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Fiction which deals with the theories of the social sciences has the ability 

to overcome a problem endemic to scientific model-building; namely, the chasm 

between subjective experience and its meaning, expressed in systems of symbols. 

While scientific theories cannot maintain their integrity if they include elements of 

fiction, fiction can embody scientific models. Works of science-fiction risk a lack 

of emotional appeal, however, when the details of scientific models take 

precedence over their significance to characters. 

This thesis includes an original science-fiction novella entitled "The Hunted" 

and accompanying commentary which illustrates how anthropological fiction can 

use characterization, setting, and conflict to build effective inter-subjective models. 
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INTRODUCTION 

"The Hunted" is a work of anthropological fiction presented here in order 

to illustrate how fiction can explore philosophical or scientific models without 

causing the work's literary value to deteriorate. For the purposes of this 

discussion, I will define opposing genre categories of science-fiction (SF) and 

social-fiction, where the latter refers to works which deal primarily with 

characters and their internal or social problems. I will use a stereotypical 

definition of SF which loosely defines it as a form of fantastic literature 

thematizing scientific models. In fact, the status of SF as fantastic literature is 

largely nominative; a story need not entail a bizarre setting or extraordinary 

occurrence to have a scientific theme, nor does the use of unreality 

automatically confer the genre label of fantastic literature upon the work as a 

whole. Such nomenclatural boundaries are all ill-defined. Yet, a tendency 

toward both fantasy and an emphasis of grand designs over personal 

experience do seem predominant in science-fiction. I can therefore distinguish 

my objective from the base-line definition of SF by terming it "social-science-

fiction" (SSF) or "anthropological fiction." 

Too great a concern for large-scale models can endanger a fictional 

work's emotional intensity. Unrealistic settings and circumstances do not 

typically promote awareness of the complex psychologies of characters. After 



all, literature which deals with people has the power to affect people more 

deeply than that concerned with intellectual topics. When a work focusses too 

heavily on scientific rather than personal problems, readers find themselves in a 

world which remains less psychologically complex, and so the text provides 

escape rather than depth. In such cases, fictional works add nothing to the 

ideas they explore; they have the status of treatises in the clothes of metaphor. 

This type of writing stands in marked contrast to social-fiction, which engages 

the subjective reader through inspiring empathy for the equally subjective 

experiences of characters. The lack of emotional intensity described here is a 

common short-coming of SF which I attempt to address in my work. I wish to 

imaginatively add meaning to the life-world, not allow escape from it. 

The goal of social science is the production of large-scale models. SSF 

is correspondingly a sub-genre of science-fiction rather than a third independent 

category. However, the cultural subject matter of social science implies that 

SSF possesses an innate opportunity to avoid the impersonality of its parent 

genre. This modification can be accomplished through "humanizing" the use of 

characterization and by choosing social themes which entail profound personal 

conflict. Such a format not only makes the work more engaging, but inevitably 

strengthens the social model as well. The final section of this work is a 

brief commentary describing the techniques which "The Hunted" employs for 

characterization, narrative structure, use of the fantastic, and presentation of 

anthropological themes. I do not include a detailed discussion of 



anthropological or literary symbolism, because this element of the story is 

unrelated to the present problem. I consider the story's quality to rely on the 

tightness of fit between its text and my aims as set forth in the commentary and 

this introduction. Do characters receive sufficient development to engage the 

reader on a personal level? Do inter-personal and ecological conflicts form a 

consistent and believable set of circumstances? Finally, does a coherent model 

of this microcosm emerge which resembles the one presented in the 

commentary? Since the commentary describes my own constructive process, it 

is unlikely that readers will arrive at this interpretation in detail. However, the 

framework of its existential and social positions should be independently evident 

in the text. Criticism of "The Hunted" may serve to enhance understanding of 

technique, but should not be required for enjoyment or understanding of the 

story itself. 



THE HUNTED 

1 

[Nocturnal fears have faded. The tramping of hooves, the calls of birds, 

and all signs of approaching danger temporarily recede, creating a circle of 

clear ground ready for the hunt. 

Extending forward, there comes the taste of prey that is still unaware 

while frightened insects cling to tall blades of grass bending to either side. 

Contracting and striking down, fangs sink, hold, and empty poison sacs into 

the squirming rodent's neck. Its heartbeat and frenzy slow, then the head is 

found and taken in. 

When the quiet and comfortable bulge makes movement slow, there 

come heavy footfalls through the grass, but the approaching animal conveys no 

threat or hunger. It is a predator of other things. A minor touch brings the 

animal close, and it is surprised only for a moment to see the uncoiling grey 

and brown serpent sliding toward it. Extending a brief touch on its excessive 

mind allows sliding up the body to coil in safety over protecting shoulders.] 

"What are you, my friend?" With a calmness I cannot quite explain, even 

to myself, I stroke the serpentine coils draped lazily around my neck. Two 

slight teardrop-shaped indentions over its circular mouth remind me of vacant 

eye sockets, but are not. In fact, the creature does not seem to have eyes at 



all. I run a hand over its mottled brown skin, finding the distended stomach. 

"You're not hungry, anyway." The delicate play of furry tentacles exploring my 

face and neck delivers dual sensation, like touching two fingertips together. 

Then the serpent's head relaxes against my chest. 

Taken aback, I stare stupidly at the inscrutable animal. What is this? 

Telepathy? Are you hearing me? I get no response. Still, there is something 

different now in my sensation of being alive. It is like a nameless color has 

been added to the spectrum, but I can't see it. Maybe the serpent is trying to 

communicate with me, and I don't know it. 

"Well, sleep then, and I'll figure you out later. By the size of that hump, 

I'd say you'll be out of it for quite some time." Sweeping back strands of hair 

disheveled by the new arrival, I trudge .toward the hovering diamond-shaped 

gravitic gleaming in the morning light. My client, the safari hunter, glares at me 

from halfway down the retractable stairs which extend from the open hatch. He 

is a short, stocky figure with a fleshy face and narrow eyes beneath a fringe of 

gray hair. 

"What the hell is that thing?" 

"I'll let you know when I do." 

"You're not coming on board with it, I'll tell you." 

"Mr. Gore, that is my craft and I will fill it as I see fit. My contract states 

that I will guide you on this hunt, and that is my only responsibility. Now, shall 

we get started?" 
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He sniffs the air, as if this tells him something about the location of 

game. "Let's go." 

Once inside, I press a floor panel which causes the gangway to fold itself 

back into its niche below the deck. The transparent hatch locks shut and I 

follow Gore forward to the cockpit. As I take the gravitic out of Park, I 

simultaneously bring to life the two propellers which extend at angles over the 

craft's rear section. For some reason, I yawn constantly as we climb a hundred 

meters into the clear blue sky and speed over the jungle ceiling. The 

somewhat thin atmosphere limits forward thrust at higher altitudes, so that it 

becomes faster occasionally to angle beneath the tallest trees rather than 

climbing over their tops. 

Gore privately wonders if I am going to fall asleep as he scrolls through 

information on this planet's ecology. He skims through details of common 

game in favor of rare species which are found on this world alone. Their hides, 

skulls, meat, and so forth reward him with the most cash and prestige, the two 

things which still drive Phaeton Gore despite the fact that he already possesses 

more fame and fortune than any other interstellar game hunter. If he wished to 

bag only common imports, I would certainly never have approached him. 

The sun glares straight down through the tinted canopy when the craft 

dips momentarily beneath branches arching high over an ancient road. Our 

passage startles two stranded young humans and a tiny white furry ball that 

smells like food. Then we emerge once more into sunlight, climbing while I 



puzzle over my unexpected appraisal of the woman's pet. Simultaneously, I 

see the brilliant flash of the disappearing craft as viewed from the ground. You 

were responsible for that, weren't you? But there is still no response, and I feel 

as though I'm thinking words at empty space. I decide the serpent is an "it," 

not a "you." Even so, "it" is telling me something, whether intentionally or not. 

Gore scowls in annoyance as the gravitic banks sharply and turns 

around. "What are you doing?" 

"I think there are people back there. I'm going to see if they need help." 

"Back where? The scanner isn't showing anything but ground clutter." 

Once beneath the cavernous overhanging trees, I ignite the forward 

running lights and reveal a young couple running toward us. 

The young man sees me lit by the craft's interior as I gaze down at them 

from the hatchway. Briefly, he appraises the bizarre ornament draped around 

my neck. "Our ground car broke down a kilometer back and we don't have a 

radio." He is thin, of medium height, with soft and fleshy hands and face. He 

looks up at me with large brown eyes blinking behind wire-rimmed glasses that 

give him a faintly scholarly appearance. 

"Do you know where you are?" I ask. 

"Yes," the young woman says with an edge of false bravado. She is 

short, blonde, and appears anemic. The food animal's long arms cling about 

her neck and she clutches its body to her chest. 

"We're lost," the man amends. "Do you have a comm we can use to call 
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for help?" 

"It will cost several hundred credits to bring a gravitic out this far, you 

know." They exchange fearful glances. I wonder at the idea that anyone can 

become so lost beneath a sky that fills with stars every night. The stars fix 

one's position absolutely; all one needs is a little astronomy. "We'll be in Hai 

City in less than a week. I think coming with us is your best chance." 

"Oh," the girl says with relief, "we don't want to be any trouble." 

"Step back one meter and I'll lower the gangway." 

The furry white ball emanates the rhythmic waves of domestic sleep. 

We talk more as they follow me into the craft's middle compartment, 

located just aft of the cockpit where the quietly-fuming Gore peers around the 

back of his chair. As I make introductions, April feels it necessary to display 

her pet, Una, which blinks sleepily and uncomprehendingly from its bald pink 

face. 

I give the grand tour. We stand in an irregularly-shaped compartment 

whose aft boundary marks the point where the hull's depth allows for two 

distinct levels. The floor of the living area lies at the level of my chest and is 

ascended to by steps. Beside the steps there is a sliding panel which I open to 

reveal a cold lighted space 1.5 meters on a side. "The lower deck is divided 

into interlocking storage cubicals like this one which are also accessible 

externally and from overhead in the living area." After pointing out the fresher 

located across from the exterior hatch, we climb into the upper compartment. 



"Watch your head." The outer hull comes to a point at the far end of the 

triangular room. The line where these walls join slopes inward so that height 

likewise constitutes a triangular dimension. Only in the center can a tall 

humanoid stand erect. Overall, the design makes the craft cramped and highly 

streamlined. Our bedrolls lie unrolled on platforms which have been swung 

down from the hull to expose long rectangular windows. 

We still rest in the jungle's shadow, so that we move in a white 

florescent interior glow as I shuffle gear around to clear breathing space. 

Instructing Drew to stow his luggage below the deck, I deposit an additional 

sleeping roll onto the wide bench lining the forward wall adjacent to the 

entryway. Behind me, April's complexion becomes slightly green as she gazes 

at the racks of weapons and cutlery which surround her. Turning, I enjoy the 

look of abject terror on her delicate face. "What--" she says, unable to finish as 

she gestures helplessly at the gear. 

"As of three minutes ago, the two of you are on safari." Simultaneously, 

the odor of raw meat fills the compartment as Drew's search for storage space 

discovers the meat locker. For one brief instant, April mentally weighs her 

present plight against the one she has escaped. "But we're Vegans!" 

Drew squats on the brink of a pit from which clouds of cold steam rise. 

His intrigued mind tries to reconstruct the beasts whose dripping carcasses 

hang below his chilled face. 

"Did Mr. Gore kill and skin all these animals?" 
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"Some of them are mine," I say. 

He looks up at the two women-one amused, one terrified-and tries to 

reclaim a disrupted concept of womankind. 

Realizing suddenly the need for me to mediate between Gore and these 

young people, I emend myself. "But only a few small grazers. I'm just the 

guide. Phaeton Gore is actually an interstellar hunter of some renown. Of 

course, he'll tell you that himself." The floor is inlaid with identical panels and, 

closing those opened by mistake, I open others to reveal a shallow storage bin. 

"This trip, he's after quite a prize-a rare example of an indigenous species 

never exported to other worlds." 

"That's horrible!" moans April. 

"Yes, it is" I agree. 

"Then why did you let him hire you?" 

"April," interrupts an embarrassed Drew, "she has to make a living." 

"Anyway," I continue, "the game is something more mundane tonight. 

We travel south from the equator to a latitude where days are far shorter 

than nights, though the warm humid climate still prevails. The jungle gives way 

to a wide stretch of grassy savanna where a dozen rivers flow out of an empty 

horizon. A virgin rainforest appears, standing out like a desert oasis. It seems 

to hover for a long time near the edge of the world as we approach, but grows 

slowly for more than an hour until we finally are swallowed within its green 
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immensity and can finally judge its staggering heights. 

The faint vibrations of air and engines die, creating a noticeable quiet as 

I shut down the propulsion system and allow the gravitic to glide to a halt with 

fading inertia. The sky is visible only as intermittent patches of blue seen 

among heavily foliated branches two to four meters thick. The ground, 

hundreds of meters below, is not visible at all. Gently guiding the vehicle 

toward one of the larger branches, I set the gravities on park and call for Gore 

to secure the aft tether lines. As I drop from the hatch to the "ground," the 

couple already gaze down from the brink with joined hands while Gore ties off 

the first line. I take hold of the second line by the hand grip set into the hull 

and extract a length of flexicable which I wrap around one of the limb's 

offshoots, itself as thick as my torso. 

The orange ball which is Unuk al Hai Prime conceals much of its bulk 

behind kilometers of foliage near the jagged horizon. Nocturnal awarenesses 

awake everywhere as the last diurnal prey is killed. From far below rise the 

slow flopping noises of leviathan bodies who drag the prehistoric lethargy of 

their hunger into the deepest regions of the swamp. We stand for several 

minutes listening to their distant tremendous grunts and watching night birds 

taking to the air. From a distance, the gravitic is a giant shelled insect, a sight 

not so amazing to eyes accustomed to the swamp; more interesting are the tiny 

figures which it spawns, clawless arboreal infants born of a silver beast. 

"I can't eat that," announces April. She glowers down at the anonymous 
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cross-sections of alien anatomy roasting over the bed of coals within the 

metallic fire pit. "And neither can Drew." As the steaks brown, a breeze carries 

their smell across several densely-populated square kilometers. She tries to 

move up-wind of the smell, which sickens her, but the wind is fitful and seems 

to follow her. 

Gore shrugs and tears into the meat himself. "I don't see why not. This 

is a prime cut of animal you've turned up your nose at." 

"We don't eat meat. It is cruel to kill defenseless animals." 

"Defenseless!" 

"Humans do not require meat or animal products of any kind to survive. 

It is wrong to kill. Many higher forms of plant life can also be avoided." 

The safari hunter turns his disbelieving gaze from April to Drew's 

blushing downcast face. "Boy, do you take this crap from her?" Drew shrugs 

miserably. "You're a carnivore at heart, son," Gore continues, munching with 

bovine contentment. "We like to eat animal flesh heated to blood temperature. 

Hell, why live on roots and berries when you don't have to?" 

"That is perverse!" screams April. Something in the distance howls an 

inscrutable response. "You can't justify murder. It's wrong." 

"Why?" Gore asks simply. "Kid, I don't know who told you all that stuff, 

but I play the only game in town. If you don't want to follow the rules, then 

maybe you'd like us to drop you off right here and you can preach to the local 

fauna. Or maybe you should have stayed home in the first place." 
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Something inside April shatters like glass and she runs crying into the gravitic. 

Gore snorts. "Was it something I said?" 

"Home isn't a place she wanted to be reminded of," Drew says quietly as 

he stares into the dying fire. I ask why and he continues reluctantly. "Have 

either of you heard of the insurgency on Spica 6, the planet the natives call 

Simak?" Neither Gore nor I had. "It was a war, just like any other, I guess. I 

was part of the army of occupation that had to clean up the mess. April was a 

refugee who walked from the Southern Continent into the sector I was assigned 

to patrol." He remembers the endless procession of walking dead against the 

backdrop of nuclear winter. The strap of a rifle he had never fired bit into his 

neck and he transferred the gun impatiently to his shoulder as he knelt over the 

girl fallen in the road. Under his care, she recovered and slowly became pretty. 

It worries him now that she cannot remember those times, having re-invented 

both of their pasts, but he leaves well enough alone because he doesn't know 

the right thing to do. 

"That's too bad," says Gore. "I guess she feels like she's in a tough spot 

right now." All is quiet for a long moment, at least within the small circle of 

firelight. Then Gore speaks again. "Men are hunters, though. That's just a 

fact your girl has to learn to deal with. And I'm the best in the known galaxy. 

Phaeton Gore. Ever heard the name?" 

"I think I have," Drew muses. His gaze has remained fixed intently on 

the hunter since he began speaking. "There was something on the news when 



14 

I was a kid growing up in the Rigel system. I guess it was twenty years ago, 

Rigel time." 

"Rigel!" Gore laughs delightedly. "I'm from Rigel, too. You're from the 

same stock as me!" He lies back on his elbows, relaxing now with a belch of 

satiety. "Go ahead and take that last haunch there, Drew." 

The younger man carefully avoids looking at the looming craft floating 

behind us as he reaches gratefully for the steak. Guiltily, he rationalizes that 

April probably lacks sufficient provisions for both of them--all three of them--to 

eat for a week. 

"I'll never forget the day you're talking about," resumes the hunter, 

warming to this favorite topic. "That was my first big trophy, a Rigelian unicorn. 

They preyed on everything that moved, even the imports, even humans. I 

wasn't the first man to stalk the unicorns, but I was the last. It was a huge, 

ugly beast, and last of its kind. It changed me, right there and then. It was 

such a powerful animal, right up until the moment it keeled over and hit the 

ground. Power. Taking its power in a fair struggle. It was incredible, watching 

that huge body give up the ghost. It's good to have the memory of an 

experience like that." 

"Weren't you afraid of the Hunters' Guild laws?" I ask, curious to watch 

his response. 

"Guild be damned! I have the head on my wall and sold the hide for 

over a million credits." 
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"What's the Hunters' Guild?" Drew asks. 

"As I understand," I begin, "they are a trade association which works to 

protect indigenous species from off-world predators. For example, the animals 

in our freezer all belong to species which were imported at some point from 

other worlds. Gradually, they have become enough of a nuisance to the 

ecosystem that the government offers a bounty for their eradication. 

Sometimes locals or trophy hunters do the job. Other times, the Guild does, 

generally when the prey is too much for the local talent. Unlike hunters such as 

Mr. Gore, however, Guild hunters take trophies only as proof of a kill and never 

for prestige or sale. I've heard that the Guild can also be hired to enforce local 

prohibitions against poaching." 

"What could the Guild do against a safari hunter like Mr. Gore?" 

"Not a damned thing," Gore snorts with contempt. 

"I suppose the Guild hunter would do whatever she or he was hired to 

do. They could fine him or throw him in prison, I suppose. Guild hunters are 

expensive to hire, though, and planets who can afford them at all would only do 

so in an emergency." 

"Prison!" Gore laughs. "Is that how you think they work? The Guild is 

based in the Antares system. Do you know what lives on Antares five?" I 

shake my head. 

"They look a lot like these damned things!" Gore catches one of the 

swarming piercer insects which have emerged since sunset. It is full of animal 
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blood which oozes between his fingers as he squeezes it into pulp. "They don't 

know that kind of trite morality from shit. If they come hunting me, it will be with 

fire. That's one thing I respect about them. They get things done and no 

question about it." Climbing to his feet, he douses the smoldering embers and 

orders us to gather up our gear. 

Gore stares out the hatchway through light-intensifying binoculars. At his 

orders, I cause the gravitic to rise and drift just beyond the visual and olfactory 

range of any night wanderers. Mimicking the older man's attitude of 

concentration, Drew likewise peers out the hatchway through binoculars. 

Absently stroking the now barely-discernable lump in the serpent's coils, I 

stare disinterestedly at the jungle through the canopy. April completes the task 

of putting Una to bed and enters the cockpit, taking the co-pilot's seat. She is 

uncomfortable, feeling only slightly less frightened of me than of Gore and the 

world outside our artificial shell. "Does your pet eat a lot of bugs?" I ask in an 

effort to make conversation. But she looks shocked and I groan inwardly at the 

stupidity of even making the attempt. 

"I would never do that! Una eats the same things I do." 

"Pity," I say, losing interest in her. "That snout looks like it's made for a 

different diet." She makes no response and the craft grows silent except for the 
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occasional muttered words from the men behind us. 

"What's that crawling along the underside of the limb?" Drew asks 

tensely. 

"Nothing we want. The game we're after is bigger. Much bigger. 

However, when this little carrion-eater gets around to looking over the bait..." 

April lurches in her seat as the crack of Gore's rifle reverberates throughout the 

vehicle. 

"There. We'll let the blood smell attract the larger stuff." Nearly an hour 

passes before he speaks again. 

"Here we go." 

"My god! Is that a person?" 

"Of course not. It just looks a little like one because it is arboreal. 

Humanity's monkey mother. It doesn't mean anything." 

"But look at the way it moves... the way it looks around. Isn't it 

sentient?" 

"Beats me. Son, I've been on a hundred worlds. Mostly, it takes a lot of 

time and energy just to figure out which aliens are intelligent and which aren't. 

Frankly, I don't think it's worth the trouble. That thing's got opposable thumbs. 

So what?" Gore watches the beast squat on its heels and turn the carrion over 

using its hands. The killed animal is a many-legged furry ball which is engulfed 

by the beast's enormous hand. It stands erect to a height of more than three 

meters and walks bipedally back to whence it came. The binoculars fall around 
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the hunter's neck as he raises his gauss rifle. His view now centers cross-hairs 

on its black-pelted chest. 

I call up a library file on the species which Gore and Drew are observing. 

These alloprimates were imported by the first human colonists. Since their 

arrival millennia ago, the entire lot of them have become quite a nuisance for 

the native Haian population. The primates were used as semi-sentient labor 

such as the pulling of ploughs or ditch-digging. The practice was eventually 

deemed cruel and the alloprimates found themselves abandoned in the 

wilderness. The file also tells me that they are omnivorous. 

Seen relative to the familiar objects of the camp site, the creature is an 

immense distorted shadow cast on a slightly more visible backdrop. However, 

size loses what meaning it has in these inhuman surroundings. A booming 

tongue of fire causes the gravitic to once more surge against the anchor line. 

Gore knows instantly the shot is not lethal. The quarry screams, probably as a 

warning to others of its kind as well as from pain. The head turns in our 

direction, the direction from which it would have perhaps perceived thunder and 

lightning. It clutches its side and escapes vertically to a lower branch where it 

disappears. Gore shouts for me to take the craft in and I obey. He knows it is 

a strong animal and that tracking it will take most of the night. I ignite the 

running lights which now illuminate the site of scattered bones and scraps from 

our evening meal. These remnants were left to draw life from the forest, as 

they drew the carrion which lies discarded and splay-legged. As he watches 
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the scene draw near, Gore feels a tugging at his sleeve. "Let me come with 

you," Drew implores with a mixture of fear and curiosity in his eyes. The 

constant desire for worship struggles for an instant with the threat of a spoiled 

hunt before he finally says "Sure. You know how to use a gun, right?" 

Drew nods. "But I just want to watch." 

"Drew!" screams April, but he will not look at her as Gore loads him with 

gear before they both depart. She turns to me for support, but I only shrug and 

she lapses into morose silence. Finally, she moves into the living area to clutch 

the sleeping food animal whose dreams are filled with the attenuated ancient 

memory of insects rooted from rich-smelling soil. 

Carrying a sense of shame, Drew trails behind the older man. He 

worries about how to explain himself to April. The feeling which draws him 

behind Gore is something not to be spoken of to her; but the beautiful moral 

world she has built for them both leaves some vaguely-perceived voice within 

him unheard. In Gore's eyes, there is no sign of that uncertainty-the feeling of 

living in a body too large for one's self. Brushing away a stalk of wet leaves 

which leave streaks of water across his face, Drew places one foot carefully 

before the other in the pool of his handlight's illumination and allows the other 

man's vigor to draw him. 

Something strikes the roof heavily and rocks the gravitic. We crane our 

necks to peer along the aft hull to see a bulbous scaly creature spreading its 

stubby wings for balance. Its blunt toothy beak surveys the surroundings and 
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apparently finds them to be a suitable place to nap. When April screams, the 

wings come alive in startlement and carry the body awkwardly away. For once, 

I find myself concurring with April's reaction. Why should this bird-like thing 

inspire my flight response? In fact, I know I have to go outside now, though the 

coils around my neck writhe in protest: An ancient memory not even my own 

recognizes the bird. It is very rare, almost extinct, and would make a fine 

trophy if spotted by Gore. 

But how do I judge the thought not to be mine? It is only a vague feeling 

that it is the serpent who knows her. Now I cannot remember the lack of fear! 

Against my will--no, its will--l sever the bodily connection between the serpent 

and myself. 

[It is not time to hunt, and the bird still waits nearby. Unhungry animals 

are on either side. One of them must provide protection.] 

The serpent tries to climb my leg but I kick it away. 

[The remembered host provides no protection. The other one is 

frightened but moving towards it is safer.] 

For an instant, I can't move. The grotesque slithering thing is on me! 

How can she just sit there staring at me? Why is she doing this to me? 

Behind those cold eyes, she's thinking about something else. I'm afraid it will 

bite me if I touch it. The tentacles around its head are writhing. This feels like 

a nightmare; My inner scream comes out as a barely-audible moan. At last, the 

guide is reaching to take the snake off of me. 
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"I apologize, April," I say. "I did not know it would try to adopt you." 

April makes an unsuccessful effort to keep her voice steady. "Keep that 

thing away from me! Why did you do that, anyway?" 

I feel it again. It is not my knowledge, but that of the serpent. I give it 

voice. In me, it becomes the word "fear" and has a picture. Things come to 

me raw from the serpent and I cook them with images! You are such a 

powerful creature, serpent. What had been the scope of my imagination, you 

fill with real sensation. Yet, I am still human. I cannot know what you know, 

but must still think in my own language. Let me speak, then, and tell me to 

say. 

I reach out via the serpent's strange senses and find the bird, then find 

the hunters and their prey. All have moved within a dense veil through which I 

cannot maneuver the gravitic. Besides, its looming presence might disturb 

whatever balance will be achieved tonight. April begs me not to leave her 

alone while I gather up my gear. "I'll probably be back before dawn," I say and 

drop to the moss-covered limb. 

The darkness is an exotic carnival of animal sounds and heat and bestial 

half-awareness which surrounds me. The air is humid and never still; the great 

tree's frailer extremities move with intermittent currents of air. I find I do not 

need any aid in seeing, though it is pitch black. Somehow, I know where 

everything is by feel or smell or some other less-defined awareness. My 

senses are heightened. I feel the living cord beneath each confident step. I 
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know a hundred pairs of weary eyes gaze at me from all directions. I sense the 

keen blooded hunger of a predator hunting below and further ahead; Gore has 

followed the wounded primate's track and now comes to a halt where the prey 

has leapt to another disconnected place in an attempt to lose its pursuers. The 

alloprimate meanwhile tries not to make a sound as he climbs desperately up a 

vine not thirty meters away from them.. 

Senses keener than my own see me, taste me, and feel my every move. 

Overhead sits the hungry bird, hopping from perch to perch as it follows me. 

However, it refrains from striking because I do not look the way I smell; I am 

larger than she and walk instead of glide. She follows me like a moon and I 

keep her in my awareness as I judge the potential for she and Gore to meet. 

The dead fire lies behind me. I follow the primate's blood trail for fifty 

meters until it passes over another branch lying across this one. The trail 

continues on the far side, where the branch widens even further and descends, 

but I veer onto the second branch. Pushing my way through dense curtains of 

foliage, I move to a level where the bird hovers somewhere above my left 

shoulder and the two hunters are below my feet. 

Gore moves in a fever which through long years of experience has 

become an efficient ritualized form of killing. Within himself, he sees a world 

which lies an hour in the past, when the fleeing quarry created the signs which 

the hunter now seeks with the beam attached to his weapon. He has become 

more than human; he has become animal again. The dynamics of tracking 
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have merged with hunger, recreating the man as a wholly sentient predator. 

Walking slowly behind, Drew marvels at the other man's precise and 

confident progress. He watches as, from utter darkness, Gore extracts 

meaningful signs with his light: a ribbon of blood, a broken twig, claw marks 

where the creature climbed. As I watch the play of their hand lights far below, 

something changes inside Drew. Until this moment, he has leaned on the 

shelter of my vehicle or Gore's presence. But by degrees he has become 

absorbed in the problem of following the primate's course. At once, he realizes 

that he has forgotten his own vulnerability and nothing bad has happened as a 

result. He hefts the gauss rifle and shines his light idly around the arboreal 

maze, seeing something scurry in fright from the illumination's edge. He is a 

powerful intruder. He is crossing a competitive field and discovers an appetite 

for the sensation of this new confidence. 

There is a bloody print near his feet. "Gore," he calls to the hunter, who 

has briefly lost the trail. "He's crossed over there, I think." Drew points to a 

steeply rising branch which angles upward until it is a vertical column extending 

beyond the point his beam can reveal. Another limb projects from it thirty 

meters above them, however, and is immediately lost in a dense patch of 

foliage--the region through which I now travel, in fact. The entire network 

reminds Drew of the ruins of Unuk al Hai's ancient spaceport with its system of 

bridges. Meanwhile, Gore tries in vain.to contact me with his radio, desiring 

that I should arrive in the gravitic to lift them. I quickly mute the speaker on my 
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own hand set in case he hears his voice return to him from the night. 

At length, Gore turns off the radio in disgust. "We'll have to climb," he 

says amidst a stream of obscenities directed at me. Part of the swollen pack 

which he has forced Drew to carry includes a hammer and sack of pitons which 

Gore extracts, hammering one of the metal spikes into the tree deep enough to 

support his weight. He hammers a second piton slightly higher and so forth, 

slowly constructing a ladder. 

The image in Drew's mind of the Spaceport's oldest decaying sectors is 

startling. I halt in my tracks, perceiving the work of giant hands distant in time. 

There is the sense of purpose around me, of a faintly-glimpsed alien geometry. 

My hand gropes for one of these echoes and finds the juncture of two slender 

branches tied with vine. They were growing the trees with intention. I try to 

imagine the branch on which I stand as a slender stalk first bursting through its 

wrappings to develop in a specific direction; centuries ago, it must have been. I 

am in a green cave overarched with living terraces extending in all directions, 

hidden by their very nature in the forest. The entire area suddenly reveals itself 

as a rough model of the ancient port which the alloprimates were genetically 

programmed to construct. They are city-building animals, creatures possessing 

the instinct for civilization. 

A mewling sound escapes the beak of my familiar and she shuffles away 

from her post over my shoulder. She smells water. But she may also feel the 

threat of the wounded primate whose labored breath is now audible to me as 
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the creature completes its climb at the level where I stand motionless. I can 

see its course now, laid upon the newly-ordered image of the jungle. It wishes 

to reach the massive trunk behind me, but the limb is slender and I raise my 

rifle as its exhausted bulk barrels toward me. He freezes in shock when he 

registers my presence, momentarily becoming a black silhouette against the 

dappled grey jungle. Now he turns, fleeing back the way he came. He is slow 

and his failing strength forces him to descend even while the sound of 

hammering grows near. Above and behind me, the bird has found water in 

what is obviously a basin carved to collect rain. The destination of Gore's prey 

becomes clear when the bird is suddenly surrounded by a group of primates 

who have somehow remained invisible to me until the instant they fell upon her. 

There comes a torrent of blood upon the moss and stems from the beast's 

evisceration. Calls of triumph from the giant hunters echo shrilly and, from 

below, the wounded primate returns a low groan. 

Drew pauses in the fork of a tree. He turns slowly, his light searching for 

the sound source which seems almost at his ear. A single distant primate 

issues a questioning call, but there is no reply. The dancing circle of light 

discovers the game, a hulking mass of fur collapsed behind a screen of vines 

with no more than a dozen meters of empty space between them. Drew finds 

himself looking into a pair of pain-glazed eyes devoid of recognition. From 

higher up the piton ladder, Gore fires. His angle is bad, however, and the 

primate somehow finds enough energy to stumble to his feet. Drew can hear 
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Gore cursing and working his way into a better position, but his mind knows 

only the beast which is about to disappear. He raises his rifle, fixing the 

primate in the tunnel of his sights and firing. Once more the animal falls, this 

time crumpling over itself in a way that makes its death obvious. 

Everyone begins to move. Gore and Drew make their way toward the 

corpse while I descend to join them. The primates have become invisible 

again, but I know they are approaching fast. When I arrive, Gore has produced 

a saw and is cutting off the primate's head and hands for trophies. Drew 

stands up wind, looking away but still green. 

"Where have you been?" shouts Gore as he sees me materialize before 

him. 

"The secondary growth here is too dense to pilot the gravitic, so I came 

on foot. There are more alloprimates on their way. And they're dangerous." 

Gore grunts and drops the severed parts into a game bag. Leading the way 

along the shortest route back to the gravitic, I try in vain to detect some sign 

that the primates are watching us. Moments later, however, I suddenly think of 

the truncated hairy mass lying in a pool of blood and a howling wave begins 

around that point, then spreads until it engulfs us. The city-builders' screams 

seem to come from all directions at once. 

A blow to my head sends me almost over the brink and Drew fires a 

burst at the primate which has dropped in our midst. It tumbles past me into 

the abyss. We are all firing now at a horde of black and screaming shadows 
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while trying, too, to cut a path toward safety. My senses contract to a sphere of 

glinting teeth and eyes, the choreography of battle, and the overpowering smell 

of animal hair. Time stops or stretches out, I can't tell which, while the barrel of 

my continuously-firing weapon begins to glow with heat. 

By degrees, our shots come less frequently and finally cease. We listen 

for a moment to the intermittent patter of bodies falling distantly like over-ripe 

fruit. 

The gravities running lights direct us the rest of the way until I can see 

April's face in the window. Once inside, Gore raises the dripping sack 

triumphantly and looks at me with a feverish grin. "I want more of these 

tomorrow," he gasps, his frame heaving from exertion. "Twenty, at least, we 

got. In the morning maybe we can find some of the bodies. Maybe find where 

they came from." 

Drew's face is expressionless as he deposits his gear on the deck and 

climbs to the living area, followed by April, equally pale. As I strap myself into 

the pilot's seat, I notice a handgun from storage lying in the adjacent seat. 

After taking a few deep breaths, I clear my throat and ask "Where to now, 

Boss?" 

"I want to stay on the edge of this swamp for the night," calls Gore from 

the fresher. "We'll come back tomorrow." 

"You'll go alone, then. What just happened is something I don't need." 

"That's right. And this time I'll make the kill-in daylight with you staying 
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on the damned handset." 

Apparently unable to settle in one place, Drew wanders dazedly forward 

again, April still hovering like his conscience. "Why does he want another 

head?" he asks in a bewildered whisper. 

What should I tell him? In the fresher, Gore has removed his bloody 

clothes. He methodically washes his gutting blade and himself with the same 

heightened awareness of immaculate professionalism before dressing in new 

clothes. "Part of it is the money," I say at last. "He makes his living selling 

trophies. The Hai government offers decent cash for animals like that one 

because they prey on indigenous life." 

Drew looks dubious. "Is that all?" 

I do not answer. 

Hours later, hovering in an area'where the swamp vegetation gives way 

to open ground, Drew lies awake in his bedroll listening to Gore's snoring. He 

can tell from April's breathing that she is awake. 

"What are you thinking?" he whispers into her ear. 

She rolls over to face him and there are unsuspected tears on her face. 

April's metaphoric mind builds a jealous world from a dichotomy: the act of 

killing against the tidal forces of life and death. "Why did you go, Drew?" she 

whispers. 

"I just wanted to watch. I was curious." 
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Her world plays out the deeds of Drew and Gore and huge black dying 

shapes, all ill-defined ghosts because they are mental symbols of a reality she 

has not experienced. She watches, insubstantial, from some aerial perch, 

craving bodily awareness of her imaginings, fantastically straining to reify this 

jealous world. It is fear of half-felt sensations-the trigger and the bullet-which 

traps in her mouth the question racing through her mind over and over again: 

"what did it feel like?" Instead, after a pause, she says "I don't want to believe 

it. You really--" 

"Yes. Now why can't you just roll over and go to sleep? Don't think 

about it." He is impatient with her and soon ceases attending to the faint rise 

and fall which tells whether she is awake or not. He stares upward through the 

window at the silhouetted propulsion shaft turning idly in the breeze. Yet, the 

same question tugs at his mind. He replays the night in the world of memory, 

feeling echoes of his own experience. How does it feel to be a predator? 

Every projection underfoot made him stumble. He remembers laboring 

awkwardly with the unfamiliar weight on his back and the way his clothes clung 

to him in the humidity, but thinks most about catching Gore's spirit on the 

beast's trail. He felt himself centered, certain, and clear-eyed as he found the 

lost sign. It was a dream of danger, balanced with him over a green infinity. A 

certain power lies in such dreams, just as Gore had said. It was nothing 

beyond reason, however; it was a growing of self-awareness. He and Gore 

were two pairs of eyes focussed on the same problem and it was a 
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communion. They grew to know the animal by its signs, so that when it 

appeared in his light there came a rush of energy into he who had run the 

beast to ground. It was neither where nor what he had envisioned, and its 

gaze lacked the familiarity he had imagined, yet a strange sensation was in him 

as he took its life. It was a dangerous feeling, he believes, but when he tries to 

call forth guilt or wrongness, it is in vain. Then came the full-scale massacre, of 

which all he can recall is a fury, a fear, a mechanical process of survival having 

no meaning at all. Why was this second killing, when he was the hunted, so 

different from the first? 

He lies for hours replaying this record of sensations and lack of same, 

finding that his experience has done something to him, and the sensation does 

not feel wrong. Una tries to insert herself in the warmth between Drew and 

April, but Drew picks her up by the neck and deposits her once more on the 

deck. He rises, careful not to disturb the sleeping April, and I soon hear the 

hatch open and close. I lack the energy to follow his thoughts outside. I am 

thinking of the steak eaten at dinner as images become confused and I slide 

into sleep. 

[Muscles stretch and flex as coil after coil unwinds, sliding to the cold 

ground. The food animal becomes aware and tries to flee. It screams and 

freezes, terrified, alive even while its warm fur is choked inward slightly more 

with each pulse. The bulk brings a stretching pain and movement is too 

painful. Climbing to safety is impossible. 
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Footfalls and a tired mind pass obliviously by and rustle into stillness on 

the opposite ledge before sunrise. The rain smell arrives with him and a faint 

patter of drops begins somewhere outside. 

A column of teeth and claws rushes forward through the trees. They 

have approached steadily throughout the night until now they see the silver 

shell brightly by the stars. They grip wooden clubs, sharpened bones, and 

hard round gourds which arc through the air to crash upon the silver beast. 

The world rocks with impact and suddenly all eyes come open and alert.] 

Briefly, my feet touch warm scaled skin instead of deck; a long grey shadow 

lies almost invisible on the deck. 

I take up the serpent which for some reason now lies across the floor. 

Again, a volley of objects strikes the hull and I race barefoot over the cold deck, 

half-undressed as I peer out the cockpit at first light. I cannot yet see them, but 

they are there, obscured by a haze of rain and hidden against the forest. The 

gravitic is now being bombarded with a rain of missiles. A hewn log crashes 

against the windscreen, which erupts in a profusion of fracture lines. 

"What the hell is going on!" Gore stands behind me fastening his belt. 

"They came. How they found us, I don't know. They must have 

travelled all night. Anyway, we're getting out of here." Gore says nothing as the 

propellers cough into life and I begin to turn the craft around. The obscure 

dawn-light tree line is replaced by open savanna and relative safety. In an 

instant, we are beyond the range of the city-builders. 
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Only now do I realize the added weight and bulk around my shoulders 

and, examining the creature drowsing languidly against me, I discover a bulge 

that makes me very suspicious. This is going to complicate matters. Struggling 

briefly with the serpent, I manage to arrange it so that the semi-digested Una 

falls closest to myself, overlaid with less-conspicuous sections of its body. 

Already, I can feel April's terror from the assault displace itself in favor of the 

search for her pet as Drew descends and comes to stand at my back. 

Below us we can see a lone savanna grazer dip its head into a 

swollen stream. Rolling muscles play beneath its smooth brown hide, slick with 

water, and the rounded snout lifts to survey us. Among Drew's jumble of sleep-

deprived thoughts there is the image of himself standing on the plain. He 

wonders now how the animal would taste, and whether it would charge him if 

his first shot opened a non-fatal wound. He has awakened into his nocturnal 

dream, having glimpsed the interstices of April's pure world. Even though the 

idle notion flickers out as soon as the beast falls behind us, I know that he has 

become dangerous. 

We make camp by a river whose water line is sunk from drought. The 

loamy soil provides a good record of animal traffic to and from the grassy plain 

and the increasingly boreal region beyond the river's opposing bank. The 
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weather is so warm and the nights so clear that we expand out of the cramped 

gravitic. We build a fire, spread our bedrolls, bring out cooking implements, 

and even set up a small folding table so that the young tourists will perhaps feel 

more comfortable and April will be less troublesome. Each morning, Gore and I 

range further out in search of the particular track he desires. On each 

occasion, Drew picks up his gun and follows. Only April remains behind, 

closing herself inside the vehicle as soon as we are out of sight. 

She feels him slipping away from her. The mystery of his turning 

seems to hold her in place for hours until we return. Lying back on their shared 

bunk, she hugs herself and imagines a change in the way his protecting arms 

encircle her--they have loosened, grown distracted. It makes no sense to her 

why such barbarism should hold an attraction for someone like her Drew. Then 

again, since the night we encountered the alloprimates, her eyes haven't seen 

him the same way, or haven't quite known what they saw. I have tried many 

times to sooth her worries on this score by insisting that the city-builders were 

not intelligent at all, but only highly imprintable, able to execute comparatively 

complex tasks based on the evolution of their genetic programming over 

millennia of trial and error-like robots. But she remembers glimpsing a severed 

pair of great glove-like hands and a wave of compassion overwhelms her. On 

Simak, she and Drew had never ceased to enjoy nature. They would take long 

expeditions into wilderness preserves, hovering unobserved as they watched 

young wild dogs at play. This current vacation was intended to revive those 
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days, before Drew changed jobs and they had been forced to move off-world. 

Between them had been a shared appreciation of the communion among all 

living things. She cannot imagine how anyone could maintain that feeling while 

at other times choosing to take life away. Even more important to her is 

another question: if Drew can view an animal like the alloprimate as merely an 

object devoid of meaning, then how might he view her? 

It is the fourth day of hunting in this location, and the fourth time April 

has sat alone watching our return. She gazes down at us through the window 

as we go about the work of stringing a carcass up on poles, eviscerating and 

draining it. At length, Gore begins cross-sectioning the meat and sends Drew 

and I to pack it in the freezer. The deck below April's feet conveys the thud of 

the rear doors opening and she can hear us moving around the lower deck. 

Within a few minutes, Drew climbs into the living compartment. 

"Have you been moping in here all day?" he asks, standing over her. 

She nods. "What for? You're not still mad about Una, are you?" 

"How could you let her out like that!" she explodes, glaring up at him. 

Her mind suddenly imagines the small white ball of fur shuffling behind its 

negligent father-figure out the hatch. 

"I told you, I had no idea she was following me. I don't even know if she 

did. I just can't think of what else it could have been." 

"Well why were you going for a walk, anyway?" 

"I couldn't sleep..." 
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Gore steps back from his handiwork and squints at it critically. From a 

cross brace supported on either side by two angled poles hang the skinless, 

shapeless remains of a large amphibious reptile. Its entrails lie piled on the 

bloody grass beneath it. "Hardly worth the time to skin it, for all the meat it has. 

I'm not even sure which part's which." He descends to the river, which lies far 

down the bank even at this widest point, and kneels to wash his hands and 

blade. "It's not worth any more trouble," he says over his shoulder. "There's 

about five more hours of light. Get Drew to bag this thing and we'll go scout 

those tracks some more. She looked like she was staying close by the water, 

like she's turned fisher." 

This morning we discovered the intermittent V-shaped print made by the 

hopping motion of my familiar. I watch Gore's stocky form march toward the 

gravitic, parked over a low rise thirty meters away. He removes his wide-

brimmed hat to mop his brow and shouts commands to his protegee inside, 

then starts back toward me. I shoulder my pack, and we depart. 

Downstream, the flow of water lessens even more. We walk for a long 

time in the damp clay of its bed while the banks rise to shoulder level. Broad-

limbed trees, sparse on our left, become a dense jungle to our right. A cataract 

risen out of the low water marks the mouth of a smaller stream which emerges 

from the jungle, and it is around this pool that we find a profusion of tracks, 

including our own from the early morning. Aquatic creatures trapped within the 

arc of stones have become easy prey for predators from the land and air. 
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Beyond the toes of my boots there lies her sign, cut into the mud and 

filled with water. She flew down from the bordering trees and, from here, 

stepped into the cataract where more tracks lie. 

Gore has begun exploring the stream mouth and now calls for my 

attention. He gestures to where fresher V-shaped tracks have stepped across 

our own in the past few hours. "She's around here someplace. Up stream, 

then." 

I follow Gore into the jungle, travelling up the narrow stream whose fall 

over rocks is the only audible noise. Occasionally, Gore finds indications that 

the bird has taken a similar route. 

I catch a glimpse of myself seen from above, but when I look up I can 

see nothing but interweaving vines and branches. The fear of the unknown 

watcher roots me in place, and I recognize the feel of my familiar. Then it 

subsides slightly and I am looking down at the reflection in the stream of a 

scaled beak and small colorless eyes. The mouth opens, shatters the mirror, 

and now my slippery body contorts in an effort to wrench free of the needle-like 

teeth ripping my side and the vice-like jaws closed around me. 

I rub my eyes-my own eyes--and spit the vicarious fish-taste out of my 

mouth. She is very close. Perhaps only one turn of the stream separates Gore 

from his prize, yet the churning in the pit of my stomach which takes hold as I 

step forward makes me pause while Gore's oblivious march widens the 

distance between us. It is the serpent that is afraid, however, and not me. 
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Unslinging my rifle and quietly locking it into position, I extend my arm so that 

the palm of my hand rests against a tree trunk's smooth bark just below a hole 

burrowed by some long-absent tenant. The serpent straightens itself, working 

its way backwards along my arm and into the moist cool space. 

A colony of blind insects travel up and down their narrow world. They 

permeate the wood, but still feel a pull toward the oldest recesses through 

which time emerges in rings, the youngest of which is the place where they 

chew and chew, turning fiber into liquid pulp. Meanwhile, the colony's fertile 

center spawns a new tribe. The young move through rings of time, eventually 

passing by the old frontier to devour even more. Meanwhile, new life emerges 

at the fertile center. 

My hand encounters the serpent's dry groping tentacles surrounding its 

iris-like mouth. The long body stirs, sliding its weight once more into position 

over my shoulders. My weapon is slung and behind me I drag a stuffed game 

bag travois-fashion. Its dead weight catches on roots and undergrowth during 

the slow plod back to the river. There is no hint of the bird; it bounded into the 

green at the sudden noise of my rifle. 

I counter the urging current, trudging beside the shallow water and 

dragging the game bag across smoothed stones and debris exhumed from the 

submerged world. Evening is about to fall when I near the camp site, and long 

cool shadows stretch across my path. I begin to relax, with the idea sinking in 

that I can finally leave this planet and return home. However, even before I 
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come within sight of the camp, the sensation of danger arises in me. 

"Shoot! Kill them, Drew!" April screams and smashes her fists against 

the glass. Drew stands nervously with his back to her, facing the swarm of 

hideous monsters which emerged from the river moments ago and are now 

ransacking the camp. A dozen flattened, wedge-shaped bodies dart randomly 

in all directions, overturning a rack of skinning knives and, further out, scaling 

the poles to grab for the grizzled skeleton still hanging there. Their oily grey 

skin gives off a metallic sheen as they pass in and out of the gravitic's shadow 

on pseudopodia which extrude and retract with lightning speed from any 

convenient place on their bodies. Their backs frequently puff up into a dome 

covered in criss-crossed discolored lines of fluid-engorged flesh, then sink back 

down again. She watches in horror as one of the monsters travels back and 

forth across her sleeping roll, secreting some sort of viscous yellow substance. 

Now, beginning at one corner, it begins ingesting the bed roll. Still, Drew 

simply stands there with his gun pointed at empty air while April 

screams for him to protect her. 

She cannot or does not see me rise from the river bed to stand on the 

scene's edge. The gravitic is a black diamond against the roiling orange sunset 

skirted with sooty clouds. Dropping the lead rope of the body bag, I again 

unsling my rifle and watch Drew across the busy forms of the pack of Haians. 

The Haian nearest me extends a pseudopod into the greasy entrails 
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puddled beneath the hanging carcass and finds the taste unsatisfying; they 

have been lying here too long. It arches its back, projecting this fact along its 

skin as a message to the others. It arranges itself in a galloping rhythm, 

extruding and retracting limbs to carry it directly toward the alien animal it sees 

standing in front of the gravitic vehicle. 

Until now, Drew has listened to April's shrill imperatives and felt no 

pressing need to end the moment of his fascination with the disgusting things 

before him. After all, he reasons, his rifle is ready and in-hand, and he cannot 

deny a certain perverse enjoyment at April's ironic change of heart and her 

absolute dependence on him. He has tried throwing small objects at them, 

screaming at them, and even firing into the air, all to no effect. He takes aim, 

however, when he and the craft become a point in the frenzied web of their 

industry. Two dozen meters away, one of the aliens has set a course directly 

for him. As he brings the barrel to bear, something glints in the waning light 

and he catches sight of me, raising my own weapon in a mirror gesture, except 

that I take aim on him. 

Behind him, April's distress has reached an almost ultra-sonic pitch. His 

eyes turn from me to the accelerating creature, only seconds away from him, 

then back to me. He has already noticed the bulging game bag lying at my 

feet, but realization grows only slowly as Gore's absence sinks in and talk of 

the Hunters' Guild flashes to mind. He judges the opportunity of shifting aim to 

me, but my voice drifts across the intervening distance. 
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"Don't try it," I call. "And drop the rifle." It rustles around his feet and he 

looks down in shock at the reeking yellowish slime which the alien ejects onto 

his boots. They begin to decay immediately, and he raises his eyes to mine 

with a question on his distorted face which requires no mind reader to interpret: 

"Am I supposed to let myself be eaten alive?" 

"Drop it," I repeat. 

It makes no sense to Drew that he should die for defending himself 

against a hostile alien. The geometry formed among myself, the Haian, and 

him represents a logic entirely beyond his point of view. He cannot 

comprehend why he should be the victim, or why this loathsome thing should 

be protected by me, the Guild hunter, at a human's expense. There is no 

sense of moral injustice on any side; it is an inhuman circumstance. Yet, he 

allows the rifle to slip from his hand and fall to the ground, because death by 

rifle is more certain than whatever is taking place at his feet. 

The Haian is quite surprised when, after ingesting the rough boot leather, 

the skin beneath is poisonous. The alien is entirely inedible, and its traces and 

germs suffuse the camp site. It sends a visible warning and soon all of them 

are once more plying through the high grass in search of more interesting 

phenomena. 

Within seconds, Drew and I are alone in the wreckage of our camp. We 

stare at one another for a minute or more, until the sound of the wind gradually 

impinges itself upon us as the only gauge of time. "Whew," I begin, smiling 
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with relief. "Lucky that all worked out." I shake back loose strands of hair 

which blow into my eyes and, lowering my weapon, begin walking somewhat 

cautiously toward Drew. 

It is over, then, Drew realizes. He watches my approach and doesn't 

quite know what to say to someone who, moments before, was pointing a gun 

at him. He turns to gaze at April, still faintly visible within the gravitic thanks to 

the light streaming in through the far window. Her fist still rests against the 

glass, her eyes and slightly agape mouth conveying an impression of 

bewildered hurt which he does not know how to read. 

Drew's head tilts upward slightly, his eyes attempting to meet hers with 

what emotion, she cannot say. April looks at the slight form, the rifle lying on 

the ground, and the hands hanging forgotten by his sides. Her vision of him 

changes while tears skew her sight. Her only thought is that her husband did 

not even attempt to fend off the threat on her-or even his own-life. The safe 

world which she has worked so hard to build is replaced by uncertainty. By 

degrees, Drew becomes only a grey shape in the dusk. 

Together, they form a miserable pair suffering the shock of experiences 

beyond what they could have imagined. Though still tied together, as much 

from instinct as need or intention, neither can quite accept the other any longer. 

The world in which each one lives is suddenly altered beyond what either could 

have expected. The thought of their continued co-existence seems at once 
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inevitable and unhappy. April fears the man who is her only security; Drew 

simply feels the weight of powers blocking him on every side--my gun, April's 

frail beliefs, and limitations imposed on him by law. 

I lower the gangway and descend to ground, walking a distance into a 

jungle terrain identical to that in which the serpent first discovered me. I must 

divest myself of this hungry serpent before leaving. 

I take a moment to look around, delaying the time when I must re-enter 

the gravitic and endure the silent tension which my passengers carry with them. 

I do not try to distinguish among the sounds skirting me in the jungle. Some 

are animal, some plant, some are predators and others prey. All that is 

important to me is that none are dangerous to me at this time. The trees and 

sky are pleasant, and all I wish to do is live a few moments in peace. Gore 

claimed to have been paid a million credits for the Rigelian unicorn hide. I will 

not receive nearly that much for Gore's hide, but the Guild leaders on Antares 

do not comprehend the notion of a sliding scale. For a Guild hunter, Gore's 

body is much the same as the head and hands of an alloprimate or, if by 

chance discovered on another world, one of the bird-like things--a distant 

ancestor of the Haians. 

In fact, this kinship was the primary factor which motivated the Haians to 

hire the Guild when news of Gore's arrival reached them. My contract with the 

indigenous inhabitants required only that I bring in Gore's body after obtaining 



43 

irrefutable evidence of his threat to the Haian ecosystem. It said nothing about 

assaults on the Haians themselves by outworlders such as Drew. However, 

having members of the employer's species gunned down in one's presence 

tends to upset future business. 

Of its own accord, the impatient serpent begins sliding down my body. It 

has used me, increasing its chances of survival by increasing mine. Now, 

though, I would just slow it down. Its tail brushes past my neck while its head 

meets the rich ground. 

[The rocks are warm but the surrounding undergrowth thrives with 

unweary prey. Hunger is a powerful drive from which the sense of danger 

arises, compelling every sense until the hunger is fed. It brings forth the world 

required for an empty body plunging through the bending grass. Within this 

indefinite time, the first hint of animal smell causes poison sacks to fill, 

anticipating the best stage in the cycle of the hunt.] 



COMMENTARY 

I intend "The Hunted" to exemplify a personalized brand of 

anthropological fiction which stresses the role of individuals in large-scale 

models. Although the story follows a common SF format, it has more 

psychological and personal elements than scientific ones. It likewise includes 

far more familiar images than strange ones, and elements of fantasy which do 

occur serve very specific textual ends. For example, the Haians take shape 

from the need to confront characters with the inhuman, just as the alloprimates 

provide an objective model of humanity. The Gravitic drive suspends the Guild 

hunter's vehicle above the ground, just as readers suspend their disbelief when 

reading this SF story; at the same time, the driving force which moves both the 

craft and much of the action is something familiar and realistic, a propeller. The 

use of fantasy in "The Hunted" provides a means of distorting reality, bringing 

forth fresh perceptions of common ideas. Specifically, these ideas constitute a 

model of how individual subjective viewpoints relate to the extra-subjective 

ecosystem which surrounds them. 

In part, I am assisted in my task by the choice of anthropological themes. 

Anthropological models describe human interactions as patterns of learned 

behavior. However, while culture thus defined cannot exist apart from its 

perception by people, anthropological theory does not generally involve 

.44 
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individual subjective points of view. Rather, the model examines inter-

subjectivity, the acts of shared meanings among cultural participants. An 

ethnography can tell a story about a belief system, but cannot itself make 

claims as to what the experience of those beliefs might be--such assertions 

would be unscientific. Neither can an individual informant express what it is like 

to participate in a grand system of meanings, for the ordering of experience into 

meaningful systems comes only post-facto with the scientist's process of model-

building. To reconnect social theory with human experience, it would seem 

necessary to simultaneously be beyond and within experience. In fact, this 

capacity belongs almost exclusively to fiction and other art forms. 

As text, any work of fiction builds a model, a linguistic construction which 

represents a theme extracted from the world. A character sketch, for instance, 

models an individual's subjective experience. Anthropological fiction, then, 

parallels anthropology in its thematization of inter-subjectivity. Writing a story 

based on this approach alone, however, neglects fiction's unique abilities; that 

is, the story risks a lack of subjective intimacy with characters. I wish to 

thematize anthropological theory, not by simply allowing a theory to generate 

the story, but rather by taking full advantage of fiction's abilities both to build 

models and affect readers. "The Hunted" views a basic anthropological model 

through the eyes of characters, and thus attempts to explore the world beyond 

experience from within it. 
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It is possible that the Guild hunter tells the story, which would imply that 

certain passages violate the point of view by describing the internal experiences 

of other characters. Bracketed text, for instance, would shift narratorship to the 

serpent, and April would become the first-person narrator during the short 

paragraph on page 20. However, assuming a consistently-narrated text, the 

serpent itself must relate the entire story because it is the only character 

present at all times. 

Linguistic anthropology identifies the defining characteristic of humans as 

the ability to symbolize, which includes the use of language and the reflexive 

identification of one's self as "I." In the story's opening passage, the serpent 

does not seem able to think of itself in the first person, nor does the text relate 

anything more complex than physical sensation. A telepathic ability does seem 

to be present, since the serpent senses the condition of its prey and of other 

animals. Brackets around this passage are meant to emphasize that the words 

themselves are mere representations of the serpent's non-linguistic sensations. 

Such a minor typographic measure may be insufficient to convey my intention, 

but it should at least be evident that bracketed text is to be considered different 

in some significant way than non-bracketed text. When the serpent joins 

physically with the Guild hunter, her ego and linguistic cognitive abilities flood 

the serpent's consciousness and so dominate the text. Benefiting from her 

symbiote's telepathy, the Guild hunter occasionally receives mental impressions 

from other characters. So long as the two are joined, then, they in effect form a 
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single character. At all times, however, it is the reader who is most attuned to 

the serpent and its abilities. Given the complexity of this narrative structure, a 

summary of its interpretive levels may be in order. First, the reader is 

introduced to the consciousness of the non-sentient serpent. Next, the serpent 

receives telepathic impressions from other creatures, and is most partial to its 

host. The host, who is almost always the Guild hunter, receives telepathic 

impressions of other characters through the serpent, and it is her interpretation 

of these impressions which pass through the serpent to the reader. I tend to 

analogize the serpent narrator with the air through which spoken words pass, or 

the paper on which "The Hunted" is printed; both are uncomprehending media 

for the language which has meaning for humans alone. The viewpoint can thus 

be described as first-person omniscient, an unnatural perspective made 

possible by the symbiosis of the telepathic animal and the human host. 

Is such a bizarre construct necessary for telling the story, or does it arise 

solely from an impulse for post-modern literary sadism? I admit, my artistic 

interest in this story revolves around the challenge of making its narrative 

structure consistent. Even more compelling to me, however, is the notion of the 

reader's and my own prolonged contact with the serpent's sightless eyes and 

speechless mouth. Its presence imbues the story with a quality of darkness 

which, I believe, is conveyed whether or not the reader considers technical 

aspects of narrative structure. Furthermore, the serpent's nature provides a 

concise statement of theme by implying that life is a tale told not even by "an 
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idiot," but something positively inhuman. Subtracting all the contextualized 

world-views of the human characters, what remains is only the material in 

brackets, and at this level it becomes evident that the serpent does not bias the 

word choice toward a particular set of beliefs regarding the value of life. The 

narrator states that such values exist, but does not suggest their existence 

beyond human characters. An anthropological, inter-subjective model arises 

from this existential ground and comprises the reader's interpretation of 

character interactions. Such meaning lies in the vectors created by beams of 

light attached to rifle barrels and from the sights which point from predator to 

prey. These violent interactions describe the society formed within the text, 

while events receive subjective meaning within each character. Finally, these 

world-views influence actions made by each character, and so cause the inter-

subjective model to evolve. 

Existential Ground: All non-bracketed words pass unprocessed through 

the serpent telepathically. It remains the transparent transmitter of information 

to the reader, just as it automatically passes information to its host. It therefore 

constitutes an unbiased, entirely reliable narrator capable of recording thoughts 

and perceptions without attributing semantic meaning to them. In all cases, 

the serpent's attention is drawn to predators or, when it nears its time to hunt, 

prey. Since the reader knows only what the serpent reports, this shifting focus 

generates the story's theme. The serpent originates only two subjective 

judgements: the first line expresses fear at being hunted, and the last line 
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states that it is "best" to be the hunter. 

Subjectivities: April holds a "moral" view that killing is absolutely wrong. 

However, the reader comes to see this position's relativity when she and her 

possessions are threatened by the Haians. Her morality is based on human-

like values. The city-builders appear human, and are therefore sympathetic 

even when they threaten her. The Haians are distastefully non-human, and 

therefore do not come within her moral system. They are to be exterminated. 

Her history as the victim of war has resulted in an almost pathological 

fear of violence, granting the weapon-bearers unsurpassed intensity of 

meaning. The "jealous world" of her imaginings results from her separation 

from Drew's experience and from the fear that she and her protector have lost 

their inter-subjective understanding. She, too, wonders what it would be like to 

be a predator instead of prey, while her belief in the absolute valuing of life 

makes these thoughts taboo. The aggressive force both attracts and repulses 

her, so that the predatory act becomes powerful to her mind. 

April's world-view appears somewhat divorced from reality, since she has 

blocked or re-interpreted violent memories of her past. She remembers her 

time on Simak as peaceful and beatific, while Drew recalls April as a refugee on 

a war-ravaged world. Now she clings to her savior from that earlier time in 

order to preserve her misconceptions. In short, her view is tied to abnormative 

psychology rather than existential reality. On the other hand, her beliefs have 
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survival value, since they tend to keep her out of harm's way. 

In textual terms, Gore represents a diametric opposition to April. He 

dedicates his life to opposing himself to his natural surroundings for the 

sensation of power, the feeding of his ego in the public eye, and financial 

reward. He thrives on danger and possesses a confrontational personality, 

both of which make those around him uneasy. Yet, if the story's existential 

position shows April's morality to be ungrounded, then Gore's hedonistic view 

would seem a more authentic existence. Since he is, at his best, "animal 

again," his sensations are authentic and supported by objective rewards where 

April's morality founds itself on subjective perception alone. However, he does 

not seem to realize that he, by entering the hunting cycle, can be hunted. Like 

April, then, he remains trapped within the belief that his viewpoint is objective. 

In opposition to April's view, the world for him consists of objects which are 

resources for achieving his goals. He is indeed animal-like in his perceptions, 

and so lacks the human capacity to grasp his own contextualized position. In 

thematic terms, he dies because he cannot mediate his drives with learned 

behavioral restraints. 

The action evolves with Drew travelling across the terrain formed 

between these two poles. Entering the story, he is already aware of 

discrepancies between April's self-history and his own memories. He does not 

appear to be sensitive to April's moral world, but he does find something of 

value in Gore's pursuit. At the story's close, his world has shifted away from 
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both April and Gore, achieving a glimpse of existential meaninglessness. 

Evidently, Drew does not share April's degree of empathy with other 

living things. For this reason, there is no obvious right or wrong to guide his 

behavior. When exposed to a new skill, that of hunting, he finds himself 

entering a region of experience far more exciting than what April offers. He 

does not realize the price until confronted by the Guild hunter, when conflicting 

interests supported with weaponry threaten his life. Still, the knowledge he 

gains from this experience is not a moral revelation. There is no indication that 

he decides it is wrong to kill the Haian, only that it would have unfavorable 

consequences. The threat seems random to him, since he sees the Haians as 

mere pests. So long as Drew lacks knowledge of what is fair game, the 

weapon in his hand gives him the same status as his prey, that of a target. In 

this way, the story leaves Drew likewise aware of the dangerous and 

mysterious aspects of the hunt. Thus, he cannot maintain the existential, 

animal state which he has discovered. It must accrue its own lattice-work of 

sanction and taboo because humans dwell in a cultural, not existential, state. 

In addition, Drew must accept the truth that other life forms, whether human-like 

or not, possess the same existential status as himself. Beyond this equality 

and within imposed limitations, he may view them as objects or as respected 

subjects as he wishes. 

Inter-Subiectivitv: The check which halts both Drew and Gore is the 

Guild hunter who, like Gore, is driven by cash reward, but has nothing to report 
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on her own sensations connected with the kill. She enforces the will of an 

inhuman viewpoint, that of the Guild and, more directly, the Haians. The 

power which she wields over the others thus springs not from any absolute 

principle, but only from contract and, with regard to Drew, the relative value of 

the Haians over the human. The only principle involved in the story's unfolding 

is that any point of view remains biased in some way, and that interactions with 

other lives naturally create poles of conflict and co-existence. 

The Hunters' Guild separates itself professionally from this system by 

enforcing the viewpoint of any employer. The bird-like creature which is 

protected by its native descendants becomes fair game on another world, as 

would the Haians themselves. What the Guild system demonstrates is that 

individual lives have no integrity beyond their context. The self comes to have 

meaning not subjectively, but inter-subjectively in its environment. World-view 

and behavior must adapt sufficiently to existence in order that individuals may 

survive. "The Hunted" builds this model in terms of a metaphorical food chain, 

and so culminates in a system of values seen by Drew in the inter-subjective 

"geometry" formed by the Guild hunter, the Haian, and himself. 

For every character, the statement holds true that the hunting cycle is 

dangerous and generates powerful subjective meaning based on the 

oppositions of predator/prey and sanction/taboo. At its existential ground, the 

hunting cycle consists merely of all things eating or being eaten. A hackneyed 
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philosophical point can be made of this fact, but anthropology discovers far 

more significant specters in the process' meaning for individuals who then 

evolve patterns of behavior which form an inter-subjective model. What "The 

Hunted" deems absolute involves the inevitable bias of individuals or species 

for themselves and things like themselves, such as the human bias for 

sentience. It states that this world-view, like any other, is relative and 

appropriate only to certain contexts. Humans, as cultural animals, must 

integrate themselves into the larger world, either conscious of their existential 

state (as with Drew and the Guild hunter), or from within their bubble of non-

relative beliefs (April and Gore). Either way, the resulting world-view is equally 

insignificant to external forces such as the Guild. If, in the midst of this concern 

for humanity's existential insignificance, the human-biased reader still feels 

engaged by Drew's internal changes and April's psychological turmoil, then and 

only then does the story succeed. 


