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				Through the golden haze of late afternoon they came; winding slowly between the birches; the big ones laden, strung out, breathing heavily, calling to one another from time to time in short gutturals.

				The little ones, brown and naked, flitted lithe over a thickening carpet of thin yellow leaves, black hair swirling; their sharp cries and bubbling laughter carrying far through the deep woodland solitude.

				Morg, running lightly, twisted his thin body between the close-crowding trunks, now and then throwing out a long arm for balance; never slackening pace; duplicating every movement of the smaller boy who ran in front of him. As they passed through pools of sunlight and patches of shadow their bodies were honey sometimes, and sometimes burnt oak; and now and then, when they paused, seeking breath or a new way, the long pale autumn rays, shattered by a tree, would stencil a dappled leaf pattern on their glistening backs.

				Morg cupped a hand round his mouth and shouted, breathless, ‘Gyre! You run like a three-legged elk; when I catch you you shall be skinned and roasted!’

				Gyre, hard pressed, turned his head as he ran.

				‘A poor hunter you must be, given such a run by a three-legged elk!’ he cried.

				‘I run not to catch you, but to tire you!’ rejoined Morg. ‘When I have tired you, then I will show you speed!’

				‘When you catch the elk, beware of his horns!’ flung back Gyre, as he plunged on, tiring.

				Morg, sensing that his comrade was spent, put on a spurt, and, closing to within leaping distance, threw himself forward, his long arms closing round Gyre’s knees. Both boys crashed to the ground, flinging a shower of leaves into the air. Laughing, Morg pulled himself on to Gyre’s back, and lay on him, pinning his smaller friend helpless to the earth.

				‘I feel no horns, little elk,’ he taunted.

				Gyre’s wiry body squirmed impotently under Morg’s weight, and his voice came gaspingly.

				‘You think you’re a great hunter, because Daf is your father,’ he hissed. ‘But even Daf cannot match my father in hunting prowess – the chief himself cannot. Let me up now, for some day you will ask the same of me!’

				Startled by the venom in Gyre’s tone, Morg rolled over, releasing him, and made to rise. Fast as an adder, Gyre uncoiled, and his fist took the kneeling Morg in the mouth, drawing blood.

				Standing over his still kneeling adversary, fists clenched, Gyre spoke gratingly through bared teeth.

				‘Everybody thinks that Daf will be our next chief. But Daf is grown gentle with age – he supports the old chief, who is too feeble already to lead us. Soon, both will be swept away. Then we shall see who brings who to the earth!’

				Then he whirled, and Morg, too surprised to move, watched as the slight figure jinked swiftly between the slender trees towards the path taken by the tribe. Then he hoisted himself slowly to his feet, wiped the back of a hand across his mouth, and gazed thoughtfully at the smear of blood on the knuckles.

				‘Yes, Gyre,’ he whispered. ‘The chief is old, and no longer hunts. But it takes more than skill in the hunt to make a chief!’

				He shook his head, and began to make his way, frowning, towards the main party. The cries of the children guided him as he walked.

				‘Perhaps,’ he thought, ‘my father should hear of this.’

				In the dusk the old chief turned to look at his tired people. He spoke, and his voice was like dry leaves in the wind.

				‘A little faster, my people. Our journey is nearly done, but the sun also is near his rest.’

				With sighs and grunts, the tribesfolk increased their pace a little. Far away a wolf howled, and the chief rapped, ‘Call the children to you and keep them close. Daf! Gawl! Take your spears and guard our flanks. Modd! Drop back to the rear, and keep watch at our backs. Let nobody straggle. We cannot pass the night in the forest. The lake is close at hand, where we shall be safe.’

				The warrior Modd, rearguard to the tribe, had keen ears, and when Morg came rustling out of the trees, the spear in the hunter’s raised hand was pointed at his chest. Morg raised an arm in greeting.

				‘It is I,’ he called. ‘Put up your spear!’

				Modd, a surly man and a fine warrior, grunted, ‘Approach me like a wolf, and one day you will die like one. And salute me not as man to man, but get you forward, with the other children.’

				Morg, abashed, passed with lowered head towards the centre of the moving column.

				On any other day, the warrior’s words would have brought fire to his cheeks, and rebellion to his heart, but now he had other things to think about. His father was guarding a flank, so Morg could not speak with him now. That must wait until they reached the lake. On the other flank, he could see, dimly, the figure of Gawl, father of Gyre, stalking, tensely watchful, through the twilit trees, spear at the ready. No creature of the night, Morg knew, would pass by Gawl unseen. A young man, Gawl, and already the leading hunter of the tribe. Always ready to lead the attack; even, sometimes, when others thought that retreat might be the wiser course. The tales of his battles with wolf, bear, and wild bull were told and retold around the night fires.

				Ahead of him Morg saw Ela, the daughter of Trond, bent under her load of skins and cooking-pots. When they were small, Ela and he had been constant companions, running together in the hills; splashing carefree in cool chattering streams. Ela it was who, four summers old, had skinned and cooked Morg’s first kill, and, laughing with the exhilaration of their adult-seeming roles, they had shared the half-cooked flesh of the young hare, tearing at it with tiny teeth grown fierce. Since that day, though nothing was ever said, it had been understood between the two of them that Ela would await her man in Morg’s lodge some day, when, grown at last, he would lead his companions in the hunt. Morg approached the toiling girl and, grinning, said, ‘You are bent as though you carried the sky on your back. Let me take the skins awhile.’

				Ela paused and looked at the boy, and there was pain in her eyes.

				‘No, Morg. You must not walk with me. You and I have separate trails to follow. My father has said that I must tell you this.’ The pair gazed at each other for a moment. Ela’s eyes brimmed, and there was in Morg’s throat a tightness that ought not to afflict the son of a leader. He compressed his lips, jerked his head erect and strode on, unable to speak for fear of the weakness in him which his voice might betray.

				Morg remembered his other winters at the lake; happy, peaceful times, in spite of the cold. The men going off to hunt; the women keeping the fires high with wood gathered by the children; his friends and himself, fishing or playing on the ice. Then, in the cold evenings, sitting huddled together near the biggest fire, watching the meat roasting, and listening to stories of the hunt.

				Morg screwed his eyes into the gloom, until he made out Gyre, walking some way ahead, very erect, with a small fish-spear on his shoulder. A frown creased Morg’s brow. Had Gyre’s anger made him shout foolish untruths, or had that anger caused the boy to speak of something he knew, and should have kept silent about? A sense of uneasiness came like the twilight into Morg’s mind. Would this winter be like the others? Or would it perhaps bring trouble into their lives?

				Somewhere nearby, little Lidi was grizzling softly, tired out at last. The weary straggle of people lurched on, towards the place where, beneath pale stars of evening, a calm lake awaited placidly the first cold winds of winter.
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				The first probing fingers of the unrisen sun smeared pale green streaks low above the horizon, and a sharp breeze hustled the lake mist, teasing it into shreds which slid ghostly up the reedy bank and drifted away between the trees. The shore here consisted of a wide, swampy reed bed which extended to where a slight rise in the terrain provided firmer ground for the birches.

				Upon this swamp, a large square platform of criss-crossed birch boughs had been laid. When the thick growth of reeds was rippled by the wind, the platform looked like a huge raft, adrift on a turbulent sea of green. Upon the dry deck of this platform stood seven low huts, made by throwing animal skins over a framework of boughs. These houses seemed poised for imminent collapse; as though the thong-lashed frames could barely support the weight of the skins upon them.

				The platform had been here for many years, occupied in the winter months, abandoned each summer, its huts, flayed of their skins, crouching like gaunt skeletons beside the water. Each autumn, when the people returned, they found their platform partly settled into the thick ooze, so that here and there on the deck, shallow depressions had become muddy puddles, the boughs at these points rotten and black. Sometimes, they would find that a hut-frame had collapsed; perhaps in a summer storm, or perhaps pushed over by one of the many animals which came here in the spring, to sniff out food scraps left by the people.

				Then, the work of repair would be done. It would occupy many hours, and when it was done the people would be ready to face another winter. This time, though, they had reached their village in the dark, and had been forced to throw skins over swaying frameworks. Tilde, the fire-carrier, had laid her precious flame among a heap of hastily gathered bark and twigs, and, except for Modd, left to tend the fire and to keep a watch, the people had thrown themselves down to sleep, oblivious of their damp floors and precarious roofs.

				Now, as dawn approached, Modd, squatting close to the grey ashpile of the fire, raised his shaggy head from his chest, shook it to dispel the mists of fatigue, and, grunting, pushed the tip of his spear into the fire, so that a shower of sparks crackled up and, caught on the breeze, went spinning away across the platform. He had stirred up a shoal of small flames which now he fed with handfuls of dry twigs. The wind gusted, blowing on the embers, so that the hunter’s leathery face became suffused with an orange glow. He shuffled his feet as near to the heat as he could, and sat watching the wind-patterns on the grey water.

				In his father’s hut Gyre lay, sprawled across a scattering of skins on the damp floor. He lay on his stomach; one arm folded beneath him, the other flung out towards the creaking wall, the hand resting lightly on the fish-spear he had carried here in the night. There was a hole in the wall near his head where two skins failed to meet, and the moaning of the wind as it came sighing into the dank interior penetrated the heavy layers of sleep in Gyre’s head, so that he grunted, sighed, and slowly opened his aching eyes. He could make out the huddled shape of his mother, dark against the far wall. Her arm was flung limply across the tiny bundle that was Gyre’s baby brother, Pab. All this was familiar, yet Gyre felt instinctively that there was something unusual stirring. His wiry body, tuned by constant danger to instantaneous reaction, tensed; his hand tightened round the puny spear.

				He lay for a moment, unbreathing, until he identified the exact position of a faint rustling in a dark corner, accompanied by heavy breathing. Then he rolled and came to his knees, his spear arm over his head for a lunge or a throw. He froze.

				In the corner crouched three men. The nearest was Gyre’s father, Gawl, who now leaned towards the boy, and made urgent signs that he was to be silent, and lie down again. Then he turned back to his two companions, Alpa and Trond, whom Gyre had also recognised. These two, he knew, always stayed close to Gawl when the men hunted. They admired his father’s daring, and considered him the finest hunter in the village. Now, as Gyre sank back to the floor, the three began talking in hushed voices.

				Several times during the past few days, these three had met briefly, and whispered words had been exchanged. Sometimes it had happened in the evenings, while the people sat at their fires in the summer hills; sometimes they had walked together, a little behind the other men, when they left for a hunt: and once, they had come, as they had now to Gawl’s shelter, but this had been in the evening, when the men often visited the shelters of their friends, and there had seemed nothing strange in the meeting – except to Gyre. Gyre had been sitting on the ground, his back against the skin wall outside his father’s flimsy summer shelter. The men had approached from another direction, and had not noticed him there. He had heard them go into the hut, but had thought little of it, until he heard Alpa say, in a loud, insistent whisper:

				‘You know, Gawl, that you are the one most fitted to lead us; the chief is old, and he and his followers must be swept away.’

				Gyre had got up then and walked softly away; it had been obvious to him that such words are not said to be overheard, by anybody: but he had kept them within himself, turning them over and over in his mind; seeing at length how they tied in with the numerous furtive meetings which had taken place among the three men.

				Now, though he strained his ears with all his concentration he could make out nothing that was said. There was only a low murmuring with occasionally a sharp exclamation. What would these three do, he wondered, if they knew that he, Gyre, was already aware of what they were discussing? And further – here a wave of cold dread washed through him – what would they do if they knew how, in anger, he had blurted their intention to Morg? The remembrance of his foolishness yesterday now took possession of his mind, so that he was hardly aware of the three earnest talkers in the gloom. Had Morg told anyone? His father? Perhaps Morg had taken his words as mere boasting; as a way of frightening a stronger adversary. Gyre hoped that this was so. If not, then perhaps the chief and his friend were already aware of the plot which was hatching; and if that were so, then it would go very badly for Gawl and his followers when they came out in the open, expecting the advantage of surprise. They might die; at best, they would be overpowered, and probably banished from the community.

				Gyre had a moment of indecision, when he wondered whether it might be best to go to the chief and tell him what was happening. There would be banishment for all the plotters, and their families. But at least the men’s lives would be spared.

				When he thought about his own life after banishment, though, he shuddered, and rejected this idea. He would be sent away, to live among those he had betrayed. How infinitely better to let things go on; to have the chance to be the son of a chief! In that moment, though they did not know it, the three warriors gained an ambitious young ally.

				Across the platform, in the hut of Daf, Morg lay; sleepless. All night he had lain, turning this way and that on the creaking boughs. Gyre’s words echoed in his head.

				‘Soon, both will be swept away. Then we shall see who brings who to the earth.’

				The ranting of a furious boy? Words ground out in anger, to deaden a small boy’s jealousy and humiliation? Or something more?

				He stared at his father’s back, where the big man lay heavily near the far wall. He would be thought foolish, running with tales to Daf, about the spiteful bickerings of boys at play. If Daf was to become chief soon, then he, Morg, would be a chief some day too. Was this the way for a future chief to behave – to be frightened into sleeplessness by the words of a child?

				He saw in his mind the slight figure, twisting away through the trees; he snorted, shrugged, and turned over.

				Then he thought of Old Gart. Gart was by far the oldest of all the people; older, even, than the chief himself. He would have been chief long ago, if he had not had a twisted body since his youth, when he was savaged by the great beast. Now, he sat each day beside his fire, shaping flint points in his gnarled hands, or grinding the red stone for pigment; and at night, with the people close around him in the fire-glow, he would tell over and over stories of long ago; of the days he could recall when the great tusked beast with its shaggy red hair still could be found at its ponderous grazing in the swampy places. His frail body would rock with emotion as he relived ancient hunts, and remembered friends long gone. Gart was old. Gart was wise. Gart would know what to do.

				Fastening his garment about him, Morg moved silently to the low doorway, and emerged, crouching, into the cool dawn.

				The huts trailed long shadows across the platform, and Modd, his cold bones aching for the first warmth, watched as the boy trod silently upon the birches; passing the still quiet hut of the chief, and making towards the shelter of Old Gart, which stood at the edge of the water, near to the landing platform where the dugouts lay upside down. Morg did not glance towards Modd, or make any sign, and after gazing after him for a moment, the warrior shrugged and turned back to tending his fire. He was puzzled, in a vague sort of way. There had been much early morning coming and going today; while it was yet barely light, he had seen Alpa and Trond meet beside Trond’s shelter; a few muttered words, and the two had moved off towards Gawl’s hut. Now Morg was on the move, too. After such a journey as they had come, everybody should have been deep in the sleep of exhaustion: Modd wished he had had the chance to sleep so.

				‘If I had,’ he thought, ‘I would not have been creeping around in the dawn.’

				He yawned, stretched, and tossed a handful of twigs into the flames.

				Morg came near to Old Gart’s hut, and paused. Faint, regular breathing was the only sound that reached his ears: the old man was still sleeping. Morg crouched in the entrance, silent, until his eyes adjusted themselves to the gloom, and he could see the ancient warrior, lying twistedly among a pile of skins on the uneven floor. He crawled inside. At Morg’s light touch, the old fellow awoke with a start, his hand groping instinctively for a weapon.

				‘It is I, Morg,’ whispered the boy urgently. ‘I must speak with you.’ Old Gart sat up stiffly, rubbing his eyes with bony fists.

				‘What?’ he yawned. ‘What ails you that it must be spoken of at dawn, with an old man, in a fire-less shelter?’

				Morg told swiftly the events of the previous day.

				‘Please advise me, old man,’ he concluded. ‘Should I tell my father and risk appearing foolish, or keep quiet and hope that I am worrying about nothing?’

				Gart was silent for a while. He sat with his hands clasped in his lap and gazed steadily at the boy. Then, in a voice that rattled softly, like dry reeds underfoot, he spoke.

				‘Some day, Morg, as you have said, you will be chief among our people. When that day comes, you will begin to understand the loneliness of your position: every decision will be yours, in the government of the people, and each decision will carry with it the possibility of disaster. By that time, Morg, Old Gart will have dwelt long among the lost ones. Tell me; to whom will you turn, then, for guidance?’

				Morg was silent; his eyes upon the tattered skins before him on the floor. Gart waited. At length the boy looked up into the shrivelled face, and replied: ‘When that day comes, old man, I will be my own counsel.’

				Old Gart looked at him steadily.

				‘Then begin now, boy. You will find, when you quietly think about your choices, that you are not quite alone. There is something within you which will tell you what you should do: a voice, so small and so distant that, unless you take the time to listen quietly, you will never hear it.’

				Morg nodded.

				‘I will listen, old man,’ he said, softly. He made to rise; the old man restrained him with a hand.

				‘While you are listening, Morg,’ he whispered, ‘ask this question, silently, in your head. Am I, perhaps, unwise to put my chief and all his people into possible danger, so that I might not make myself appear foolish?’

				Morg nodded again, slowly, and got to his feet. Gart’s eyes followed him, as he crouched to the doorway.

				‘And Morg,’ the old man called after him, gently. Morg turned. The old eyes smiled a little in the gloom.

				‘Even the chief asks Old Gart, sometimes.’

				Morg, smiling, nodded again and went out.

				The sun burnt heavy on the eastern horizon, and rose, sluggishly. Wisps of orange-tinted mist whirled with the breeze across the choppy water. The cooking-fires burned low, as the women scraped the remaining food scraps out of their rough, earthen jars with sticks. When this was done, the three daughters of the village, Ela, Cyl (who was Morg’s sister), and tiny Lidi, would carry all the jars to the water’s edge, and rinse them out, scrubbing the insides with handfuls of dead reeds. The morning meal was over.

				The five hunters met briefly, weapons in hands, before striding off, in single file, towards the dense birch forest. Gyre, sitting near the low fire before his father’s hut, watched them go. Daf, as always, was in the lead, his long keen spear ever at the ready, his shrewd eyes alert for possible danger. Gyre’s mouth grimaced faintly, but his eyes smiled. He was not sure what was going to happen today, but he knew that something was; and his remembrance of what he had overheard led the boy to suspect that tomorrow, perhaps, he would sit here and see his own father lead the men off into the forest.

				‘Then,’ he thought exultantly, ‘then, I shall know what it feels like to be the son of a leader; to know that some day I will be a leader, also. And Morg can watch them go, and know what I have felt all my life – if he lives.’

				This last thought sent a surge of hatred through Gyre’s breast, so that he repeated the words in his head, ‘If he lives.’

				Morg was not watching the men. Standing quite still, in the shadow of Daf’s hut, the tall youth gazed at Gyre. He did not miss the grimace; the glint in the boy’s eyes. Neither was the faint, unconscious movement of Gyre’s lips lost to him, though he could not tell what was said. He watched, until the younger boy rose, ducked into his father’s hut, and emerged with a fish-spear, with which he walked off with a jaunty air towards the edge of the platform. Then, taking his own fish-spear, Morg moved quietly into the reeds, at a point some distance from the place where Gyre had taken to the marsh.

				The footfalls of the five hunters barely disturbed the morning quiet as, in single file, they moved through the trees. Daf, as always, was in the lead. Gawl, Alpa and Trond came behind him, and Modd brought up the rear. They moved quietly, and their long shadows went before them, gliding through the twisted shadows of the trees. A damp smell rose from the ground. Presently, Daf came to a place where a narrow track wound away into the bracken that grew, at this point, thickly between the trees. Here, he stopped. This track was a pig-run; a track taken by wild pigs as they moved in herds from rooting-ground to watering-place, and back again. The other men came up with him, and they spoke together in low voices. Not far from the spot where they stood, they knew, was an open, marshy place, where wild pigs were often to be found feeding. It was towards this place that the pig-run led. Daf motioned to Trond and Alpa.

				‘Circle quietly until the feeding place is between you and this run. We three will conceal ourselves beside the run. When you are at the right place, move noisily towards the feeding pigs, striking the trees with your spears, and making loud noises with your voices. When the pigs come down the run, we will be waiting with our spears.’

				Trond and Alpa hesitated, looking at each other, then at Gawl. Gawl spoke.

				‘Let me go with them,’ he said. ‘The greater the noise, the more frightened will be the pigs, and one man on each side of the run is enough to do the killing.’

				‘Go then,’ said Daf. ‘And beware the old boar, who might not run from you, but charge you.’

				Daf and Modd watched, until the three had slipped away, and then, spears at the ready, they melted noiselessly into the bracken on either side of the run.

				Gawl went only far enough into the trees to ensure that Daf and Modd could neither see nor hear him, and then he stopped, and spoke to his two companions.

				‘Now is the time. Those two will lie in wait for the pigs that never come, and when they return to the platform, it will be ours.’ Trond’s face wore a worried look, and his hands were restless on his spear-haft.

				‘I say that we should kill them here in the forest,’ he argued. ‘Daf will never accept you as chief. He will always be a danger to you.’

				Gawl shook his shaggy head.

				‘No. Daf is liked by the women and children. To kill him would make more enemies. We will hold Morg, and force Daf to accept me as chief before all the people, or to accept banishment. He must serve me, having once sworn to it, for that is our way.’

				‘Also,’ said Alpa, ‘we need Modd and Daf to hunt for us, if we are to feast well until the warm time.’

				Gawl laughed.

				‘How good it will feel, to make him follow where he has led all his life.’

				‘Be wary of him,’ warned Trond, ‘for he is wise.’

				‘He is old and grown slow,’ sneered Gawl. ‘And now, quickly, back to the lake. I grow impatient to see our sickly chief on my spear-point.’

				And the three plotters, strung out in single file, ran swiftly between the trees, and their shadows, shorter now, flitted along behind.

				The pike oared its lazy way between the reed stems, its striped back blending with the rippling shadows that played along the shallow water. Morg, spear poised, stood heron-like among the reeds, and watched. The tension in his upraised arm caused the ivory point of his spear to tremble slightly, and tiny, sun-shot ripples lapped at his chilled ankles. The long fish cruised closer, seeking food. The boy could see the ugly snout, where the teeth protruded unevenly. An indolent flick of the tail brought the pike to within an arm’s length of his feet. Morg lunged. The water erupted, as he followed through, pushing the spear through the fish and into the silt beneath: pinning his victim and holding it, writhing and threshing, to the lakebed. Letting go the shaft with one hand, he groped for the smooth stone axe at his belt and, lifting it again and again, battered the life out of his impaled victim. When the great fish was still, he lifted it, on the spear, clear of the water, and carried it, twitching, to the platform. Squatting beside it, he used his flint knife to disengage the barbed spear-point from the flesh. The point, he noticed, had lost its tip, and would need reshaping. The fish was a good one; long and plump. He laid it beside the two smaller fish he had speared, and glanced along the platform’s edge, to where Gyre stood half hidden in the reeds. The boy seemed intent on his fishing, and did not look up. Morg stood, rehung the axe and knife on his belt, and slipped back into the chilled shallows with his damaged spear. The water now was clouded yellow here, because of the pike’s struggling, and Morg, crouching in the reeds, moved along the rim of the platform towards where Gyre fished. He stopped when less than a stone’s throw from the younger boy, and resumed his vigil; Gyre had not noticed his approach.

				The sun climbed the pale sky. Splashes of light danced on the water, and Morg screwed up his aching eyes and turned them landward for rest.

				Gawl was on the platform.

				Gawl! Morg caught his breath, and sank soundlessly among the reeds. Gawl was in the shadow of Daf’s hut, and his spear was in his hand. Morg’s mother squatted on the other side of the hut, pounding roots, but it was towards the chief’s hut that Gawl was gazing. Before the door of that hut, Tilde was sitting, working on a wolfskin. Gawl was halfway across the space between the two huts, going at a quiet lope, before she saw him. She screamed, and rolled to one side as the hunter lunged at the doorway with his spear.

				On the other side of the platform, where Alpa’s hut stood, Trond and Alpa appeared, making towards the lodge of Old Gart. As Gawl threw himself at the entrance to the chief’s hut, these two entered the hut of the old man, spear-points probing before them. Morg saw Reda, the woman of Alpa, standing horrified beside her hut, both hands to her mouth. Lidi, puzzled, clung to her mother’s robe.

				Morg, otter-like, moved oily-smooth through the ooze. No ripple marked his path, and he caused no reed to sway. His eyes were on Gyre. Gyre, who now stood, gazing towards the platform, visions of power in his head.

				A cry from the chief’s hut.

				‘Now! Now he dies, and Gawl, my father, is chief!’

				No. Gawl emerged, and his spear was unblooded. Trond and Alpa, coming into the sunlight, blinked owlishly, and their spears too were clean. Gawl, holding Tilde fiercely, shouted, ‘Where is he? Where are they?’

				And Morg, creeping closer, rose like a wraith behind Gyre, who was now moving, uncertain, towards the platform. The three hunters stood irresolute, glancing wildly this way and that, and seeing only confused women and placidly staring children. Tilde crouched sobbing by the hut’s wall where Gawl had thrown her.

				Gyre froze, as something cold and keen settled with a steady pressure on the skin of his neck. Crouching behind, both hands on the spear haft, Morg hissed, ‘Drop your spear, and get you on to the platform; but slowly, or you will go to the lost ones today!’

				The three plotters whirled as Gyre, prodded by Morg, pulled his feet out of the mud, with a sucking sound, and stepped on to the platform. Morg’s spear-point never wavered. Gyre looked afraid into his father’s eyes, and saw fear there also.

				Morg prodded the boy to within a short distance of the three, who stood now close together, darting nervous glances in all directions, and holding their spears in defensive positions. The women and children had moved close to their own huts; mothers held children fast, to keep them from going too close to the men.

				Alpa spoke, urgently.

				‘We have been tricked. They knew of our plan. Let us take our women and children and go, Gawl, before the others come back.’

				‘No!’ Gawl snapped. ‘The others will not return until the sun is in its descent.’

				He turned to Morg.

				‘You cannot stand thus for ever, boy. There are three of us, and none to help you. Put up your spear.’

				Morg shook his head.

				‘Move but one step towards me, and your son will die.’

				‘Gawl! Let us be gone, for we have failed. Let us keep at least our lives!’

				This from Alpa. Gawl snarled.

				‘Our lives! Who will take our lives? The chief? Old Gart? Where are they? This boy?’ He pointed at Morg sneeringly. ‘Modd and Daf? They are far away, hunting pigs that are not there! Morg, put up your spear, and show us where the chief is hiding. You will not be harmed if you obey me now!’

				Morg was watching the three men closely.

				‘You will neither come closer, nor try to leave, if you wish Gyre to live.’

				He jabbed with his spear, so that Gyre’s head jerked forward, and he cried out.

				‘When our chief shows himself to you, it will be to judge you,’ said Morg. His eyes were fixed on Gawl as he said this, and he failed to notice when Trond took two sidelong steps to his left, and stopped. Gawl saw his comrade’s move, though, and taunted Morg, to keep his attention.

				‘You, a mere whelp, thinking to hold at bay three men who hunted while you wailed in your mother’s arms, and dribbled bubbles of her milk down your chin!’

				Morg, stung, his face reddening, flared: ‘Step forward, Gawl, if you doubt the quickness of my spear. Your son has no such doubt.’

				The hunter sneered, and made as though to advance. Morg tensed, and Gyre cried out again as the bone tip bit into his neck. Trond moved again, stealthily. Now he was no longer in front of Morg, but well to one side.

				‘You are a child, a baby,’ laughed Gawl. ‘Your spear is less quick than your temper. You will die in your first hunt, from acting in haste.’

				Morg bit his lip, and grated, ‘No, Gawl. That is your weakness, that you act in haste, and without thought. If it were not so, you would not now be standing thus, awaiting your fate.’

				Trond, moving again to the side, raised his spear to throw. A woman screamed. Morg whirled, saw the throw, flung himself violently to his right. The spear flashed past his shoulder; he crashed to the bough-floor, rolled, and raised his head, to find himself gazing at the spear-tips of Gawl and Alpa. His own weapon lay uselessly out of reach.

				‘Now, puppy: the chief’s hiding-place, and speak quickly,’ snarled Gawl.

				Morg pulled himself slowly to his feet. The two spears followed his slightest move. He gazed defiantly into the face of Gawl, and said quietly, ‘I have no words to give you. Kill me; for I would sooner die than live under your leadership.’

				Gyre, smarting from his recent humiliation, had retrieved his fish-spear, and now stepped forward, brandishing the weapon.

				‘Let me ask him, Father,’ he hissed. ‘I will make him tell me.’

				Gawl smiled, without mirth.

				‘Ask him!’ he growled.

				Gyre advanced, his bone tip pointed at the older boy’s chest.

				‘Now is the time to feel the horns of the little elk,’ he grated, ‘and to ask his mercy.’

				Morg looked into the hate-distorted face before him, and tensed himself. The spears of Gawl and Alpa were sharp in his back. There was no retreat.

				Gyre said, ‘If you do not answer me, then I will do what I have so long wanted to do to you, Morg. I will see you on the ground, on your knees. And you will ask only to die quickly.’ As he spoke, the boy held the point hard against his enemy’s chest, and twisted it this way and that. Morg set his teeth, and made no sound.

				Trond had picked up his thrown spear, and now stood uneasily nearby, glancing alternately at the silent women by their doorways, and at the forest’s edge.

				‘Gawl!’ he said urgently. ‘There is not time for this. If we are not in command here very soon, then the other two will return, and we will be lost.’

				Gawl nodded.

				‘You are right, my friend,’ he said grimly.

				He moved so as to confront Morg. Gyre, reluctantly, stepped aside, and withdrew his spear-point. It was red at its tip, and blood trickled from a small wound in Morg’s chest.

				Gawl raised his spear, and said, ‘This, puppy, is your last chance to save yourself. Tell us where the chief is hiding, or die.’

				Morg looked steadily at him. A mixture of hatred and fear showed in the hunter’s eyes, and the boy knew that Gawl would kill him now.

				There came a half-smothered sob from the direction of Daf’s hut, and the boy looked across into the anguished face of his mother, where she stood with Cyl, his sister. Her voice came brokenly.

				‘Oh, Morg! You are still a boy . . . You do not have to take this upon yourself. Your father would not have you die for his sake, and neither would our chief . . . and yet, I know that you will do that which seems right to you.’

				She drew one hand across her tear-stained face. Morg said, ‘You know what I must do, my mother. I will tell them nothing.’ He was breathing rapidly; there was a drum inside his head, and he felt sick. ‘I will tell you nothing,’ he gasped, and closed his eyes.

				Gawl’s arm went back; Alpa, behind Morg, moved to one side. From this range, the spear would go right through.

				‘No!’

				On the very point of his lunge, Gawl heard, and held. Morg, trembling, opened his eyes, blinked the moisture out of them, and turned them in the direction towards which all eyes on the platform were turned.

				In the fringe of the forest, two figures moved. Both moved slowly, and one came with an awkward, dragging gait: Old Gart, following his chief into captivity. Morg groaned. Gawl turned instantly back to the boy, his spear steady. Without again turning from Morg, he called to Alpa and Trond, ‘Bring them here to me. Quickly!’

				The two loped across the platform, to where the old men stood, waiting resignedly. They were marched in at spear-point, Old Gart being urged by vicious jabs of Alpa’s spear. When they were near, the chief spoke to Gawl.

				‘You have what you wanted; release the boy.’

				Gawl laughed again; his humourless laugh.

				‘The boy will be of further use to me, when his father returns,’ he said. ‘As for you, and that old cripple,’ he nodded towards Gart, ‘you are of no further use to anybody, and have not been for some time. Now you will die.’

				He pointed to the criss-crossed boughs at their feet.

				‘Kneel,’ he ordered.

				Slowly, and somehow, with dignity, the chief knelt. His keen gaze was fixed upon Gawl’s eyes, and it never wavered. Old Gart sank down, with difficulty, because of his twisted body. The eyes were bright in his brown, withered face, and he looked at Gawl with something resembling pity.

				‘You are a man of much skill, and little wisdom,’ he croaked. ‘You will never be a great leader, because you have no respect for the voice of experience, and no regard for the real welfare of the people. You are strong, and you think that this is the same as being right. I am sorry for you; but I am more sorry for these.’ He waved a scrawny arm towards the women and children nearby. ‘Our people, whom you will lead to their end.’

				Gawl only sneered.

				‘Your last words, old fool. When next we hear your voice, it will be moaning in the trees, when we sit around our fires in the night.’

				He turned to Trond and Alpa.

				‘Make ready!’ he snapped.

				The two hunters stood behind the kneeling elders, and raised their spears. Morg stiffened, looking desperately towards the forest. Nothing stirred there. He glanced around the platform. The women stood silent; powerless to intervene. Gyre motioned towards him with the fish-spear, his eyes filled with mockery. Gawl was watching his comrades, but his spear remained steady over the boy’s heart. Trond and Alpa looked towards their leader, spears poised. Gart and the chief bowed their heads. Gawl allowed a moment to elapse, savouring his moment of triumph: then he nodded.

				‘Now!’

				There came the sickening thud of a spear driven home, followed at once by a scream, long and tearing. Alpa, falling forward across Old Gart, clawed at the haft that protruded rigidly from his side. Trond, his kneeling victim forgotten, whirled to face the armed man bounding towards him, and, recognising Daf, threw down his spear, and held out his empty hands in surrender. Modd, armed now only with an axe, hurled himself at the stunned and motionless Gawl. Gawl, jerking into frenzied action, turned from Morg and advanced his spear to impale the running figure. Morg sprang, his arms closing around the hunter’s powerful waist. Caught off balance, Gawl tottered sideways, recovered, and battered with his spear haft at the boy’s head. Modd, jinking around the now wavering point, was upon him. Morg rolled clear, felt a sharp, burning pain in his shoulder, and rolled again. The slender fish-spear haft broke off against the boughs beneath him, and he saw through a mist of pain Gyre, a heavy axe raised above his head, teeth exposed in a snarl in the hatred-maddened face. The axe descended. Morg flung himself aside, and Gyre staggered as his blow failed to connect. Lashing out with his foot, Morg caught the smaller boy on the side of the head, and he fell. Morg threw his body across that of the fallen Gyre, pinning him down. The pain in his shoulder made his head swim, and there came into his mind a picture from yesterday: Gyre, squirming on the forest floor, impotent and furious beneath his heavier comrade.

				‘Comrades no longer,’ thought Morg, dimly, ‘and no game this time, little elk.’

				His right arm seemed useless; he could not feel it. Wriggling atop the wildly threshing boy to keep from being thrown clear, he groped with his other hand for the axe at his belt and, with his remaining strength, brought it down twice on the jerking head beneath him. Gyre subsided, and lay still.
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