinging cold of predawn.

The only possession Cae wanted to bring was a carved little bird. The boy Duiset had given it to him. No one knew he had it. He had kept it in a hollowed-out place behind the shelf with the porridge bowls. He wanted no one to see it. It was private. It was only his. No one must touch it. No one must even know of it. He hung back as Maeldoi and his mother crept from the hut, and he scrabbled behind the shelf to find it. He secreted it in his palm, and then he eased it into the top of his trousers, where the twine tied about his waist made a kind of pouch.

“Get out here, Caedon,” his mother called from the other side of the hide at the door, her voice sharp with annoyance. “Or we’ll leave you behind.”

Cae burst through the doorway. A wall of cold air hit him, and he felt his teeth begin to chatter in his skull. He wished they had brought the blankets, to wrap around themselves, but their mother had made them leave the blankets behind. 

“Quickly, now,” said the leader of the three men. “Before your neighbors see.” He hustled the three of them ahead of him, and the other two men came after. Cae saw how these others kept a watch for anyone coming up behind them.

The stones of the path bit through Cae’s rags and hurt his feet. But he daren’t lag behind. One of the men came just on his heels with a stout stick and a stern look about him.

The little group of them swerved away from the village into the rough ground out on the moor, where the wind blew straight through their clothing. Once more Cae wished he had one of the men’s cloaks for himself. He was thinking of sidling up to Maeldoi and suggesting they snatch the men’s cloaks from their shoulders and take off through the pastureland toward the nearest tor. Mikkle Tor, it was called. The highest one around. They would outrun the men, and then they’d have the cloaks. Before he could maneuver to Maeldoi’s side, they reached their destination.

“Quickly, no lagging.” The leader was standing at the head of a small gully, and he was using his walking stick to point Cae’s mother, and then Maeldoi, down into it and out of the wind. “Quickly,” the man said again. “The sun is nigh to rise.”

Cae, too, stumbled down the gully in the dimness. To his astonishment, he found himself headed into a narrow rock-lined passageway. How was it he’d never known this place? He thought he had explored all the land around the hut and the village. He crowded in beside Maeldoi and looked over at his brother.

“Aye,” said Maeldoi. “The fougou.”

Cae didn’t know what that meant. He saw his mother and brother knew about the place, though, and that reassured him a little. Now the three men were there in the passageway too.

“Stand before us, daughter. And you boys, stand by your mother. Look to the opening of the passage. The sun will rise, and you will see his beams,” whispered the leader. He grasped Cae by the shoulders and pushed Cae to stand beside his mother and brother. Just as the man said, the entrance to the passageway—the fougou, Maeldoi had called it—began to lighten. Then the first beams of the sun caught them all full in the face.

And then. Later Cae couldn’t explain to himself what happened to him, then. It was as if he, and the world around him, began to attenuate. It was as if he could see into the earth around them, all its striations and strata of rock. It was as if he had dissolved into these rocky layers and had melted through them. In less than an eye’s blink, he found himself on a hillside, with the sound of the sea beating in the distance. He felt his mouth dropping open.

“Here we are,” said the leader of the men. “Follow me.”

The air was much warmer, in this place they’d somehow come to. Cae realized later it was because the passageway led into a vast cave. But the cave was. . . where? Cae couldn’t think how to put what he was feeling and seeing. The cave was somewhere else. Not on the moor. Not near the village. Some completely different place. As he later learned, the air and the earth outside the cave were as cold, at least, as at home. Outside, as at home, it was the deep midwinter. But inside the cave where they now found themselves, the air was only cool. Great fires burned from one end of the cave to the other, the smoke of them rising to the cave’s ceiling—so then Cae knew there must be smoke-holes or crevices for the smoke to escape to the outside—and near those fires, the air was very warm.

He and his mother and brother stepped to one of these fires, invited by the men. After they had warmed themselves with many others standing there, almost all of them women and children, the leader pulled them aside. “My companions and I are going now,” he said to the boys’ mother. “We’re taking Maeldoi with us. This is your choice?” He looked to her. 

She nodded. 

“Make your farewells to your mother and brother, Maeldoi.” He gave the boys’ mother another hard look. “From this moment, speak only in our tongue, daughter. Otherwise the young one will never learn, and when he is turned out, he will not be able to make his way.”

Their mother nodded again. Cae saw she had made up her mind about a hard thing.

Maeldoi turned from the men and looked at Cae and their mother. Cae thought he looked surprised. “Farewell,” he said. They took him by the arms and walked him away. Cae didn’t see him again until many years afterward, and their mother never saw him again, ever. They didn’t know that then. 

Cae thought Maeldoi would be back with them after a while, at least to visit. Later, he wondered what their mother would have said in that moment, if she’d known her son was being taken from her forever. Cae wondered if she would have protested. She never grieved for Maeldoi, in any way that he could see. 

Maybe, thought Cae. Maybe she knew. Maybe she had known from the moment the men arrived in their hut on the moors. That hut was many leagues away from where they now found themselves—hundreds of leagues, and across a sea. So many leagues that Cae didn’t know how to think of it.

Whatever Cae’s mother knew or didn’t know, she let some of the women around the fire lead her by the arm into the warren of tunnels branching off from the cave. Cae, terrified he’d be left behind in the maze of tunnels, hurried after them, although no one looked to make sure he was following.

One of the women gestured to a bed-shelf in a niche in the rock and gabbled nonsense. Cae’s mother replied in the same sort of gabbling noises. They all turned to Cae now, as if they’d forgotten his existence and now they remembered. The woman who had spoken put out her hand to Cae’s cheek and ran the back of her hand down it. Later, Cae’s mother told him what she said. 

“This one will come of age pretty soon. It won’t be that long, I’m thinking,” she had told Cae’s mother. “As for your older boy. Looks like they took him just in time. If the council had waited, he would have been too old. And then I don’t know what would have become of the three of you. Certainly I don’t know what would have become of him, your older one. You and your family are lucky, mistress. The older one could have been turned out, friendless and alone.”

“Maeldoi,” whispered Cae’s mother. Cae understood that word, at least, when she whispered it. He realized that if he listened carefully, he could understand quite a bit of what the woman said, and the others. But they talked so rapidly that it seemed a babble to him.

“They’d have turned your Maeldoi out,” said the woman. Cae’s mother told him this later. “And all of you living so far away and so isolated from us, he wouldn’t have known how to keep himself, mistress. You must thank The Three that the council got to him in time, and saw in him what they saw.”

Cae’s mother nodded mutely.

“This one,” said the woman, turning back to Cae and staring at him. Listening hard, Cae understood she meant him. “He’ll have a few years to learn. Maybe he’ll be fine, when the time comes. Maybe one of the bands will accept him.” Cae’s mother murmured this rapidly to him as the other one spoke. 

One of the bands, he thought in confusion. He didn’t know what the woman meant.

“Maybe not,” muttered one of the other women. “A strange child like that, with no decent language, no understanding.” His mother didn’t translate that, but Cae could tell from the woman’s expression and tone of voice that something like this must be what she was saying.

The first one rounded on her. “Then he’ll just have to figure out how to keep himself, won’t he?”  Cae’s mother rapidly translated this. The woman turned back to Cae. “Learn, boy. You’d better.” Cae knew exactly what she meant. She said it slowly, with menace in her voice. He understood.

“Caedon,” said his mother, speaking to the women at last. “His name is Caedon.” And that was clear to him, too, what his mother was saying.

All of the women, three or four of them, looked hard at Cae, their eyes narrowed. “What kind of name is that,” said the second woman, the one who’d expressed her doubts about Cae. Cae understood these words, too.

“His father named him that,” said Cae’s mother. “It’s from his people.” She said it again to Cae in their language back where they’d come from. But Cae was beginning to hear now. The two languages were much alike.

“Ah,” said the first woman. “I see it. Your man is from out there, one of the bands of the Fastnesses.” She gestured. 

Cae got the gist of it. Not about the bands in the Fastnesses, though. He only learned that part much later. Where his father came from.

“Yes,” said Cae’s mother.

“A good thing they took your other boy. He has a proper name. He’ll learn. He’ll make you proud, mistress.” The women walked away. A few looked back over their shoulders at Cae and his mother.

His mother straightened his tunic so it didn’t droop so. “That woman said, good thing they took Maeldoi and not you. Maeldoi has a proper name. Maeldoi will make me proud.”

And I won’t, thought Cae, seeing it all. These women think I’ll end up some outcast. “I understood what they said,” he told his mother. But for the first time, he wondered about a difference between Maeldoi and himself. Maeldoi has a proper name and I do not. What does that mean? he wondered. My name is from our father’s people. Maeldoi’s is not.

Cae’s mother sat down on the bed shelf and didn’t speak or move or explain any further. After a while, Cae threaded his way back through the tunnels to the fire. Someone thrust a bowl of hot stew into his hands, and he ate it. 

That part of his new life was very good. His belly was usually full. In the day, he huddled around the fire. At night, he found his way back to the bed shelf and slept there rolled up in a cloak beside his mother, at least at first. Clothing was not a problem in the cave. At one end, large chests were lined up. Cae discovered you could go to these chests, rummage around in them, and find yourself clothing, even a cloak. Even boots. If they fit, you could take them and wear them.

He was never sure what his mother did all day. He never saw her. Did she stay sitting on the bed shelf all day long? He knew she must come out to eat. Beyond that, he didn’t know what she did.

But as for himself, he found the company of other children. For the first time in his life he had—well, not friends. Companions, maybe. These half-grown children all kept together, three or four groups of them. Cae attached himself to one of these groups. He wasn’t even sure how. Maybe this was the only group that would let him near. 

In very short order, he could understand what they were saying. His old language fell away from him like the rotten scraps of clothing his mother had scraped off his dirty body, back when the men came to get them. And the new language, so similar, draped itself about him like the better clothing his mother had taken from her chest back in their old hut. Ill-fitting at first, but very soon, just right.

The groups of children fought each other. Within the group, the oldest preyed on the littlest. Cae recognized that. But if another group menaced one of theirs, even the smallest of them, they went to war to protect their own. Sticks, stones, fists. If their wars got too noisy and bloody, the older people of the cave chased them outside. When the weather got better and warmer, the children were always outside, and only came in for meals and sleep. Inside the cave, the very little children kept close to their mothers and slept on the bed shelf with them. The older children were more likely to take their cloaks down some disused corridor and bed down together there, curled up like pups. Dogs, maybe. Or wolves. Pretty soon, Cae was there curled up with them.

The women ran the cave, organizing the cooking and cleaning and discipline. There were no men except old men, and a few men who were too impaired to do anything but sit by the fire. A man who had lost a leg and could only get around by leaning on a stick. A man not right in the head. A blind man.

But perhaps once every turning of the moon, some of the hale men of the cave returned, bows slung over their shoulders, knives at their belts. They found and claimed their wives, and took them off alone down various corridors, before disappearing again for another moon or season or so. 

Fairly often, then, a baby would be born in the cave, and the women organized the birthings. If the baby and mother were fine, the mother would be exempt from all but the lightest work for a few years until the babe was weaned. If the baby died, one of the attending women would take the small corpse away and no one ever saw it again. 

If the mother died, in childbirth or for any other reason—a fall from the sea cliffs, maybe, or a fever, or an evil swelling in this or that part of the body—the whole community would process outside to a place above the sea—for this land lay on a rocky coast—and burn the body. One older woman led the cave. As the body burned, this leader would say prayers to the goddess known as The Three. Cae didn’t know who this goddess was. Just that The Three was Their name. 

Sometimes an older child would die. That corpse would simply disappear the way dead babies did, and no one would say prayers over it or burn it. If its mother grieved much, too visibly,  too noisily, the other women would turn on her and beat her.

Cae realized later that his mother must have been assigned tasks in the cave and must have performed them. Otherwise, she would have been cast out, and Cae with her. He didn’t know what these tasks were. Cooking. Gathering firewood. Washing and mending clothes. Things like that, probably. Some of the women went outside the cave to gather herbs and roots.

But most of their food came from the returning men, who always brought meat from their kills and dropped it at the fire for the women to butcher and clean and cook before the men hauled their wives off down one of the tunnels. Sometimes no man came to the cave for a long time—in winter, especially—and those were lean times for all the inhabitants.

Cae was not one of the smaller children, but he was the newest, and he was strange to the rest of them, and not very robust. 

The leader of his group of children was a large strapping girl. Early on, some of the other children caught Cae and grabbed him and hauled him before her. Her name was Rimoete. “You must serve us,” she told him. “Or you’re out. You can’t even speak right. You’re here on sufferance.” 

One of the big boys stepped to Cae then and hit him in the face as the others held him. “Understand?”

“Yes.” Cae gasped this, spitting out blood and a piece of tooth.

Then the big boys took him off with them into a remote corridor and took turns pleasuring themselves with him. They threatened him and told him never to look them in the eye. Cae was too ashamed to look anyone in the eye, after that. He lurked at the fringes of the group, cowed, and whenever one of the older boys felt like it, he’d summon Cae to him and abuse Cae’s body for his own pleasure.

For a while there, Cae actually missed Maeldoi. He knew Maeldoi would have protected him against bigger boys like these. Not against himself. But he would have, against outsiders. Cae remembered a time when some village boys back in their old land had chased him, and then Maeldoi had risen up from the brush with his baleful eye and his fists like rock, and they had run pell-mell away. But Cae had no protector now. In time, though, as he became more accepted, and as he grew older and felt the changes in his body, he took turns with the others in abusing the little boys.

None of the big boys abused the girls, though. “First, because Rimoete would kill me,” one of them explained to Cae, warning Cae never to try it. “And second, because the girls become women, and then the men take them for themselves, and if they find we have had to do with them, the men will kill us. And they won’t care which of us they kill. They’ll go after any they can get their hands on, whether he’s the fucker or not.”

Cae nodded to show he understood. He never spoke much. At first it was because, as they said, he couldn’t speak properly. Later it was a habit. Besides, to speak was to give up power to the other.

Every now and then, one of the children in his group, one of the older ones, always a boy, would disappear. For a while, Cae couldn’t figure out where such a child had gone to. And he was afraid to ask. Gradually he realized where. As a boy came of age, the women of the cave drove him out. 

Cae heard a commotion one day and hid behind some rocks to watch. In shock, he saw a member of his own group being chased by a number of the cave’s women. They had stout sticks, and they beat him and drove him off, screaming at him. The lad stumbled away down the rocky path by the shore, his face bloody, looking behind him in terror. When the women were certain they had run him off, they turned and went back into the cave. 

Cae waited a while to see if the boy would come back. He wasn’t a friend. None of them were. But he was a member of Cae’s group, and Cae and the rest of them helped any of their own who were hurt. Even though Cae waited a long time, the boy didn’t come back, and Cae didn’t go after him, to find him and help him. Cae waited until after dark, and then he slowly made his way back to the cave. The next day, the boy was not there. No one spoke of him. No one seemed surprised that he was gone. “Where do they go?” he whispered to his mother the next night. He never questioned her. Hardly spoke to her at all. But he felt he had to know, and she was the only one safe to ask.

“They are driven off, when they come of age.”

“What happens to them then?”

“They find a band of men to join. If the men will have them, they are safe. If the men will not, then—” she paused. “Then I don’t know what becomes of them.”

“Will that happen to me?”

His mother was silent for a long time in the dark. “Yes,” she finally whispered back.

“And Maeldoi? Is that what happened to him, because he was of age?”

“No. They took Maeldoi with them, those three men who came to our village. Took him off to train.”

“But why?”

“They saw something in him. They’ll take one of a woman’s sons to train. Not every woman’s. And then, if they do, only one. He was the one they chose.”

Not me, thought Cae. Then he thought, But Mother was the one who did the choosing.

What happened to the girls was no big mystery. In the early spring, the women got together and tallied up which of the girls had begun her courses since the last spring. At a certain time in early spring, men began gathering. Some of them men of the cave, but many were strangers. It was a festive time, meat enough for all. The spits turned the haunches all day long. The men sang into the night and passed around a potent drink called chouchenn. There were games of strength and chance. Some of the men fought each other. 

When the moon grew to full, the elder woman of the cave waited for exactly the right night decreed by the goddess as the night of Choosing. “The elder had better hurry herself up about it,” the women muttered to each other. “These men are getting so full of their own juices that they are going to start fighting each other to the death, not just in play.”

“And you know what happens then,” one of them said with a dark look at the others. 

Cae, overhearing, shivered. He remembered what happened, when Maeldoi fought their father.

At last the cave’s elder pronounced The Three satisfied. The men had barely been able to contain themselves, waiting for this moment. Now they nudged each other and laughed out loud, throwing back their heads. Their teeth flashed white. They set aside all their petty hostilities and belligerent challengings and tauntings of one another, all their posturings, as if they hadn’t meant any of it. 

At the old woman’s signal, everyone went outside the cave into the mild springtide air. The men built a big bonfire, and they danced, their oiled bodies gleaming in the firelight, while the women watched with shining eyes. Then, one by one, the girls who had reached womanhood were brought to the fire, and the men bid for them. When a man won one of these girls, he led her off to cheers and bawdy remarks into the recesses of the cave, where the man made her a woman indeed—his woman. 

Most men only had one or two women. It was too expensive to have more than that. The bride price went to the leader of the cave, and she used it to buy necessary things for the community, things that couldn’t be gathered or hunted. Iron pots, for example. Things like that, to be found out in the wider world. Most of the younger men didn’t have brides of their own. It took a long time for them to scrape together enough gold to bid on one. They had to make do with furtive gropings and couplings with village women, any who would have them. They didn’t dare touch any women of their own kind. 

After that night of feasting and bidding on and bedding brides, the stranger men left again for their bands, taking their new wives with them. And the life of the cave went on.

The neighboring bands held their own Choosings. Throughout the springtide, the men of the cave came stumbling home drunk in twos and threes, bringing brides from the neighbor bands.

A few of their own men attended their own Choosing to bid on one of their own new brides. Not many. “I might bid by mischance on my own daughter,” Cae heard one of the men say with a laugh. It was said that one man, the richest of all of them, all the gwrgi, went from Choosing to Choosing, accumulating brides. No man of their band. Maybe it was just a story.

Cae’s mother had had to come out to the bonfire for the Choosing. Everyone did. Cae came to her after the bidding was over, the brides carried off, the fire burning low. “Is that how it was? How our father got you for a bride, and you to make me and Maeldoi?” Cae asked her.

“Not exactly. Not the same,” said his mother. “Your father didn’t come from one of our bands. He came from—” She waved her arm vaguely eastward. “They have different ways, there.”

“Is that why he took us to the place where we lived before, by the moors?”

“That—” she faltered. “That was different. His band had run him off. He took us there to live.” 

“Is he dead now?”

Cae’s mother looked him in the eye. “Yes,” she said. “His band found him and killed him. He thought he’d gotten far enough away that they’d never find him. But they did.”

“Did that make you sad?”

“No,” said his mother. “It made me glad.”

“Did you even want us?” Cae burst out. “Me and Maeldoi?”

She stood and smoothed down her kirtle. She turned to walk back to the cave. She looked back over her shoulder. “Not you,” she said, and then she would never talk about it again. She never had said much at even the best of times. Now she said hardly anything at all. It was as if she had only so many words inside her, and now she had used them all up.

As Cae traveled closer and closer to his manhood, he wondered how it would be, with him. The girls he knew would all go to a Choosing, sooner or later. The boys, run off by the women, would find bands of men to join. The boys in his group knew some of the men in the other bands. Had known them from early childhood. But he knew none of them.What will happen to me? he wondered. How will I live? As for women. He realized he wanted none of them.

“Ah, ya addled lad, that will change,” one of the other boys told him with a grin.

Cae didn’t think it would.

[image: image]

Dark Ones Take It  [image: image]   

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

CHAPTER THREE: Tribute


[image: ]


IN TIME, Cae no longer found his new life strange. It was just life. It was as if he had always led such a life. The years rolled by, and he didn’t bother to count them, and he didn’t know how many. More than two. Three? Maybe.

He was never a leader in his group of children, but he was respected. The younger children gave way to him. The older children knew not to mess with him. Children in other groups knew not to mess with him, and if they did, he didn’t even need backup from children of his own group. He wasn’t large, he wasn’t especially strong, but he fought his own battles.

He had almost forgotten the way of his childhood speech, not so very different from the speech of his band. But as always, he was mostly silent.

Later, thinking about it, he knew he should have been prepared for the change that was about to overtake him. Since he lived in a kind of eternal present, he wasn’t.

He wasn’t often with his mother any longer. Sometimes at meals, though, he brought his bowl over to sit beside her and eat.

During one of these times, a few of the older women of the cave saw them and moved to them.

Cae clambered to his feet. All the children knew to show respect to such women, or they’d be beaten.

He made his bow. When he straightened, he nearly jumped back from them. One of them was running a hand down his cheek.

Cae felt an involuntary shiver. Someone had touched him like this, once. He barely remembered when. One of the women, when they’d first come to the cave.

The woman who had stroked his cheek looked past him, down at his mother. “Nigh time, for this one,” she said. She and the others didn’t smile. They walked on.

Cae sat down again to finish his stew. He caught his mother’s eye on him.

He put up a hand to feel his own cheek, which had begun to roughen up. His skin was no longer the smooth skin of a child. “They mean I’m near manhood,” he said to his mother.

“Yes.”

“Then they’ll run me off.”

“Yes.”

“I don’t know where I’ll go,” he said to her. She didn’t answer, and he didn’t expect her to.

He took his bowl to one of the washing tubs and gave it to the woman there. Then he went to the mouth of the cave and stared out.

When? he wondered. How much time do I have?

From watching, he knew these events usually happened around the full of the moon. Not always. Recently, the women had run off one of the boys he’d known since his first arrival at the cave, and he watched how they did it.

Maybe they’ll wait a bit, before they do it to me, he thought. So maybe he had near a moon’s turning to think what he would do. Maybe.

Now he felt panic as he realized how little he knew of the other bands. He did know one was fairly close to theirs. A band whose members lived in a forest, not a cave. That was a strange thought to him.

Some of the children in his group knew some of the stranger men who came for the Choosing each spring. He had seen them scurry up to men from other bands, and speak to them as if they knew them, and run little errands for them.

He wondered how they knew to do such a thing. He realized they were making connections with other bands. But it was harvest-tide now, at least out in the world where there were harvests, and he knew he wouldn’t last til another Choosing to study how it was done.

He did remember, at the last Choosing, how one of his group had nudged him, pointing out one of the strangers, a young man in a green jerkin, his weapons oiled and keen. “See that one? He was in our group. When I was but little, I remember him. One of the older boys. He has risen fast in his new band, so they say.”

But Cae had no such memories and connections to draw on.

He figured he wouldn’t be helpless, out there beyond the safety of the cave. All of the cave’s children knew how to fight. All of them knew how to hunt. They weren’t the hunters the men were, but they could trap a rabbit for the pot, or bring down small game. He didn’t think he’d starve.

The cave’s midden was the children’s armory. When the men of the cave came back for their visits to their wives, they tossed aside broken weapons and worn-out leather armor. Then, between bouts with their wives, they crafted new ones. Not swords or knives. If they had those, they had gotten them out in the world, where there were smiths and bloomeries.

But bows. Many of the men were skilled bowyers and fletchers.

Bows wore out. The men tossed them in the midden.

Then the children fought over them, and the lucky winner of a fight like this would have a valuable prize. Cae himself had won one of these broken bows. He had carefully repaired it. With some of the other lucky boys who had gotten bows from the midden for themselves, they set up butts for practice.

Cae knew he had become a fair archer. More than fair. He had laid in shoulder muscle. He had learned how to fletch, finding the right sticks for arrows, bone for arrowheads or even ones chipped from stones, feathers to affix to the arrows. And he knew his hands to be clever. He could trade his arrows with some of the less-clever boys for other things he wanted. A sling. A snare.

His best prize was a knife. Its edge was blunted and notched. He spent many candle-measures sharpening it on the cave’s head cook’s whetstone. With cast-off, worn-out leather from the midden, readily available, without even a fight for it, he had made himself a leather cuirass and a leather sheath for his knife and a leather quiver for his arrows. From the chests at the front of the cave, he had found himself leather boots that actually fit him. Maybe not for long. 

Don’t think about that, thought Cae. Think about now. Think about soon.

The moon had gone to dark. Had shone a crescent. Now it began to wax.

Not long now, thought Cae. The unknown expanse of time after that was frightening to him. But he knew that at the very least, he could feed himself. Maybe he could show off his skills to this neighboring band, the one that lived in the forest, and they’d take him. 

It was a haunted forest. Cae had heard all the stories. In ages past, malign spirits had imprisoned Merlin the great mage there, barking him up in an oak tree. Cae didn’t want to go in there, underneath the great trees. But I’ll have to, he told himself. 

He asked his mother about the forest, and the great mage. She didn’t know much about it.

“Myrddin?” she said.

“It’s Merlin, I think.”

“He goes by many names,” she told him. 

Privately, Cae wondered whether the mage really existed. He might be just a story.

He was beginning to feel genuinely afraid, even though he knew he was maybe more prepared than most to be cast out utterly on his own.

One night, he stepped to the cave’s entrance to look up to the sky. He did this every night, calculating with a cold trickle of sweat how much time he might have left to him. The moon was rounding up into a fat oval. Nearly to full.

One of the older women was strolling past. “That’s right, boy,” he heard her say under her breath. “Not long now.”

Her words caused a fury to rise in him. Before he could caution himself, he had whirled on her with a snarl, and had raised a fist to her.

She stood arms akimbo, not taking a backward step. “This is why we need to cast the likes of you away from us. This,” she hissed. “Unruly young men. We need you gone from us. Unrestrained. Unlawful.”

A passing older boy from one of the other children’s groups saw a fine chance to get in some blows at Cae. He rushed up and jabbed Cae in the ribs. 

The woman shrieked curses at them as the two boys circled each other. Cae retreated a little, enticing the other boy to think he could get under Cae’s guard. When he tried it, Cae landed a flurry of blows on him so fast and so hard that the fellow bellowed and tried to get away.

But something rose in Cae. Some red fury. He’d never felt it before. He felt himself snarling like a beast. Crouching. Preparing to spring for the other boy’s throat.

What he would have done then, he did not know.

Before he could act, a throng of women came rushing past the two of them. “To the fires!” one of them called out to the fighting boys and the woman standing there cursing them. 

“It’s the baron,” one of these women exclaimed. She picked up a stave and started beating Cae and his opponent with it. The first woman stepped in and separated the boys. “Stop this wrangling,” she said. “We can’t have this now. It’s the baron. You cross him, you’re dead, the both of you.”

The other lad scuttled away, looking back fearfully over his shoulder at Cae. 

Cae stood, breathing hard, and the strange feeling inside him began to subside.

The woman was staring at him, even though almost all the others were congregating around the fires.

“The baron,” he said to her. “Who is that?”

She didn’t answer him, just continued to stare. Finally she spoke. “I see it. You’re almost past the safe point. You nearly went past it, just now. We’ll need you gone. Maybe tonight. Not tonight,” she said, as if talking to herself. “The baron is here. Tomorrow, or maybe the day after. I’ll let the others know.” And she walked away.

Cae saw that all of the cave’s inhabitants had gathered by the fires. He was the only outlier. He shook his head, hard, trying to clear it.

The cave’s elder was standing at the central fire, her arms raised.

Cae inched over to one of the outermost of the fires and stood at the edge of the crowd of others to listen. When they noticed him there, several of the women moved away from him.

While everyone is occupied, maybe I should get myself away this very night. Before they can chase me, Cae thought. He’d heard of a few of the older boys who’d done the same.

Across the fires, he spotted his mother and felt—he wasn’t sure what. Some wistful thought half-formed itself inside him, to go to her and tell her farewell. He brushed the thought away.

Most of the boys he knew seemed to understand a day would come, and they’d be driven out. Some prepared for it. Others clung to the illusion that they themselves would somehow prove an exception. That they’d be allowed to stay. He saw how such boys might have a closeness with their mothers, or they might have two, or three, or even more sisters and brothers at the cave. A few seemed to be close with some of the cave’s men. Maybe they knew they were these men’s sons. Such boys had good reason to want to stay, maybe even a hope they’d be allowed to. A hope that their fathers might love them enough to want them there.

Not Cae. He had no father. His mother didn’t want him and never had. His brother was far away. Somewhere. Maybe. And now, the strange thing that had happened during his fight with the other boy had done for him.

Even if they didn’t drive him from the cave—this, Cae suddenly realized, the moment that, later on, he saw was the moment he moved out of boyhood and took a first step into manhood—he needed to be gone from it.

These thoughts rolled one after another through his mind so fast, he barely had time to recognize them.

Because something was happening at the fire.

A wavery, smoky figure was beginning to solidify beside the elder of the cave. Or maybe it was just a trick of fire-bedazzled eyes. It seemed the figure wasn’t standing there, and then it seemed he was.

The elder’s voice rang out, quieting the rising murmurs around the fires. “Our baron has come to us. Hail, Most High,” she said. She turned to him with a cloak and wrapped him in it. This man who had appeared so suddenly.

Many of the cave dwellers repeated her words. “Hail, Most High.”

Cae craned his neck to see better. He stepped closer to the central fire.

“Women with unweaned infants, come forward,” the elder commanded.

A number of the women, their babes in slings around their necks, sidled closer to the elder and this strange new figure. The baron, the leader had named him. He stood holding the cloak around himself, as if he might be naked underneath.

“As you may recall,” said the elder, and her voice penetrated throughout the cave. “This is the year our band has the privilege of giving tribute to the baron. Because of our kind, he has made us special dispensation, and for that we are always grateful.”

She paused.

Murmurs rose from those in the cave, hesitant and faint. Mostly women. The children all stood gaping.

“All of us thank you, Most High.”

The man beside her, who had said nothing yet, spoke then. “Mistresses of the gwrgi, I thank you for your gracious welcome.” The man’s voice was smooth and rich. He spoke with a lilting kind of accent.

Our tongue is not his, thought Cae. He’s not one of us. Peering at the man in the firelight, Cae could see his eyes were dark. Not like ours.

“Good mistresses, you know that of all kinds of tribute, I prize a child of six years the most.”

Murmurs rose around Cae.

“This is the best age for a child to enter my service,” the man went on. “Especially a boy. Yet if that cannot be, I prize an infant. Infants can serve me in their own way. I prize girl infants most.”

“Here are infants, Most High,” said the elder. “Choose which you will.” She motioned.

The mothers with infants in arms lined up and filed silently past the strange man. Even standing a little way off, Cae could see that some of the women brushed away tears.

The man put his hand on each infant. Smiled at each mother. “I know this is hard for you mothers of the chosen. If you will, you may come along with your child, to my service. A use will be found for your milk.”

When he said this, Cae felt a shiver crawl up his spine. What could the man’s meaning be? Wouldn’t the baby need the milk?

This man, this baron, pointed out five or six of the seventeen infants brought before him. The mothers put them into his hands, and he examined each, casting aside their swaddling, prodding at them, holding them up at arms’ length. Bringing them close to smell them. Ignoring their howls of outrage and fear.

“These three,” he said at last. “And the mothers?” 

Two of the women stepped back quickly, leaving their infants with the elder and an assistant she had summoned to help her hold the babes. But one mother stood with her babe before the baron. 

“Brave one,” said the baron admiringly. “We will use your capabilities well, and you will find yourself well-rewarded,” he said to her. Then, looking out into
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