
        
            
                
            
        

                    
DRAWS THE BOW
 
By MANLY WADE WELLMAN
 
 



Prologue
 
            Hok the Mighty engages in a last grim battle against the fearsome Gnorrls, and finds brain, and his new bow, very superior weapons indeed
 
 
             THEY all died long ago, at the hands of our ancient ancestors in the bitterest and most final war of all human history and prehistory, but we still wonder at their grotesque remains—the Neanderthal Men that were not men, but somehow a different and rival race. Fierce and cunning and horrific, they had to be exterminated if our fathers would live in the Europe they found thirty thousand years ago.
 
            The Neanderthaler was gross and shambling and hideous, prototype of ogre and troll; but he fashioned and used tools with those great meaty hands of his, built fires, cooked meat, joined with his fellows in' great bands for war and hunting. We know that he worshipped, for he buried his dead with provisions and weapons for use in an afterlife. We do not think he had art, but we cannot be sure. And no man can say into what pattern fell his thoughts, for they were not such thoughts as we think.
 
            His skull was primitive, thick, almost browless; but what it lacked at the front it made up in a great swelling occiput, and its whole tissue approximated in size and weight many modem brains. What would be his ethics, impulses, his likes and dislikes? The only surety is that they differed from our own—were so different that when our true forefathers, the tall handsome hunters of the Upper Stone Age, met such hairy ogres, they could not make treaties or agreements. It was war, and to the death.
 
            It was a long war and desperate. Not only was there close and awful combat, to the last drop of blood and the last ounce of strength; there was brilliant thought and planning and courage, and inventions mothered by sternest necessity—inventions that seem simple enough to us now, but which then changed the fate of whole continents and epochs. We wonder about such matters, cannot help wondering, imagining, making mind-pictures of how things may have fallen out in that grim youth of the world.
 
            And so—another adventure of Ilok the Mighty, chief of cave-dwelling hunters, as he strove against the abominable beast-folk he called Gnorrls.
 
            —M. W. W.
 

            ☆ ☆ ☆
 



CHAPTER I
 
            "HAI!" cried Hok, for the love of battle was strong in his breast. Now he lifted the first of his javelins and, scarcely aiming it, he sent it in a short arc to the chest of the closest Gnorrl. Hok was shouting now, and the battle cries of his tribe rang from his lips.
            He had come on them accidentally, and it had been contrary to his nature not to offer them battle, though they outnumbered a hundred to his one. His legs planted apart, he sent the second javelin spinning through the air. “Remember Hok!” he called.
            They were Gnorrls, right enough— hairy, burly, abhorrent—but they were not acting like Gnorrls. Instead of charging in a howling mass, they formed into a skirmish line and closed in, twenty or so, very cannily.
            Noticing this strange behavior, Hok grew wary, and even in battle, his eyes became thoughtful. He had left only his stone axe with its span-wide edge, his poniard as sharp as a sting, slung in the girdle that held up his clout.
            At the very first moment he drew away from them. Clean-limbed, long- legged, deep-chested, his tawny hair flowing behind him, he was a famous runner. He was less bulky than they, and he towered above their tallest by the height of his proud head. His moc- casined feet touched the snowy ground like a stag’s hoofs, and as he ran, his face grimaced in disgust.
            Anyway, he would soon be clear of their swiftest—those bandy legs and heavy bones could not begin to match his hunter's lope.* Even though they had surprised him as he roamed among the crusted drifts near to their stamping grounds, they could never catch Hok, strongest and swiftest of the true men.
            But, even as he drew far ahead, his blue eyes snapped with the cold fire of desperation. For he was running down a long, gentle slope, tufted with leafless thickets above the snow crust, and at the bottom was a winter river—but not frozen! Here the channel was narrow, and the current raced too rapidly even for the ice-spirit to clutch. Before many breaths' space he would be there— would have to swim that blood-stopping water—-no, that would be impossible!
            Because the Gnorrls lumbering behind him were not pursuing alone. Along the river-bank to right and left other parties appeared, closing in. He could not break either way, and if he sprang into the water their hurled stones would smash out his brains before he could flounder across. Hok was trapped!
            Knowing that, he turned and faced the beast-men as they converged upon him. The fear of the Gnorrl still touched his heart, as from his first boyhood encounter with them; but not they nor smarter creatures could have guessed it from his challenging glare, the flash of teeth in his beard, the upward whirl of the war-axe in his great cobble of a fist. So formidable was his coming to bay that the three bands of Gnorrls wavered, snarling and jibber- ing, even as they came together and formed a half-circle to trap him with his back to the racing torrent.
            “Come on and fight, Gnorrls!” Hok roared at them, and saved the rest of his breath for the last and grimmest struggle that he thought was upon him.
 
            * Comparison of skeletons shows that the Neanderthal man was heavy and clumsy, and certainly no speedy runner.—Ed.
 
            But at that instant something buzzed through the air from behind him, like a huge wasp, and the centermost Gnorrl of the half-circle suddenly stiffened, dropped his club and fell limply on his back. The shaft of a javelin sprouted from the thing’s gross, shaggy chest. And the others, who had wavered, now stopped in their tracks and burst into a chorus of dismayed whines and wails.
            Hok flexed his muscles—he was for leaping straight at the line, smashing his way through. But again there was diversion from across the river to his rear.
            A voice made itself heard, a human voice that roared in gutturals—it seemed to be imitating the Gnorrl language in mocking defiance. Hok had insulted Gnorrls like that in the past . . . but the half-human monsters were more dismayed by the voice than by the spearcast. They began to stumble backward, breaking their formation. More shouting at them from over the river, and they actually turned and fled. Hok leaned upon his axe, and was grateful to whoever had so strangely rescued him.
            “Hai, you chief of men! ” bawled that same rescuer. “You are safe nowr! Walk upstream a few paces—there is a broadening, and ice enough to cross! Come to me!”
            Hok had time and safety now, he turned and looked.
            THREE ten-tens* of paces away, with the river and much other width between him and Hok, stood the figure of a tali, lean man in a muffling mantle of bison-pelt. Hok scowled in mystification. Three ten-tens—had the stranger thrown a javelin so far and so straight? Even so shortly after deadly peril, Hok was able to feel chagrin that he himself could not do much better, if at all. He salvaged the weapon that had pierced the now dead Gnorrl. Then, obeying the words and gestures of the man beyond the river, he trotted to where the ice would bear his weight and bring him across.
 
            * With Hok’s people, as with many more recent savages, the term “ten-ten” signified a hundred.— Ed.
 
            The other came to meet him— strangely roan-red of hair, with the beard plucked clean from his square, shallow jaw in token of bachelorhood. Hok met the gaze of two eyes, brilliant but dose-set, that seemed to sneer. But Hok was not one to forget his manners.
            “Who shall Hok thank for standing his friend against those Gnorrls?” he asked formally.
            “I am Romm, the free hunter, wandering to see new and pleasant countries,” was the airy reply. “Your name is Hok? Are you not the chief of that tribe that lives to southward along this same river, the man whom the hairy folk—the Gnorrls, as you name them— call the Slayer From Afar?”
            Hok’s jaw must have dropped in wonder, for the stranger laughed without particular abashment. “Oh, I know the language of the creatures,” he elaborated. “I have long observed them, you might say. Come, Hok, you stand my debtor for saving your life. Will you not invite me to visit your camp and tribe?”
            It was baldly requested, but again Hok did the polite thing. “Come,” he said, and turned downstream along the river. Romm followed, and the two began to travel toward Hok’s country.
            On the way, Romm did most of the talking—an incessant recounting of the wonders he had seen in many countries to south and east, of his love-successes with stranger women, his cleverness in hunting and battle. Yes, for all his verbosity, he remained a figure of mystery, not easy for Hok to estimate or classify.
            “You have learned the language of the Gnorrls,” Hok found time to remind him. “When you yelled at them across the river, was it to frighten them?”
            “In a way-—yes,” grinned Romm. “At any rate, they left you alone.”
            “It was as though you had given them an order,” pursued Hok.
            “In a way—yes,” repeated Romm, with more of his characteristic mockery. “An order—it seemed like that. But you thank me too much, Hok. Perhaps you are more useful to me if you remain alive.”
            Hok opined weightily that any good man was more useful when alive, and Romm laughed and laughed. One thing Hok did not mention about the rescue, and when they camped that night in a little cedar-rimmed hollow, Romm himself brought it up.
            “How did you like my javelin-casting?” he inquired.
            “It was well done,” responded Hok, who found it harder and harder to maintain his gratitude toward this rescuer of his.
            “Well done!” echoed Romm. “Can you say no more? But I can cast a javelin farther than any living man.”
            Hok said nothing. It had been his private opinion for years that he, himself, was the best javelin-thrower in the world.
            ON the next day, shortly after noontide, they reached Hok’s stronghold. Hok led the way in, by a narrow runway between high bluff and swift water, and Romm followed him to the lip of a lune-shaped beach made by a backward curve of the bluffs. The only other way out was a ladderlike trail that slanted to the top of the high ground.
            From the clump of conical huts, made of woven willows and clay daub, came Hok’s people to greet their chief and stare at his guest—thirty huge-limbed hunters, with their women and children, some ninety or a hundred in all. Some were tawny like Hok, some were brunettes from further south who had gathered under the mighty chieftain for leadership and protection; but none of them had ever seen a roan-head like Romm, who rather gloried in the attention he drew.
            “This is Romm,” Hok introduced him. “He saved me from some Gnorrls—he speaks their tongue, and may help us fight them.”
            Romm replied with another of his ready chuckles that did not invite anyone to share his mirth. “What if I do not care to fight Gnorrls?” he asked, for all to hear. “Men of the riverside, does this big chief of yours waste your strength in useless war?”
            In the forefront of a knot of hunters stood Zhik, the brother of Hok, two years his junior and a sub-chief of the clan. Like Hok in color and features, he was only a finger’s breadth smaller all around. He took a slouching step forward, scowling.
            Romm did not appear to notice. His bright, narrow-set eyes were questing elsewhere among the onlookers. “You have handsome women here, Hok,” said he.
            Hok followed Romm’s gaze, and saw that it had found a comely woman with black hair and golden-tanned skin. She had come from Hok’s own residence, the grotto in the bluff behind and above the huts. Now she turned her back, in modest dislike of Romm’s searching regard. Hok’s nostrils twitched and an icy light kindled in his own eyes. “That is Oloana, my wife,” he warned Romm bleakly.
            “Mmmmm—yes.” Romm was not abashed. “Women are won by fighting of their men, is that not so? If someone fought and beat you, Hok—”
            Zhik growled and spat in the sand, and made a leaping stride that brought him within reach of Romm. “Hok, I do not like tins stranger,” he snapped. His hand darted to his hip, swift as a conjuror’s and came away with a beautifully ground dagger of deer-horn. “Let me slit open his narrow belly and see how his blood discolors the ground.”
            “I am your guest, Hok—in your protection,” said Romm hastily, and Hok thrust Zhik back with the heel of a hand against his chest.
            “It cannot be, Zhik,” he said; then saw that Romm, for all his claim of hospitality rights, had drawn from his own girdle a little hand-axe with a narrow, chisel-like blade—a weapon that could drive to the brain with a singl. flick of the wrist. Hok’s other big hand shot out like the paw of a cat and struck Romm’s wrist, so that the axe was knocked to earth.
            “No fighting,” commanded Hok. “Romm, it is best that you make no enemies here. My men are skilled with weapons.”
            “With the javelin?” asked Romm, who seemed to have conquered his momentary nervousness. “They do well with that, I suppose—and you, of course, surpass them all?”
            Hok nodded.
            “I, too, am thought skillful at javelin,” Romm informed the gathering. “It would be sport, I think, for Hok and me to cast javelins against each other to see who made the farthest throw—two out of three trials.”
            Eager for diversion, the tribesmen applauded. Hok gazed at his guest, so ready with challenges and evidently so confident of victory. Could he, Hok, afford to take up such a defiance? Nay, could he afford to refuse? . . .
            “Let javelins be brought,” he directed some halfgrown boys. “We will go to the meadow beyond here, and Romm and I will match our skill.”
            He led the way up the slanting path that mounted the bluff.



CHAPTER II
 
 The Javelin-Throwing
 
            THE clan gathered quickly — men who happened not to be hunting, women who could drop their work, children in winter garments of rabbit-fur and soft deerskin. At Hok’s direction, two of the biggest boys stepped off a hundred paces in the snow, planted a branch of cedar, then a second hundred paces and a second branch, and finally a third.
            “A fourth ten-ten mark, too,” requested Romm, who was squinting along the shaft of a javelin. Hok stared, and Romm snickered. “Perhaps three ten- tens of paces is your limit, Hok, but I can do better.” [1]
            Hok raised his great voice, so that the distant lads heard him. “Pace off another ten-ten!” he yelled, and all who watched murmured together in wonder. Who had ever cast a javelin four ten- tens of paces?
            “Will you try first?” said Hok courteously to his rival, who grinned in some secret mockery and chose one of the javelins scattered upon the snow. He threw off his bison-wool robe, caught the shaft by its balance, took his stance carefully, and threw it. High in the air twinkled the shaft, a dazzling streak against the cloudless blue of the sky. It climbed a great slope of space, skimmed smoothly into its downward path, and drove into the snow well past the middle of the third hundred paces.
            A watching lad quickly stepped off the distance, shouted the result to a nearer comrade, who passed it on to the gathered watchers. Two ten-tens and sixty-eight paces—a more than adequate throw. But Hok had done as well in the days before he had come to his present growth and strength. Dropping his lion’s skin, he stood forth in the crisp bright air with only a clout and high moccasins. Disdaining to choose among the javelins, he caught up the nearest, set himself with left foot forward and left hand lifted as though to point. A quick flexing of all his sinews, a driving of his strength in behind the launched weapon, and it went singing like a locust along the trail of Romm’s attempt.
            Every eye followed the course of the missile, and the younger men chorused a cheer as they saw it rise to a greater height than Romm’s had attained. The javelin angled downward and into the snow—beyond the first throw of Romm.
            Jubilation on the part of all the very prejudiced watchers as the boy paced the distance and hooted it back—two hundred and eighty-nine paces. Only Hok was silent, reserved. Romm laughed with the others, but in his secret manner that was becoming such an irritation.
            “You have beaten me—once,” he acknowledged cheerfully. “I thought to allow you that much. But two more trials remain.”
            He fumbled in a belt-bag and produced a piece of buckskin cord, as long as his arm and very thin, round and even. Then he selected another javelin and, while Hok and the others gazed in mystification, began a strange activity. He hitched one end of the cord around the javelin, just rearward of the balance, and then wound the rest in tight, even spirals, around and around, until only the other end of buckskin remained clear. This part was split, and into the opening Romm hooked his thumb.
            “This is a trick of my own devising,” he chuckled, and grasped the balance of the weapon. Again he took his stance, drew back his arm and launched the javelin. At the same moment, his thumb jerked strongly upon the cord.
            THAT violent pull unwound the wrapping, almost instantaneously. It spun the javelin as a fire-drill is spun between the palms. As the shaft took the air, it yelped rather than sang— tore up and up and up into the sky, as though it would never come down. Hok’s eyes, following that amazing journey, widened apprehensively . . . and then the boy was reporting that the distance was three ten-tens and thirty-two paces.[2]
            The murmur of the watchers became a hubbub. Nobody had ever seen such a throw, nor had they heard of one, even in the legends of their grandsires. Hok made himself stand and speak calmly, but he breathed deeply as he put out a hand and fingered the string that still dangled from Romm’s thumb.
            “There is great strength in that buckskin,” he pronounced, and Romm laughed yet again.
            “You did not think that such a cast was possible,” he taunted Hok. “Do you give up the trial, big man, or will you continue and be beaten?”
            All pricked up their ears. Nobody had ever dared speak thus to Hok. Out of the group of young hunters that stood nearest moved Zhik as before, and he sauntered dangerously, like a panther on the hunt. His hand clinched on the hilt of his dagger.
            “Hok,” he almost wheedled, “let me cut the throat of this ill-mannered stranger.”
            Romm stooped swiftly for yet another javelin, but Hok lifted his broad hand. “He is my guest, Zhik.” And, to Romm, “I will throw a second time. Watch.”
            He took up his shaft, studied it and the ground and the far upward jut of that string-sped throw of his rival. In his heart he knew that such a feat was beyond his own simple skill. Then a plan came to suggest itself, and he almost smiled in his beard, but forebore. He placed himself, gathered his strength, and threw. Compared to Romm’s peerless attempt, his javelin seemed barely to rise above treetop height. And it came down almost exactly between the marks made by his own first attempt and Romm’s.
            “Two ten-tens and seventy-eight!” called out the marker from afar. There was aghast silence, broken only by Romm’s laugh.
            “Your second is less than your first,” he said to Hok, and to the watchers: “Ho, people! This chief of yours has a weak arm and a dim eye. Would you not rather follow a true javelin-master like me?”
            It was offered as a joke, but one or two received the suggestion seriously. There were men who were jealous of Hok. They smiled back at Romm, and whispered together. Zhik glared that way, and once again he half-drew his dagger.
            Hok watched Romm pick up and wind his third javelin. The fellow’s hope seemed suddenly clear to him. He would beat Hok in this contest, but make capital of it slowly. He would gather some admirers—malcontents and young hero-worshippers—and wait his time. Some day, when Hok was absent or ill, he might try to seize power. . . . Romm was gazing again at the group of women. His close-set eyes frankly admired Oloana, who turned away as before. Then Romm spoke to Hok: “Your throws are beneath my best striving/’ he sneered, and with careless ease spun away his javelin. High it went, but not so high as before, and it fell to drill itself into the snow just on the near side of the third marker- branch. “Two ten-tens and ninety- eight!” cried the marker.
            Romm shrugged, thrust his throwing cord into his bag, and turned his back as though scorning to see the final attempt of his rival. And now, for the first time, Hok showed care in choosing a javelin.
            HE picked up and discarded three before he found one that pleased him —a straight and flawless shaft, a light, narrow head. He tried its balance and spring carefully. Then he planted his feet with precision, poised himself twice and finally, with all the strength and skill of his huge wise body, made his final cast.
            Away hummed the javelin, and in its wake rose the roar of Hok’s people. For it was such a cast as Hok had never made, as no other man could have made without such a device as Romm possessed. It was coming down now—even with Romm’s third try—no, beyond! And the marker was pacing off, and shouting his result:
            “Three ten-tens and nine paces!” The winter air seemed to smoke and quiver with the prolonged howling of Hok’s people. Even those who had been ready to side with Romm were dancing and whooping. It was long moments before the din abated and Hok could hear the harsh accusation of Romm, voiced through set teeth:
            “It was not fair! You tricked me— made your second throw weak, so that I would not do my best the third time! ”
            But it was Hok’s turn to exult. His
            big white teeth glittered in the sun- brightness of his beard. “Call it a trick, if you will. I matched my heart’s trickery against the trickery of your buckskin thong. Twice out of three times I outthrew you.”
            “It was false! Cowardly!” Romm raged. His half-built fabric of sedition against Hok was crumbled to nothing, and he lost all caution and control. “T will—”
            His fist flew out, and Hok twitched up a great shoulder to ward the blow from his jaw. His smile grew broader.
            “You have struck at me,” he said, as silence fell all around them. “I owe you no further debt of hospitality or protection. And if this is to be a contest of strength—”
            With the swiftness of a lashing snake, he hurled his own boulder-like fist into the center of Romm’s angry visage, and the trickster somersaulted twice backward before he lay still and stunned, his eyes closed and blood on his nose and mouth.
            The silence remained. Hok stooped for Romm’s bison-wool mantle, then walked to the side of his motionless adversary and spread it over him. He lifted Romm’s javelins and broke them, one and then the other, across his lifted knee, and dropped the pieces on the snow-crust. Finally he rummaged in Romm’s belt-bag and secured the buckskin thong whereby such amazing feats of javelin-throwing had been achieved.
            “And now,” he addressed the onlookers, “return to your work or other occupation. When this man wakens, he should know that he is not to see us any more. But if he tries to come back among us, let the children throw stones at him.”
            However, Romm made no such attempt. Later in the day, as Zhik subsequently reported to Hok, Zhik watched him rise and tramp glumly away. Zhik followed Romm stealthily, for the brother of Hok was not one to give up the project of killing someone he disliked; he wanted the roan-head to get well out of the hunting lands and therefore away from any lingering impulse in Hok to spare him. Later Zhik would overtake the fellow, goad him into drawing axe or dagger, and fight it out to a grim finish.
            But just at sunset, the thing became impracticable. For Zhik, rounding a thicket, saw a half dozen Gnorrls come trotting from the north to meet Romm. And they did not attack him—they hailed him with gestures of clumsy respect, they came close and fell on their faces before him, even as scouts of the tribe had seen them grovel before the red sun at rising. Finally they went away together—Romm and the Gnorrls —as friends and allies.
            All this Zhik reported to Hok, who digested and rationalized it:
            “Romm, then, has joined the beast- men. He has become their chief, and they worship him; perhaps his red hair makes them think he is from the sun.” Hok spat. “A man joining the Gnorrls! It is more disgusting than Gnorrls alone.”
            “And he saved your life only to discredit you before the men of our camp,” contributed Zhik. “Thus we others would be more easily beaten. I still want to come within knife-stroke of him.”
            “Such a chance may still come,” smiled Hok. “Romm plays some long game with us—something beyond killing us for the sake of his Gnorrl friends. But so far he has found the playing rough. In time to come it may be rougher still.”
            As usual, he spoke with chieftainly confidence; but his big, brave heart was full of wonder and meditation.



CHAPTER III
 
 The New Weapon
 
            ON the third day after his contest with Romm, Hok sat by a small tallow-lamp * in the rear of his cave, the place where he retired for meditation and experimentation. The wise Oloana, knowing her husband’s preoccupied mood so well, warned all to leave him alone.
            He was examining the cord he had taken from Romm’s belt-bag, twisting and twining and pulling it. Earlier he had tried to use it as Romm had, with very indifferent success—it would take long practice to learn the art. But the principle of shaft-spinning was manifest to him, and he determined to achieve or improve upon it.
            “What that boastful wanderer could do, Hok can do better,” he told himself with utmost confidence. “He was not so strong as I, but the cord strengthened him. It is like the throwing stick of the Gnorrls, who can send a stone farther than it can be thrown by hand —they split a stick, push the stone in, and whirl it as though with an arm twice lengthened.” [3]
            The thought of a stick as a throwing device impelled him to poke among the weapon-materials in a nearby corner. He fetched forth a long, straight piece of hickory that he had cut months ago to make a javelin shaft. It was nearly as long as himself, two fingers thick at the mid-point where the balance would be, and the two ends tapered somewhat by long and judicious scraping with rough flint. He tested it by careful bending—it had springy strength, and in the hands of a Gnorrl it would make an ideal stick for stone-throwing. He looked from it to the cord, and back again.
 
            * Such lamps, made of soapstone, arc often found among Palaeolithic remains.—Ed.
 
            “Romm uses a cord, the Gnorrls use wood, to make their casts long,” he muttered. “I, who wish to outdo them both, might use wood and cord as well. How?”
            He tied a noose in the cord and drew it tight over one end of flhe shaft. Lodging the butt of the hickory in a crack of the rocky floor, he pulled at the cord. The tough wood bent slowly and unwillingly. Hok pondered, then nodded to himself. A stone—yes, or a javelin—fastened somehow to this cord, would be whipped strongly forward at will. He carried the device outdoors and to the meadow behind the settlement where, unobserved, he could test and judge.
            Driving him on with his experiments was the submerged, only half-conscious fear of what Zhik had told him—of Romm and the Gnorrls. Hok hardly knew he was looking for a weapon. He only knew he was working on something.
            His experiments with stones and wooden splinters were clumsy, but they gave him something to think about. When, after repeated tuggings, he broke Romm's cord, he returned to his cave for another, longer and thicker. This he knotted to one end of the stick, pulling at it in various manners.
            The power was there, he knew, but he was still at a loss as to how it could be used. Finally, partially by chance and partially by half-formed inspiration, he drew the wood into an arc and made another noose in the cord with which to catch and hold the free end.
            He now had a tense figure of wood and buckskin, that would hold its shape even when he laid it by itself upon the snow. Turning the thing over, he tested its tough elasticity by drawing upon the cord. The bent bar of hickory was like a flexed muscle, ready to strike or shove.
            BUT still he was perplexed. He had started with a cord like Romm’s, a stick like the Gnorrl throwing-tool, and had evolved something vastly different from either. As he frowned and pondered, movement rustled at his elbow. A small, firm hand came into view, with a round rod of wood. With this it plucked at the tight-drawn cord. A humming sound responded, like that of bees.
            “It sings,” came the voice of Ptao, Hok’s small son. Serious blue eyes regarded the strange engine from under a shock of straw-yellow hair. Again Ptao plucked the taut cord with the haft of his toy spear, drawing it back and bending the bow a trifle. The strength of the hickory was too much for his young muscles, and it almost snapped the stick out of his hand.
            At once Hok built upon his new ideas with still another.
            “Let me see that little spear, my son,” he said, and the lad trustfully handed over his toy. Hok had whittled it days ago from a shoot of ash, too small for a real javelin, and it was a faithful model of real weapons. The point had been made as sharp as a wasp-sting, and hardened judiciously in the fire.
            Hok used the butt as Ptao had done, to evoke musical humming from the tight-drawn string. He pushed harder with it, carrying the string backward and bending the hickory length into a deeper arc. Then suddenly he let go, and with a whispering thung and a whack the toy flew some feet away. Ptao, light on his little moccasined feet, sped in pursuit and brought the thing back to his father. Another try—another. And then Hok felt that he knew what might be done to make the wrork a success.
            Drawing his flint knife, he scraped a notch in the butt of Ptao’s little spear. This notch he used to catch the center of the cord, and clipped it there between the great fingers of his right hand. His left hand caught the wooden arc at the point where the balance would be on a javelin, and the forward end of the spear fell across and above his clenched fist. He held it in place with his forefinger, took a firm stance as though to throw. Then he lifted the device—and loosed.
            With a great explosive whoop, the cord snapped taut again. It drove Ptao’s spear forward and away—away, away, as a swallow hurtles to escape a falcon. Hok, his left hand still clutching the machine of wood and buckskin, stared after the shaft, his lips parting in his beard with amazement.
            “It speeds!” he gasped. “It speeds —straight, and more swiftly and far than any javelin—”
            “Father!” cried Ptao, alarmed and disappointed. “My spear—look, it is lost, out of sight over there in that thicket!”
            Hok’s free hand dropped on Ptao’s tousled head. “Do not grieve, my son. Tonight, I will cut you another and better little spear—yes, and some more, to throw with this new weapon—”
            He broke off, gazing once more along the path of the missile.
            “Boh!” he cried, in imitation of the sound his engine had made at the moment it straightened and threw the missile; and a new word came, along with a new weapon and a new force, into the world of men.[4]
            THE next morning Hok went hunting, alone. He shot at everything he saw, from rabbits to snow-bogged elk, missing again and again and losing several of his new-made arrows; but his skill improved with the hours, and he brought back a doe and some grouse. After that he practiced daily. He learned that the little darts he made would split if launched against a hard target like a tree or stone—a misfortune, for a good arrow was as difficult to fashion as a bowstavc; but he improved his workmanship, and fumbled in Oloana’s sewing-kit for some gay red feather-fluff to tie upon the shafts and make them easier to find after shooting.
            Thus Hok grew proficient with the new weapon he called a bow, but he laid it away, with his arrows tipped with skewer-like splinters of bone. The wood was too weak, the buckskin cord tended to stretch. He would return later, when he had more time, to fashion a better bow. There was work to be done now.
            The spring was foreshadowed by thaws and rains. The first crocus blossoms, white and yellow and purple, thrust their hardy faces out of drifts, and Oloana twined them in her black cloud of hair, looking forward to lilies and violets. Willow scrub burst into little furry tufts, then into catkins. The snow-patches dwindled and the game herds fattened on tender grass, while the skeletal trees clothed themselves in leaves once more. The lad Ptao, diligently practicing with the new spear his father had made for him, brought down a north-winging raven, and the hunters foretold for him a career as a great hunter. It became warm, bright, one could travel in clout and moccasins without winter’s cumbersome fur mantles and leg-swathings.
            Then the awful day dawned.



          CHAPTER IV
 
            The Triumph of the Beast-Men
 
            HOK had guessed that the Gnorrls would try something—one or two of their people had been killed by his hunters during the cold weather, and that meant attempts at revenge. The mystifying factor was Romm, wise and wicked and spiteful, who would incite and direct them. Hok kept a pair of scouts on the plains north of his settlement, and one morning those scouts came home in a breathless scamper. Sure enough, Gnorrls were coming— many of them, and very purposefully.
            Hok gave orders swiftly. The Gnorrls always lived and moved in larger groups than true men,[5] but their organization was clumsy. Once before, mation—a formation like his own. They made a line, continuous but open. That line began to move forward at a steady lumbering trot. When it had moved well out, there formed and set out a second line, and then a third. Behind the third wave more Gnorrls bunched into clumps, as though to act as a reserve, rushing to whatever point the battle would develop.
            “See! ” growled Zhik. “Did I deceive you? More Gnorrls than we thought possible—-and better armed—and wiser led! Hok, it is in my mind that this may be our last fight!”
            Hok was thinking the same thought, and he resolutely put it from him. From the armful of javelins spread at his feet, he caught up one and set himself for the throw.
            “Ready, all!” he thundered for his warriors to hear. “When they come within range, I will throw-—do the same, each of you! Let this be a fight for the Gnorrls to remember all of their days!” From the valley came cadenced howls and jabbers—the Gnorrls, too, were receiving orders from their war-chiefs. One such chief pushed ahead of the line, and Hok, watching him draw into range, whipped forward the first javelin of the fight. It struck his quarry full in the midriff. The Gnorrl chieftain fell, but his followers tramped unhesitatingly forward over the ground spattered with his blood.
            Hok’s men went into action the next moment. Every one of them was strong of arm, deadly of aim—few, if any, of that rain of javelins went wide of the mark. The Gnorrls fell like leaves in a gale. But there were more Gnorrls than javelins, and they did not falter in their advance. The gaps in the front were filled from the lines and groups behind.
            “Back to the rocks’” yelled Hok, and followed his men there. They had placed other sheafs of javelins ready behind the ramparts, and began to hurl these. The range was point-blank now, the oncoming mass of Gnorrls so close that the defenders could see the glaring eyes and snarling fangs of their foe-men. Hok’s party was doing deadly execution—for a moment, Hok dared hope that even this mighty mass of enmity could be broken, driven back.
            Fleetingly, he thought of his bow, but it was too imperfect and there was only one. There was only this chance— But, even as the hope dawned, Zhik was tugging at his elbow.
            “They are behind us!”
            HOK turned, and saw. Another great cloud of Gnorrls, in open order, was bearing down from the left, moving to flank them and hem them in. Hok swore agonizedly.
            “Retreat!” he thundered at the top of his lungs. “Throw all your javelins —quickly—and get out of here! ”
            He was almost too late. The charge from in front had come up to the barrier of rocks. For the moment, retreat was out of the question—men must fight, and desperately, with axe and club and stabbing-spear, to win free. Moments, precious moments that might score the difference between life and death, were eaten up in that hand-to- hand struggle.
            Then Hok’s force rolled back, leaving half a dozen dead behind—yes, and wounded too, pain-racked hunters to be clubbed and trampled by the Gnorrls. The reserve party of youths was trying to stem the flanking movement, and very unsuccessfully; for those Gnorrls had spears, and could throw them. They replied to the volleys of the young warriors, and several Gnorrl casts found their mark. With throaty war-cries, the attackers hurled their lumpy bodies into the fray.
            They met Hok as he and his first line of defense found time to turn and run back. Before he could do otherwise, Hok grappled a grizzle-pelted Gnorrl in the forefront of the flanking horde.
            The beast-man’s ungainly, lump- thewed arms clamped about him, and Hok knew a moment of revulsion comparable to that which rises upon touching a snake . . . the very disgust gave him strength to tear the creature from him, slam it to earth and split the ridged skull with a downward sweep of his axe. Smoking blood and brains spurted forth to drench him. He was up and chivying his demoralized followers into a faster flight.
            They distanced the pursuit for a time, then slowed up as Hok made a stand while Zhik and two other swift runners raced ahead to break up the camp—against such a whole generation of battling Gnorrls as this, not even the home stronghold could stand.
            Again the people of the riverside retreated, but perforce more slowly. They had to fight the foremost Gnorrls now and turn them back, so that the women could gain a start to southward, carrying the youngest children and leading those who could toddle.
            It was a day to remember, all through the lives of those who survived it—a day to remember in nightmare visions.
            Mercifully, the Gnorrls broke their early disciplined ranks, in their eagerness to overtake and kill. Thus, turning to defend the fleeing women and children, Hok’s surviving warriors had only the swift-running vanguard of the enemy to meet—they were not too crush- ingly outnumbered. Thundering his wild war-cry, Hok actually ran to meet a leader of the Gnorrls, caught upon the haft of his stabbing-spear the terrific downward smash of a flint-headed club.
            The blow broke his own weapon in two, but he flailed with the ragged end of the wood at the Gnorrl’s face, made it yelp and give back; then, stooping quickly, he caught up the fallen piece with the spear-head and drove it like a dagger between the thick ribs of the thing’s chest. For the sake of defiance, and to put heart into his own fellows, he sprang upon the floundering body and roared anew his challenge and triumph. But the moment was brief—the Gnorrl next closest threw its javelin, which swished past Hok’s elbow and pierced the warrior just behind him.
            Another flurry of hand-to-hand combat, with death on both sides. Zhik, white-lipped and fire-eyed, grappled a Gnorrl chieftain like a giant hairy frog, and the powerful monster tripped him and fell upon him. Hok ran in and brained the Gnorrl as it wrestled uppermost, then caught his brother’s hand and jerked him to his feet. After that, the great press of pursuing Gnorrls caught up, and again the men must run, to catch up with their women, form and defend again.
            BY late afternoon they were far south of their camp. In the evening they came to a stream, a tributary of their own river, swollen by spring rains into a churning muddy flood.
            None of the surviving tribesmen, faint with running and fighting and horror, wanted to attempt that crossing. But Hok, glancing back to where the leading Gnorrls were closing in once more, forced them to it.
            He hurled in some of the big children himself, poking them along with the butt of his axe until, crying in terror, they struck out for the opposite shore. Their mothers followed perforce, and then the rest of the women. Hok swam across, encouraging and harrying, lending a hand here and there to weak pad- dlers who might go under or be swept away by the freshet; then, even though his mighty thews were agonizedly tired, he made his way back to fight the rearguard action on the other bank. It was the last clash of the day, and the bloodiest. Gnorrls died. So did men; and only a handful of survivors were able to slip away, when darkness came and none could throw spears or clubs or stones after them as they strove in the water.
            The Gnorrls, poor swimmers, made their campfires on the brink of the stream. Hok marshalled the remnant of his people and took them far away, until darkness was so thick that they could not see to walk or guess the way. Then, by the light of a little fire under the lee of a hill, he counted noses.
            There were not many to count. Of his thirty warriors, eight still answered to their names—every one a peerless fighter even against Gnorrls, every one wounded in several places. But now, Zhik was the only one whose eye shone fearlessly. The fifteen boys who had sallied forth with hopes of glory that morning were now but nine, and not a one of them but wept in forgetfulness of any ambition to be a warrior. Barp and Unn, Hok’s young brothers, were both dead, cut down in the attempt to turn back the flanking party of the Gnorrls at the first encounter. Of the women, most had escaped—only a few sick and old had been cut off at the camp—and a good number of the children.
            Hok’s heavy heart lifted a little as his son Ptao came wearily to him and smiled a filial welcome. And Oloana, too, was there, having killed four Gnorrls with her own hand. Now she brought green leaves to patch the dozen cuts and slashes upon her husband’s face and body, wounds he was now aware of for the first time.
            Before dawn Hok had this stricken troop on the move southward. That day they saw the last of the hunting grounds they had so gloriously wrested from the Gnorrls years ago — driven, beaten, half obliterated, they were returning to the forests below, where game was scarce and rival hunters many. It was a doleful homecoming.
            And the scouts on the rearward watch reported that the Gnorrls had not stopped following them.



          CHAPTER IV
 
            Two Against the Gnorrls
 
            EIGHT days had passed, and the ninth was darkening into the night. Five chiefs of the southern forest clans sat around the council fire Hok had made in a pine-circled clearing, and soberly disagreed with him; for in their eyes he was no longer Hok the Mighty, ruler and champion of the folk who held those good northern huntings—he was a beaten fighter, with his following cut to pieces, and in his retreat he had brought the Gnorrls south, further south than any living man had ever known them to come.
            “The watchers say that they are as many as autumn leaves in a gale,” said Zorr, the father of Oloana, squatting opposite Hok at the head of his young warriors. “It is best, perhaps, that we parley with them.”
            “Parley!” repeated Hok, as one who does not believe his ears. “As well parley with wolves, with boars, as with the Gnorrl. You all know that.”
            “But this man Romm is their chief,” said a fellow named Kemba, scratching himself. “He can be reasoned with. As a matter of fact, Hok,” and Kemba’s voice took on a cunning note, “I think it is your blood he is after, not ours. What do the other chiefs think?”
            All applauded save Zorr, who was not anxious to desert his son-in-law. Hok, still stiff with weariness and wounds, rose and glared around, his nostrils expanded like a horse’s. He hefted his war-axe of flint, on the blade and handle of which the blood of a dozen Gnorrls had dried.
            “I say, fight to the death,” he snapped. “Who says the same?”
            “I!” barked Zhik, and rose to stand beside his brother. A few more rose, in the rearward quarters where the subordinate warriors sat. Hok counted them, and they were his own veterans, fresh from the awful conflict and still scabbed over with wounds, but ready for all that to follow him into more games with death. One or two of the southern fighters rose with them, but none of the chiefs. Kemba sneered at Hok; he would not have dared to sneer a season ago.
            “You have our leave to head back to the north and fight,” he said. “After all, it is your quarrel, not ours. WTe have never had to fight the Gnorrls.” “Because I stood between you and them!” Hok almost roared. “Kemba, if this were an ordinary matter, I would kill you for the way you talk. But there is not time or strength among us for any battle, save with the Gnorrls.” He put out an appealing hand toward Zorr. “Hark you, father of my wife! I am not afraid to die—but what will become of Oloana? What of Ptao, the son of your daughter? Romm and his Gnorrls will not spare them.”
            Zorr’s grizzled black beard quivered, but he shook his head slowly. “This must be a vote of the chiefs, and we must both bide by that vote,” he reminded heavily.
            “Listen to me,” said Hok. “I have a new weapon. It is a thing of strong wood and buckskin, and with it I can hurl small javelins a great distance. With this weapon—if all our warriors learn to use it—we can drive back the cursed Gnorrls—”
            “Would it take long to learn to use this—all—strange weapon of which you speak?” a crafty-looking old man asked.
            “Not long. Perhaps ten days. But until then we would have to fight them off with the weapons we now have.”
            The crafty-faced one smiled. “In ten days perhaps none here would be alive,” he said. “It would be wiser to parley. I will not listen to madness.”
            “Listen, this once!” Hok roared then. “Listen, before voting—I offer myself as a single warrior against the Gnorrls. They had come this far, even among the trees, to spy him out.
            Leaning close to the ground, his quick ear caught a noise — pit-pat, pit-pat. Two feet approached, near at hand and behind; another human being moved on his trail. Even as he listened the noise ceased, as though the pursuer listened for him in turn.
            Hok dodged sharply around some bushes. With a sudden flexture and jerk, he strung his huge bow, and upon the string notched an arrow. If this was the Gnorrl who had made the track, its pursuit of him would be short and tragic. His eyes found an opening among the bushes, and to this he drew his shaft, tense and ready to drive murderously home.
            A body, stealthy and active, moved into his line of vision. Hok’s fingers trembled on the verge of releasing the cord, then he suddenly relaxed his archer’s stance and sprang through the bushes with a whoop.
            “Oloana!” he cried; and his wife faced him, startled but radiant.
            Her fine, strong body was clad in leopard fur, in her girdle she carried a short axe and dagger. Her hand bore one javelin while a second swung in a shoulder loop. On her feet were stout traveling moccasins, and the pouch at her side bulged as with provisions for a journey.
            “I have overtaken you,” she said breathlessly. “Which way do we go?”
            Hok’s tawny head shook emphatically. “You must return to the camp,” he told her. “I face the Gnorrls alone.”
            “I am coming with you,” she replied, as definitely as he.
            “I forbid it.” His bearded face was stern. “Your place is with the tribe, or what is left of it—”
            “You made over the command to Zhik,” she reminded him.
            “Ptao is there—you should remain with him—”
            “Ptao is a well-grown boy. You were not many years older than he when you became a chief. And you left him, too, in Zhik’s care. I heard.”
            He tried yet again: “If I die, Olo- ana—what if I die?”
            She gestured the words out of his mouth. “If you die, Hok, am I to remain alive? Be a wood-carrier for my father, or — perhaps — marry for softness’ sake, a man who is but the quarter of your shadow? I am your wife. I do not intend to be your widow. If you die, then I shall die, too.”
            And now Hok fell silent, letting her finish her argument.
            “You are one pair of eyes, one pair of hands, against all those Gnorrls,” she summed up. “Let me be your helper— watch in the other direction, strike a blow to defend your back. If one fighter has a chance to conquer, two might have a double chance. You are the chief— I am the chieftainess! ”
            Determination had come back into Hok’s heart, and now joy followed it and swelled through him. He laughed aloud, and caught Oloana in his arms, hugging her with a sudden fierceness that squeezed the last gasp of breath out of her. Then he motioned toward the open country.
            “Come then, woman. Hai! The Gnorrls do not know what misfortune is marching upon them!”



          CHAPTER V
 
            The Deceit of Romm
 
            THEY camped that night on the stream that had saved their people from complete ruin, and it took them all the next day to re-traverse the ground they had lost in a single afternoon of running battle. Hok had a thought that made him grimace wryly— those Gnorrls made one travel fast!
            Four times during the hours of light they lay flat in brushy clumps or among high heather while patrols—not mere groups, but patrols of Gnorrls moved by, in one direction or the other. Hok, who could appreciate organized reconnaissance, saw at once that this muse be an important piece of Romm’s work. The scouting Gnorrls travelled in half- dozens, with one active fellow moving well in front and two more some paces to right and left as flankers.
            The leader and a subordinate held the central position, chattering orders, and at the rear point moved a “get-away” Gnorrl, who could scuttle back and warn his comrades if the rest were surprised and struck down. Gazing at these bands, Hok’s eye gleamed hardly and his fingers plucked longingly at the string of his bow; but he sent no arrows. He was not seeking the blood of a Gnorrl, but of Romm.
            In the evening they camped, fireless, in a thicket not far below their old fort- village. At sundown they heard distant howling and jabbering, from many hairy throats—the Gnorrls were worshipping the sun as it set. But when the last red ray had faded on the horizon, the clamor rose even higher. Why? Then Hok rememebered that the beast-men had been seen bowing before Romm, the roan-headed. Romm would find such adoration glorious, but Hok could not think of it without spitting.
            Anyway, that crude, harsh litany told him what he wanted. The main body was close at hand, while the observers and raiding groups were all to the south, combing the open country between here and the forest. Perhaps he had come just in time — the Gnorrls would be on the point of a concerted move toward the forest and the final defense position of his own people. Two days’ march would take them there— but meanwhile, they would expect no enemies this close to the heart of their main body.
            His early plan took even more definite form. He whispered to Oloana:
            “No wild beasts will threaten, with so many Gnorrls about—and no Gnorrl will move abroad in the dark. I will leave you here. Sleep lightly, with your hand upon your javelin. If I do not return before sunrise, go back southward.”
            Her hand found his in the night, her mouth kissed the side of his face. Then he moved stealthily out of the thicket, and along the way northward. The voices of the Gnorrls were guide enough.
            He carried his strung bow in his left hand, with arrow notched and kept in place by his forefinger. At his right hip, within quick snatch of his free hand, hung both his axe and his dagger. His moccasins made no noise on the earth, for Hok was night-born and did not need to grope his way.[6]
            A little shred of new moon rose, showing him his river, the bluffs and, as he drew near, great sleeping encampments of the enemy. He pressed close to the river to avoid these and so come undiscovered to the waterside shelf that gave narrow ingress to the hidden beach where his clan had once lived happily.
            TOWARD the outward approach of that shelf he made his way, but paused. The wind blew downstream, and toward him. His distended nostrils caught the musky odor of Gnorrl — alive and close at hand. A sentinel bode there, proof enough that something of importance lay beyond. That something of importance would be Romm, and the Gnorrl chiefs who would make up his retinue and command-staff.
            Hok came close to the rocks, pressed his big, supple body against them, and gingerly peered around the corner with one eye. There was light enough to see the guard — a big young Gnorrl, standing up to block the way, but quite evidently sleepy. The creature leaned its burly shagginess against the side of the runway, and supported itself with the butt of its javelin — weariness brought stupidity, Hok knew.
            The lone adventurer drew back, unstrung his bow, pouched his arrow, and slung them both behind him. Instead he took his stabbing-spear in both hands, and again moved close to the entrance of the runway. The Gnorrl was within leaping reach.
            Hok peered, gauged positions, distances, and above all the exact spot where the brute’s wide, chinless jaw merged into the bull-neck. Then, with the smooth swiftness of a huge cat, he sprang from shelter and forward, his spear darting ahead of him and thrusting home, with all of his weight and force behind it.
            The dull eyes of the Gnorrl opened, the slab-lipped mouth gaped; but then the flint point found its mark—the hairy protuberance in the center of the broad gullet, which has come to be called the Adam’s apple. The spearhead split that lump of cartilage and killed the warning cry before it could be voiced.
            Driven on by Hok’s grim charge, the spear drove through windpipe, muscle, the bone and marrow of the spine at the back. Down flopped the slackening bulk of the sentry, and Hok, planting his moccasin-sole on the shaggy breast, wrenched his spear free. A lunging kick sent the carcass from the edge of the runway and into the quiet fast flow of the river.
            Again Hok paused, listened and sniffed. No other guard waited at the far end of the passage, and he continued along it. Beyond, the light was better, and he could see the sandy space where once had been gathered his people’s homes and possessions.
            But the huts were torn down now, lying in ruins. The level sand, once as clean and smooth as the cave-wives could make it, was foul with the remains of cooking-fires, heaps and scatterings of spoiled food, kindling, and all other untidiness of the Gnorrls. It was strewn, too, with sleeping figures, who sprawled and snored grumblingly — the chief individuals of the great Gnorrl invasion that lay bivouacked dn the nearby plains.
            As he hoped, none had been astir save the guard he had dealt with just now. And there was but one fire—up above his head, just within the wide mouth of the grotto he once had inhabited.
            DELICATE-FOOTED as a stalking wildcat for all his size and weight, Hok picked his way among the sleepers. One of them he had to step across, at the foot of the slanting pathway to the grotto, and even as he bestrode this figure it moved and moaned as in a dream. Hok froze tensely, his blood-drenched spearhead dangling within a hand’s breadth of the open mouth; but then the Gnorrl subsided into deeper slumber, and Hok passed on. Like a blond shadow he stole up to the floor-level of the grotto and gazed in.
            The fire was small but bright, made with pine knots; and before it sat a single figure, back toward him. Hok saw a shock of hair the color of a sky at sunset, protruding above a wolfskin robe that seemed to be drawn across humped shoulders to fend off the night’s chill.
            Romm!
            THERE was the settlement of old scores, the defeat of the Gnorrls, literally within stabbing distance of him. Romm, living, had brought about this dire invasion, this threat to the very life of the human race; Romm, dead, would mean the crumbling of the top- heavy Gnorrl army, its return to a mere unpleasant and solvable problem. Hok’s hands tightened on his spear- shaft, and he moved forward, upon the floor of the grotto. A rush, a stab— and away up the path to the top of the bluff, a dash through the sleeping hosts, and back to Oloana in triumph!
            His left moccasin took a long stride forward, and with a smooth gliding shove he put the keen flint into the wolfskin, just where a spine should run between the shoulder blades. The seated form seemed to give his weapon no more resistance than an empty bladder, and it fell forward with his shove, into the fire. The red hair blazed up, into rank smoke. Hok clenched his teeth to keep from voicing an exultant cry of victory. . . .
            Then, between his own shoulders, a cold, sharp point set itself.
            “Do not move, Hok,” said a quiet, jeering voice he knew. “Being thought a god, I made that dummy so that my worshippers would think I never slept; wakening yonder in the shadows, I saw you attack what you thought was Romm. But Romm lives; and if you so much as breathe deeply, this knife will slide into your heart like a snake.”



          CHAPTER V
 
            The Fire and the Arrow
 
            HOK’S first reaction, even before astonishment, was of chagrin—in his instant of success, he had been trapped like a big rabbit. That moment of self-denunciation kept him from moving, from whirling and trying to grapple Romm; and the same moment gave Romm himself the opportunity to make sure of his captive.
            The roan-head must have held the knife in one hand and a noose of cord in the other. That noose now dropped over Hok’s shoulders, jerked tight, and pinioned him. A half-hitch snapped around Hok’s ankle, and he found himself thrown violently. Then Romm knelt upon his chest, the knife at his throat, while he finished the binding as to elbows, wrists and knees.
            “You may sit up now,” Romm granted at length, and Hok did so, glaring. Romm was quietly exultant, his eyes dancing in their close-set sockets, his teeth grinning like a red-squirrel’s. The renegade ruler of the Gnorrls examined Hok’s weapons—the spear, the axe, the knife and finally the bow. “What is this thing?” he demanded.
            “You pass yourself for a god among these beast-things,” growled Hok. “A god should not ask for information.”
            Romm chuckled in his maddening way, rose to his feet and turned the unstrung stave this way and that. He studied the notch, narrowed his eyes in an effort to gauge purposes, and finally tried to pull the string into place. Romm’s lank arms, though sinewy, did not approach the strength needed to bend that stiff bar of yew. At length he tossed it into a corner. He had not bothered to pry into the otter-skin pouch which Hok still wore, filled with arrows.
            “It looks like a fishing pole, badly made,” he said. “Well, Hok, you fished for me, but it is you who have been hooked and landed.” From the fire he dragged the remains of the dummy he had made to simulate himself—winter leggins stuffed with dried grass, a cross of sticks to support the draped mantle in lifelike manner, and a gourd to which had been stuck, with balsam, tufts pulled from his own thick thatch.
            “I made it to deceive the willing fools you call Gnorrls,” he laughed, “and it did more—-it deceived even the wide and brave Hok, and so saved my life.”
            “Why do you not kill me?” challenged Hok.
            “That will come later. Tomorrow the Gnorrls must see you, bound and helpless. They will marvel more greatly at my power—thinking that my wisdom and magic snatched you, the one man they fear, from your hiding in the forest. And among us we will invent for you a death for all to see, and in which a great proportion may share.”
            “Be sure of my death when you see me dead/’ warned Hok in the deeps of his chest, and Romm laughed the longer.
            “You are bound, helpless, while I am content to wait for my revenge,” he said, “and there is no reason for us to sleep the rest of this night. Let us talk —about me as a god and you as a doomed man.”
            T'HE joyful commotion of the wakening Gnorrls offended the sunrise and the blue spring sky; for at dawn Romm had summoned their chiefs and shown them his prisoner, the giant they called the Slayer From Afar.
            Hok’s reputation and fierce skill had kept his people from being obliterated on the retreat short days ago; only the thought of him had dampened the enthusiasm of the marchers for a bold entry and showdown under the shadows of the trees. And now they had him.
            Because Romm was at his side as he was pushed and dragged up the high trail to the meadow where once he had won a certain javelin-throwing, the Gnorrls did not at once fall on him and tear him to pieces. But Hok knew that death was staring him between the eyes, and that this time the stare would not falter.
            Well, he thought with fierce philosophy, these foul beasts who dared walk upright in grotesque semblance of man should see how a chief died. Meanwhile, his death here and now would stiffen the defense to the south—the vote of the chiefs had promised that.
            If Oloana could know that he was lost, and slip back to safety. . . .
            As if reading part of the thought, Romm spoke her name. “Do not be concerned for Oloana, your wife,” he said, and smiled. “I myself shall comfort her for your loss.”
            Hok growled wordlessly, like a wolf, and it pleased Romm. “Yes, not all your people will die. I would be lonesome as one man, even though a god among the Gnorrls. The warriors will fall in battle, as they would wish. Such children as we capture can be reared and taught to obey me. And the women —a few—especially Oloana—”
            Bound as he was, Hok sprang at him. It took the abhorrent hard hands of seven Gnorrls to hold him from knocking Romm down with the impact of his straining body, and for a moment the godly arrogance of the roan-head was tremblingly near a break. Only when Hok was thrust safely back did Romm find the note of mockery again. “Nothing you can do will save yourself, Hok —nor Oloana.”
            By that time Hok had gained his self- control back. His heart was white-hot within him, like a stone in the midst of a pit-fire; but there was clarity of thought within him also, the determination to foresee and find and use the chance that must exist, however slim, for a turning of the tables.
            They had come to the middle of the meadow. Rich green grass showed through the higher patches of winter- killed weeds and cane, and to north and south ran thicket-like belts of brush. Where Hok was halted, with uncountable Gnorrls swarming close in great hairy droves and knots, some of the horde were planting a great upright pole. Around about the beast-people blackened the level space for two javelin-flights in every direction, and the bright air grew heavy with the foul scent of them.
            Hok’s guards pushed his back against the pole. Others bound him fast with two turns of rawhide thong. One Gnorrl brought its knobby arms full of wood, which it arranged at Hok’s feet.
            Romm leaned on a staff—it was Hok’s unstrung bow, that had so mystified him the night before. “You see the death I have planned?” he queried. “Slow fire—to roast, not burn ... the Gnorrls believe that what they eat will give them its peculiar virtue. And so, when you are roasted, these Gnorrls will eat you!”
            HE had stepped close, and the last words he flung out with his nose close to Hok’s. The bound man gazed in disgust at Romm; and deliberately, as one who reckons with the results of his action, he spat in the renegade’s face.
            Every Gnorrl roared furiously, the whole of them as with one earth-shaking voice. There was a rush from all sides, but Romm flung up his arms and barked a single commanding syllable. The beast-men gave back grumpily, and Romm wiped the spittle from his flushed face. Then his toothy grin returned. Slowly he shook his head.
            “It will not work,” he said, in a voice like water under ice. “My friends here almost did as you hoped—tore you to pieces quickly and mercifully. But no. You will roast.”
            Hok let his gaze wander past Romm. He was bound so that his face turned south, toward the defense position of his people, toward the thicket where he had left Oloana. Many broad, brutal faces, with blub lips and chinless jaws and shaggy bodies, ranged before him to watch his miserable death. Beyond them was the green and brown of the meadow grass, more distant clumps and . . . yes . . . Oloana. That was her head, thrusting craftily out of some willows. . . .
            With a glowing coal of dead wood, Romm was igniting the fuel heaped at Hok’s feet. Smoke rose, then a licking tongue of flame that scorched the captive’s shank, mounted higher and singed the lion’s skin he wore. The end was upon him . . . and Oloana was in the open, moving behind the backs of the intent Gnorrls, well within fair javelin- range.
            “Oloana!” Hok roared, suddenly and at the top of his great lungs. “Throw a javelin—kill me! Then run!”
            And she threw it. The shaft sang and shone in the air, came coasting over the heads of the Gnorrls, past the bending back of Romm, and struck—not Hok, but the stake to which he was tied, just beside his flank.
            On the instant, Romm straightened and whirled. He, and every chattering Gnorrl, saw Oloana, poising her other javelin.
            Pointing, the roan-head bellowed orders to his Gnorrls. It was as though Hok could understand perfectly; he was urging his followers to rush after the woman he coveted, capture her and bring her unhurt to him. Like a stampeding herd of cattle, the Gnorrl pack dashed past and away from the bound man at the burning stake, and in his eagerness for Oloana Romm ran with them.
            EVEN before they had left him, Hok was alone, forgotten in the chase. He stiffened himself against the bite of the rising flame, and the wedged javelin-point rasped his ribs. Into his mind came inspired hope.
            Writhing hard to the other side, he drew the rawhide that held him as taut as he could. A strand of it fell across the sharp edge of the javelin’s head. The burning fire quickened his struggles and jerks. Rasped and stretched, the cord frayed, then parted. Another floundering heave, and Hok fell free, still bound as to hands and feet, but away from the fire.
 
              The flames crackled about Hok's feet, and he gritted his teeth. Then from a clump of nearby bushes a familiar figure darted. It was Oloana, and sne loosed a wild shout as she launched her spear.     
 
            His wrists he lifted to his mouth, tearing with his strong teeth at the confining leather. A thought’s space more and that, too, parted. Then he was freeing his feet and knees, and stood erect.
            Oloana had thrown her second javelin at Romm, and had missed—the shaft quivered in the earth, not a dozen paces from where Hok stood, and Romm raged in the midst of his great yelling cloud of Gnorrls. Hok saw his wife running beyond—not fast enough. She might distance the clumsy beast-folk, but not Romm.
            He still felt fire; the otter-skin quiver, which had gone to the stake behind his hip, was ablaze, together with the arrows it held. He tore the thing from him, dropped it. Within reach of his hand lay his bow—Romm had laid it down to kindle the fire.
            No time to lose; Hok’s brain did a lurid sum in addition. Oloana fled, the Gnorrls pursued, he had the bow and flaming arrows. Could he— Snatching up the yew staff, he bent and strung it. From the smouldering quiver he whipped a straight arrow, that sprouted fire like a blossom. With a quick drawing pluck, he haled the shaft to its burning head, and sped it away—neither at Oloana nor at the Gnorrls, but at the ground between them.
            It sang up through the air, then down. It dived into a shaggy bunch of reedy grass, killed by this winter but still standing, just as Oloana cleared that very spot. And the grass tore up in flames, bounding high and fierce.
            The foremost Gnorrls cowered back. To them it was as if that fire had leaped magically from earth’s heart.
            Then, as if in beneficent alliance with Hok in his lone fight against myriads, breeze rose from the south and hurled the greatening fire in a charging sheet upon the army of the Gnorrls.



CHAPTER VII
 
 The Death of a God
 
            HOK had only half-hoped for such a result of his shot; but, seeing the leap and rush of the fire, he saw and knew the chance that had come to him. He caught up other arrows, still burning, and sent them skimming away, to kindle other blazes in a line with the first. Before the Gnorrls could recover their initial panic and divide to dash around the first small grass-fire after Oloana, he had made a burning face between her and them—a fence that rose high and hot from several different points, and moved menacingly upon the shaggy host.
            The Gnorrls retreated, and so did Romm. Hok, cut off from his wife by both Gnorrls and fire, ran, too—faster than any. He gained the top of a rise where the grass grew shorter, and felt that he had time to pause. He looked back.
            At a good four ten-tens of paces, Romm had halted his hosts. They stood in their tracks, clumped around him, although the rising conflagration pressed close behind them. Why did Romm do this suicidal thing? . . . but as Hok asked himself that, the answer became clear. The renegade was kneeling, to twirl something between his hands—a fire-stick! That was it, Romm was making fire, with a hard wood spindle on a soft slab—fire in front of him, when at his back was a blaze like a forest of glowing heat!
            Hok’s mystified scowl faded, for he knew Romm’s intention. The same wind that brought burning death upon the Gnorrls from the south would carry this new fire ahead of them, giving them a burned-off refuge.[7] Hok leaped up and down upon his knoll, and bawled at the top of his lungs:
            ‘‘Romm! I am free—free! I am going to kill you!”
            Not until that moment had Romm realized that his prisoner was escaping. He straightened quickly, yelled a reply that Hok could not catch, then seized a javelin and rapidly wound it with his cord. With an explosive jerk he sped the weapon at Hok—it fell many paces short, and Hok laughed his loudest. Romm had a gesture of helpless disgust, then dropped to his knees and resumed his fire-making.
            Hok had one arrow left. The fire had gone out on its bone-shod tip. Putting it to the string, he planted his feet, clamped the arrow-butt between his grasping fingers, and drew with all his strength. For a moment he paused with bow at full bend, gauging air currents, elevations, direction. He dared not miss ... he let the arrow fly.
            Romm never knew what death soared down out of the heavens. The darting shaft pierced him where his neck joined his shoulder, and drove on downward into his lungs. His throat filled with blood, he writhed upward from his knees to his feet, flourished his arms in frantic agony, and slammed down upon his face. He never moved again.
            HOK, gazing, heard the voices of the Gnorrls. They jabbered in a way he recognized—it was the worship- clamor. The ugly monsters still stood where Romm had halted them, though the fire had come almost to their shoulders. Their arms extended toward him, Hok. Their guttural cries were addressed to him.
            They were worshipping Hok, as they had worshipped Romm. The enemy who had slain their red god was greater —they turned to him now, with their prayers and terrors. They pleaded for deliverance from the fire.
            But Hok yelled again, to curse them. As if invoked by his curse, the fire suddenly whipped to greater and swifter banners of heat. It charged in among the Gnorrls, scorching and singeing. The things screamed in a way to deafen all the world, and began to run.
            The whole meadow, with its reed-tussocks and bush-clumps was flaming around them.
            Hok ran, too, far in advance of them. He did not turn back to see the destruction of his enemies. Changing direction, he came to the bluffs above the river, and sprang far out. The water hurried up to meet him, received him and closed over his head. He drove deep down into its troubled depths, but up he came in a moment, swimming hard with his free hand and trailing the bow behind him.
            The current carried him quickly past the old beach where his folk had once camped and which lately had been the sleeping-ground of the Gnorrl chief. It was ablaze now, all the refuse and grassbedding and trash having caught fire from sparks above. Below it the river widened and the current slowed; on the shore, the grass showed untouched by flame. Hok fought his way to the shallows, then to the waterside. Oloana came running to meet him.
            “You are safe,” she panted. “Yes— and you still have that thing you call a bow.”
            “It must dry carefully,” replied Hok, “for it has stood our good friend this day. Tomorrow I shall cut new arrows for it.”
            That night they made their beds on the sand of the fire-purged beach. Nothing but ashes remained of the enemy camp, and the day of heat had cleared the air of Gnorrl-scent. Far away to the north, the dark sky was lurid with the still-marching flames.
            “How many Gnorrls came alive out of that business?” wondered Oloana.
           “Few, very few,” answered Hok. “There are, of course, scouting parties south of here. We will avoid them on the way back, and lead warriors to surprise and swallow them. I doubt if the Gnorrls will have the numbers or courage to look us in the face for many years. And then we will have our bows.”
            “And we have our home again,” rejoiced Oloana, like the good housewife she was. “A few hours will rebuild the huts—and people from the south will strengthen our numbers more than ever—”
            She broke off and gazed anxiously at her husband. “Hok!” she cried. “What is the matter?”
            For he, chief and champion and conqueror, sat with his bearded face in his big hands. He shed the first tears his eyes had known since childhood. His body shook with great, racking sobs.
            “Oh, the young men of our people who have died because Romm would be worshipped by the beast-people!” he mourned brokenly. “Oh, my two young brothers, Barp and Unn—and the brothers of all the rest, brave men, good men, who live no more! How can all the hunters of all the southern forests ever fill their places?”
 









  
 
             [1] These may seem great distances for javelin- throwing; but the strength and constant practice of the cave men must be considered.—Ed.
            [2] Anyone who has even pegged a top with a cord will understand the method of Romm's casting; a spinning spear, like a spinning bullet or football, will go farther and harder than a floating one.—Ed.
            [3] Neanderthal man certainly used such a device, as examination of his flint tools shows, sometimes even shaping a stone to fit in a deft stick for throwing. See Osborn, Aten of the Old Stone Age. —Ed.
            [4] The word “bow” comes to us through Old English and before that through early German and Sanskrit, from some unthinkably old root; undoubtedly it is onomatopoeia—formed in imitation of the sound of a bow drawn and loosed, exactly as described here.—Ed.
            [5] The Neanderthal brain was extremely developed at the rear, where many psychologists say that the social impulse has its basis; and it is certain that they lived in great hordes, while both Hok’s people and more recent savages tend to gather in small communities.—Ed.
            [6] The almost universal superstition that night- born persons can move surely at night seems to have some foundation in fact.—Ed.
            [7] Frontiersmen often saved themselves from prairie fires thus.—Eid.
 
 



Table of Contents
Prologue
CHAPTER I
CHAPTER II
CHAPTER III
CHAPTER IV
CHAPTER IV
CHAPTER V
CHAPTER V
CHAPTER VII


cover.jpeg
PRIZE CONTEST st pace 6.






images/00002.jpg





images/00001.jpg





images/00005.jpg





