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They had flushed the bull-dragon in Belroze Woods and paced him for about amile before he came up
againg the other line of beaters and turned to fight.

For amoment the whole hunt fell silent. Jon-Joras, feding (so he thought) like avirgin at her first
assignation, heard only the sound of hisown troubled breath; felt sweat starting on face and body. The
dragon seemed to crouch in his place on the far Sde of the clearing, his crest quivering. A moment
passed. The great head moved atrifle, (uncertainly,) and the faceted, gem+-like eyesrolled in their hooded
sockets—hlue, green, blue-green light flashing in the beam of moted sunlight which suddenly broke
through the trees. Then, incredible how long it was, the red and bifurcated tongue legped out from the
mouth, quivered, tasted the air. It was blowing right towards him. Body rather than mind (if mind it had at
al... and what thoughts must it think!) probably making the decision, the dragon darted off to the left.

Instantly the silence was shattered. The beaters were trotting left, clashing their cymbals and howling, the
musics blared on their harsh-voiced shawvms, the archers (dl neat and trimin their green tunicsand
leggings) nocked their arrows and poised. The dragon halted. At asignd, so swiftly that Jon-Joras
scarcely saw the motion, aflight of arrowswas|oosed; in another instant were visible only asfeathery
shaftsridged in the great beast’ s side.

To say that the dragon hissed was only to confess alimitation of language: ear-drumstrembled painfully
at asound the auditory nerves could but faintly convey. The dragon hissed. A spasm passed aong the
great, pierced flank, and tiny runnels of dark blood began their paths. The dragon hdted, turned its head
from sdeto sdein search of itstormentors, its cheek-nodules swelling with rage. The wind shifted,
bringing arank, bitter odor to Jon-Joras. Hefdt his skin grow cold and his heart expand.

Then the bannermen ran forward, teasing their flags on their long poles. The hiss broke off suddenly and
theair vibrated with the roar which succeeded it. Here, at last, was an enemy which the dragon could
see! Head down and neck out-thrugt, it began to move towardsit. At thefirst, dowly and ponderoudly,
each immense leg placed with care. The bannermen seemed amost now to dance, in their traditional
movements... the figure-of-eight, the fish, the butterfly... faster now... thewasp... theflags, white and
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red and green and yellow, whipping through the roar-tormented air.

And faster and faster came the great bull-dragon, now at alumbering trot, turfs flying asthe great splayed
feet came pounding down, shaking the ground. The cymbas ceased, the horns, too. Thetrot became a
gdlop, acharge, and the men broke into a shout as, in one sudden and tremendous movement, the
dragon reared up upon its hind legs and came bounding forward upon them, its fordimbs dashing at the
arr. In one accord, the flags dropped to the ground, the bannermen swiftly twirled their poles, winding up
the wefts a the ends of them. The colored cloths had danced and teased—suddenly, suddenly, they
were gone; furled, grounded, hidden in the grass; and the bannermen crouched.

Bewildered, the great beast paused again. Twenty feet above the ground the huge head growled and
rumbled and it turned from side to side. From theleft, aflight of arrows stitched the now-exposed chest.
The dragon screamed; the dragon tore at the barbs; it plunged in the direction from which they came.
And the cymba's clashed three times and another flight of arrows, now from the right, stitched the
creature hip and leg, and three more times the cymbal s sounded and as the dragon sounded its pain and
fury and swiveled its head, again the bannermen twirled their palms and pinnacled their poles and once
again their bright flags played upon thear.

The dragon bellowed and the dragon charged. Striped with the blood that coursed aong its paler
underside, it thundered down upon the bannermen. Once again flags and flagmen vanished. Once again
the dragon paused. Again and again it hurled its great voice upon the wind. Jon-Joras saw, midway from
throat to fork, like ablazon on itsfretted hide, the white X-mark. He thought he could see the great pulse
beating in the mark’ s crux, and then—sight and sound together—heard the crack of the huntgun behind
him and the crux vanished in agout of blood. The blood gushed forth in agreat arched torrent. And the
dragon stretched out its paws and talons, showed its huge and harrowing teeth in ascarlet rictus,
sounded its hoarse, harsh death cry, and fdll face forward onto the ground which trembled and shook to
recaveit.

“Pierced!” avoice cried thetraditional acclamation, high and shrill and exultant and shaking. “Pierced!
Pierced! Dragon pierced...!”

It broke off abruptly as Jon-Joras suddenly recognized it as hisown. And al the music sounded.

The man who shot the dragon was a Chief Commissioner Narthy from somewherein The Snake, that
distant constellation whose planets al seemed to abound in precious metals and rare earths.. ; . and rich,
hunt-buying Chief Commissionerslike Narthy.

Actudly, the C.C. was't a bad sort, though quite different from Jon-Joras s own superior. He joined the
ring of men crowding around to congratulate him on hiskill.

“A fineshot, Hunter!”
“Wdl-placed, Hunter!”
“—and wdl-timed—"

Narthy, sweating and grinning, mumbled his thanks, his shyness before other, vastly more experienced
Hunters vanishing before his pleasure in the the new—the so suddenly gained—title. Conscious of the
cameras, “he sucked in his pendulous belly and tried to look appropriately grim. Then the Master of the
Hunt came over for theritua, and the well-wishersfell to one sde.



The Master was a stocky man with a sunburned, wind-cracked face; his name was Roedeskant, and,
unlike most of the hunt masters, who were of the Gentlemen, he was not, although bred on their estates.
He had been cool and sufficiently self-assured during the hunt, but now—aware of the cameras and of his
low-caste accent—he fumbled a bit.

Partly because he was embarrassed by the embarrassment of Roedeskant, and partly because the sight
of pudgy, grinning Narthy being ritualy bloodied did not much gppeal to him, Jon-Joras turned and
walked away. His own home world, the beta planet of Moussorgsky Minor, was nowhere near The
Snake (where he had never been and never expected to or wanted to be). No one who knew him would
see himin the 3Ds for which Narthy had payed a smdl fortune and which he would doubtless be showing
to hisfriends, family, associates, subordinates and such superiors as he wanted to impress for the rest of
hislife

The scent of the strong-smelling grass rose, pungent, as he stepped on it heavily in his hunt-shoon, but it
was not quite strong enough to overcome the bitter reek of dragon musk. A voice beside him said,
“What arotten shot!”

Surprised, rather than startled, Jon-Joras turned, said, “What?’

It was someone he didn’t know, dressed in the white garments of a Gentleman—atd| fellow with
bloodshot eyes and grizzled hair. “ Rotten shot,” the man repested. “ Badly timed. Trembly trigger finger,
iswhat it was. These novices are dl the same. Why that bulldrag had at least another quarter-hour’s
good play in him! No... Don't tel me that Roe signaled him to shoot, | know better. Oh, well, they
won't know better, back in The Lizard or The Frog or wherever *Hunter’ Barfy or what’ s-his-name
comes from—"

Helooked at Jon-Joras with shrewd, blue eyes. “Not a Company man, are you?’

“No. I'm one of King Por-Paulo’ s private men. Jetro Y, he is aCompany man, isgoing to arrange the
hunt. I’ m just here in advance to make his persond arrangements.”

The man in white grunted. “Wéll, to each hisown, | don’t hold with monarchies mysdlf, having to renew
your damned crown every five years, make concessions to the plebs and scrubs: poxy business,
elections. No. But of course, no reflections on your own loca king, mind.” Having probably anotion of
quickly changing the subject of his probabl e tactlessness, the Gentleman added, “Kind of young aren’t
you, aking' s private man?’

The subject of hisyouth being asomewhat touchy one with Jon-Joras, he brushed back his shock of
black hair and said, abit iffly, “ Por-Paulo isagood man.” His youth—and how he came, despiteit, to
hold his position. Brains, &bility, judgment, and atop rating at the Collegium, al good reasons, sufficient
ones, no doubt. But when ayoung man is young, and the son of ayoung (and lovely) mother, when he
cannot remember hisfather, and when rivalsin his peer group are ready enough to hint that he need look
no further for hisreal paternity than the Magnate with whom his mother is most often seen, why—

“No offense,” repegated the older man. Then, *Y our customs don't forbid salf-introductions, do they?
Good. Allow me, then.” He stopped, put his hands out, pams up. “A€lorix,” he said.

Jon-Joras stated his name, placed his hands, palms down, on the other’s. Adlorix said, formally, “I am
yoursand mine are yours.”

Thankful that he had taken the trouble to look into loca ways, Jon-Joras said, “ Unworthy.” Behind them,
the musics struck up atune of sorts and Narthy was led around the dead dragon. Aelorix raised his
eyebrows and made a disrespectful noise.



“Base-born, | shouldn’'t wonder,” he growled, indicating the triumphing chief commissioner with ajerk of
his head. “ Roedeskant is a good Huntsman, none better. But he knows his place, more than | can say for
alot of basies, loca and otherwise, | remember when he was one of my old father’ s chick-boys. Fact.
Where areyou a, in the State?’

Animplausible vison of the hefty Chief Huntsman as a bare-legged boy chasing dragon-chicksthrough
the woods and thickets made Jon-Joras think a moment before he was able to answer the question.
The—the Sate ... oh, yes... confusing loca speech-way: if the City proper wastermed “the State,”
what did they call the whole City-State? Answer: by its name, of course. In this case, Peramis.

He said that he was staying at the Lodge. “That’ sno good,” Adorix shook his head. From somewhere
deep in thewoods afaint bellow sounded over the raucous music, and the higher note of another dragon
amost at once seemed to respond to it. Instantly diverted and alert, the Gentleman cocked his head,
harkened a moment, pointed. “ Off there. A big cow-drag, by the sound of her. Word of advice. When
you hear those love-cdlls, don’t go to eavesdrop... No, the Lodge isno good. Stay with me. At Adlorix.
What? Till your boss-chap arrives.”

Jon-Joras, sensible of the compliment, flushed dightly. Aninvitation to stay at the Gentleman’s seet, and
the one from which he took his name and style—" Only proper, courteous, aking' s private man,” he
heard his woul d-be host say—no common compliment, from dl he’ d heard and seen about the
Gentlemen in the short time he' d been here on Prime World (Earth, thelocals cdled it; name sounding
so startlingly archaic on out-world ears). He could hardly refuse, of course. More—he wanted to accept.

He wanted to see for himsdf what the semi-feudal lifewaslike at first hand. Then, it was hisduty to his
elected king, too: the more contacts he made, the more pleasant he could make Por-Paulo’s Say.
Only—

“Would it not be difficult,” he said, dowly, “if | am there, where | wish to be, to coordinate my work with
JroYi?

For answer, the Gentleman pulled out an instrument like awhistle, blew a couple of notesonit.
Immediately aman detached himsdlf from the throng and came running towards them. “Company Yi,”
caled Adorix, as soon as his servant was within hearing distance. The man nodded, made a sketchy,
informa salute, and ran back. In afew moments he returned with Jetro, the latter not running, but coming
at quite abrisk walk.

“Company, | want to host thisyoung fellow at Adlor’.”

Yi made his eyes go round, asif astonished there could be any objection. “ Of course,” hesad. “Asthe
High Nascence wishes.”

“You'reto keep in touch with him,” the Gentleman ordered, as casudly authoritative asif hewerea
director of the Company, “twice aday. And have histhings sent over as soon as you get back to the
State.”

“Of course—of course—’
“Get dong, now.”
AsYi, having bowed aimost to his navel, departed, Aelorix said, without mdice, “Flunky...”

Narthy was now making the first cut in the green-black hide. The skinnerswould do the rest of the work
later, and, before he | eft, the Chief Commissioner (now “Hunter,” too) would be presented with his



slver-mounted belt, his braided hatband, and enough dragon skin to upholster dl the seets and sofasin
hisvillaif he desired to. The cogt of tanning, like everything ese, wasincluded in the immense fee—in this
case, mined and mulcted from the rich flesh of The Snake Worlds—which he had paid in advanceto the
Hunt Company.

Somewhere downwind the cow-drag once again blared her presence and her need; again, replying and
following, the bull bellowed. Adorix listened, hisface puckered.

He shook his head, seemed faintly puzzled, faintly disturbed. Jon-Joras asked if anything was wrong.

“No... Not redlly at all. | know the cow... don’t mean we ve met, socidly, but one becomes familiar
with the calls of al the drags around, sooner or later... But | don’t know the bull. Well, well.” He took
his guest by thearm. “Come dong. Adlorix, ho!”

Adorix-the-place seemed |ess an edtate than a city-dtate of its own, repeating on asmaller scalethe
pattern into which dl the civilized parts of ancient Earth had formed after the planet’ s emergence from the
dark and painful chaos of the Kar-chee Reign. Itsfields and groves were pleasant to see after the somber
forests, and at first Jon-Joras could not tell which of the many wooden buildings clustering closdly where
brook and river met was supposed to be his host’ s sedt.

A scenein the market-place or courtyard quickly diverted histhoughts from this. A group was gathered
around two men dressed in dirty hides who were arguing with what, by his manner, appeared to be an
upper servant. Thisonelooked up at the entrance of the Gentleman and said, “Ah, heré sHis
Nascence.”

“Here' sthe Big,” muttered one of the men in leather-expressing the same thought in cruder speech. They
looked to be brothers. And they looked sullen. One of them now picked up afilthy fiber bag, tumbled its
contents on the cobbled ground. Jon-Joras stepped back. They were the severed heads of animals, one
huge one with mottled teeth and bloody muzzle, the otherstiny.

“There, now, Big,” the man rumbled. “Look & them!”
“Mmm...” Adorix, noncommittal, gazed down. “What say, Puedeskant? Eh?’
They getstheir yearly dole” his man growled, stubborn.

“But look & the size @ shel” one of the brothers protested. “Now, Big, ain’'t such akarchen sizey
bitch—and al o' them karchen pups, look how many!—ain’t them worth abonus, Big?’

A€ orix grunted, prepared to move on, paused. To Puedeskant he said, “ Give them some fish, then.” The
brothers seemed allittle appeased. Jon-Joras, looking back, saw the steward unclasp aknife and dash
the ears of the strange animds. His hogt, following the look, smiled. “ So they don't take the heads
elsawhere, try the sametrick. Dirty chaps.”

“But who are they?’

“Doghunters... Up here, guest—these steps.” They began upon along covered wooden walkway,

curving gently upward and to the right, gardened courtyards on either side and potted plants and caged
birdslining therail below and above on thewalk itself. The younger man admired the neatness and the
taste of the scene, but tried to fit the spoken phrase into hisrecollection of hisreadings. Doghunters...

Suddenly the key fitted and the wards turned. “ Free farmers!” he exclaimed.



He saw hishogt’ smouth give adight twist. “Fancy name,” he said. “ Doghunters. Useful in their way.
But—dirty fellows.” Somewhere ahead music sounded, as different from the € aborate orchestrations of
his home world asit was from the crude—though, in its setting, appropriate—harshness of the hunt
musics. The covered walk continued to curve on ahead, but the two took a broad branch to the left. The
clean planking here was covered with soft reed mats on which designs had been traced in red.

The same motifs were extended and elaborated on the oiled-paper windows of the high screen door
whose panels parted silently to admit them; and the melody grew louder. Jon-Joras found himsdf ina
place so strange to him that he stopped short and drew in his breath. It was more a hal than aroom, but
it contained thingsin it never seen by himin any hall before. Built around part of ahillsde, seemingly, it
had alittle waterfal plashing and purling in one corner of it; and the tiny stream moved inits channel
acrossthe floor to apoal in the center. Bright colored fish swam and darted there. In another section a
garden of stepped-back semicircular shelves rose around and retrested from atall, cylindricd aviary, a
rainbow of birdswhich provided their own background to the music.

The source of thiswasin afloor of light from awindowed cupola: adark-skinned womanin afull,
embroidered robe. She sat, unseeing, at her instrument, from which came the flow of tinkling sounds, her
ringed fingers moving across the keyswith gtiff but beautiful precison. Suddenly she saw or heard,
perhaps fdt, them. The music ceased. Jon-Joras might not have been there, for al the notice she took.

“Ae, what news?’ shecried.
“Theusud,” hesaid, shrugging. “ A hunt—an outworlder. Usud kill. Too quick, though—"

Lustrous eyes, beautiful tan face expressed something between anger and distress. “I don’t mean that!
Don't dissemble—what news?”

He hesitated; she saw it; he saw that she sawv it. “'Y ou make too much of trifles, ma am—"
13 Ae!”

“Nothing but a bull-drag. Southward in Belroze Woods. His epithalamion. | didn’t seem to recognize his
cry. That'sdl.”

An expression which was not relief, quite, but which yet relaxed the look of tense concern, passed across
her lovely face. It did not linger long. Her long fingers | eft the instrument, came together before her throat,

and clasped.
“1 donot likeit,” shesaid, dmost asif to hersdlf. “No. No. No... | do not likeit...”

Although the 3D scoping equipment here on Prime World was as good as anywhere in the multi-world
Confederation (“the lands of the Starry Compact,” as Por-Paulo had called it in a speech—inwardly
wincing, so he confided in Jon-Joras, at the purple phrase), thelocal economy did not run to any viewing
system: the Hunt scenes could be shown off-world, not there. Communications were non-visua. Some
faint reflection that 2D was surely at least possible had engaged Jon-Joras' s mind, but not for long. Prime
World was, asfar asthe Hunt Company was concerned, chiefly agame preserve; had been little more
for centuries. The hand of the Confederation rested lightly, very lightly here. What was good enough for
the Hunt Company in this now remote and passed-by globe seemed good enough for the Confederation.

The face of the communicator was nothing but an instrument board, and Jetro Yi, when hecdledin as



directed next morning, was nothing but avoice.

“I'm lining up one of the best Huntersfor your principa, P.M.,” he said, in hisusua important tones. “A
Gentleman by the name of Thuemorix. One of the best—"

“That’ s good, Company.”
“He s promised to draw usaprimebull. A five”
“How’ sthat?”

“A five. Dragonsare a prime at five years. After that, well, they begin to go downhill. And before that,
too green. | mean, huh-huh, literdly aswell asfiguratively, huh-huh. How would it look for your king to
come back with askin that anyone who knows anything, well, they could a one glancejust tell by the
color that he hadn’t had afirgt-class hunt? Wouldn't look good at dl. Y ou take some of these pot-bellied
parvenus, come herein ahurry, al they want isthe prestige, well, huh-huh, if they draw a hen-dragon or
an old crone, who' s going to know the difference, the circles they movein; skin could be pea-green or
rusty-black. But not for your principa, no sir, nothing to worry about.”

And he pumbled on and on. There was nothing immediately requiring Jon-Joras s atention. In afew days
he expected to have alodge lined up for him to look at, to be let with staff while the owners went south
on along vist. “But nothing immediate. So just enjoy your stay with His High Nascence.”

“All right, Company.”
“And I'll report tomorrow morning.”

“All right, Company.” Heflicked off before Jetro Yi could give aresume of dl the face-to-face
conversations he had had with Jetro Yi. When you had heard him once you had heard him
forevermore—unless you had a boundless appetite for the commerce of the hunt.

Leaving the communicator, he strolled a ease through the charming, rambling house out towards the
by-buildingsin which he knew he would find his host inspecting the livestock. Adlorix wasinthe
deer-sheds, greeted him with awave of hishand towards afat gray doe that was being washed around
the udders prior to milking.

“Beauty, isn't she? Won two prizes.”
“I must accept that judgment, sir. We have none like this out my way, on M.M. beta.”
“No, | supposenot... Thisyour king' sfirst hunt?’

Jon-Joras tentatively stroked the doe' s soft muzzle. It was Por-Paulo’ sfirst dragon hunt, yes. (“That's
the only kind that counts,” his host said firmly, with the salf-contained assurance of an untraveled
provincial.) Jon-Joras described Por-Paul o' s three quests for sundi in the swamps of Nor, before hisfirst
€l ection—the absolute protective coloration of the sundi—how (so the king had described it) it seemsas
if atriangular piece of swamp suddenly hurtlesthrough the air. “It’ snot agamefor the dow, ar. Instant
reflexes, or desth.”

“He' sgonefive or sx timesfor dire-facons, too, out of the aeries of Gare. A thousand, two thousand
feet up, if you miss—”



“Mmm..." Insecurely mounted on one winged cresture and aiming at another, fiercer one, asit swoops
and spins and dives, hooked beak and razor talons. But al Adorix said was, “Mmmm... | don’t deny
there seemsto be an element of danger. But you can get that, you know, from al | hear (oh, wouldn't go
myself if you paid me), just trying to cross aroad in one of the populous planets. No. A hunt, you see—"

They |eft the deer-shed, host courteoudly leading guest by the wrist, and crossed awide place of beaten
earth. “— isnot amere matter of danger. Not adragon hunt, at any rate. It'sa matter of ritud, art,
music, skill, color, tradition. Thereé smoreto it than just exposing yoursdlf to achunk of mud with teethin
it. And thisis an acknowledged fact. Ask any Company man, ‘What's your most popular, most
sought-after, most expensive hunt? One answer. ‘Dragon.’” It wastrue, thislast. Jon-Joras said nothing.

“Furthermore—" and here Adlorix suddenly ceased looking rather pontifical, and exceedingly grim,
“furthermore, these other items of game (if so you call them), what are they to those that hunt them?
Nothing, redly. Trophies. Mere sport. Nothing more. Wheress, the dragons,” his mouth curled down,
“we hate them. Don’t bein any error about that. We hate them!”

This came as completely surprising to Jon-Joras, for nothing he had heard previoudy and nothing in
Adorix’svoice as he had discussed them earlier, had prepared him for this sudden emotion. It was as
though the man had just remembered... and remembered amost unpleasant memory, too.

“Why?" he asked, astonished.

With agrimace and an abrupt gesture, the Magter said, “1t wasthe Kar-chee... They werethe
Kar-chee sdogs. They hunted us. Now we hunt them.” Then the mask dropped again and he said,
pleasantly, “ Come and see how thetraining’ s coming on.”

Jon-Joras, wondering mightily but saying nothing, yielded to the friendly hand upon his back, and walked
on asdesired.

On one sde of the wide place agroup of young, naked-chested archers were shooting at training targets.
An ederly bowmaster with stained white moustachios walked up and down behind them, aswitchin his
hand. The targets hung high in the air and swayed in the wind; whenever a cadet made what was deemed
too bad a shot—whisshh!— the switch came down across the lower part of the back. * Mm—hm,” the
Gentleman signified his gpprova. “Nothing better for the aim. Notice how careful old Faeis never to
catch the shoulder-muscles. Ah... | seemy boy’s had one miss already thismorning. Let’sseeif he has
another.”

They paused. Adlorix’ s younger son, a chestnut-haired boy in his middle-teens, sood in hisplace at line,
athin red wheal marking his skin just above his belt. The old man barked, the boy whipped out an arrow,
raised hisbow, let fly. Jon-Joras could not even see where the shot landed, but his host made a satisfied
noise. The bowmeaster paced his dow way down the line, said not aword of praise.

On the other side of the field severa squads of bannermen danced about with bare poles. A sudden
thought entered Jon-Joras s mind, passed hislips before he had time to consider if it were polite to
mentionit. “1sn’t this sort of an establishment expensive to maintain?”

“Inmy case, yes, because | like to see my people here at home, not hired out for Hunts al over the
place. And | don’t take Hunt contracts, mysdlf. Don’t have to. My older boy won't haveto, either. But |
suppose the younger will, unless| divide Adlor in my will, and | won't. Don't believein it. Keep estates
inone piece. I've got asmdler place up theriver and he shal havethat, and I'll start him off with asmall
establishment of his own. The Company will seethat he getsafew good contracts until his reputation
firms up. (That’ swhere most of your best Hunt Masters come from: younger sons, you know.) The
Company knowsme, | know the Company. Hate to think if we had to depend on Confederation.”



He did not elaborate, but added, atrifle defensively, “Not that we, not that 1, have to depend on the
Company, either. Far back as memory goes, thisfamily has never had to buy ahaunch of venison, a
peck of potatoes, or an €l of common cloth. Show me a Gentleman that doesand I’ [l show you afamily
going down hill,” he rambled on, proudly. “That’ s how Roedeskant got his etate, you know. Family that
had it, never mind their name, extinct in the madeline, anyway; they went down and he went up. Wdll, he
earned it, | credit him, yes. Council of Syndics shall change his name to Roedorix at the next Session, or
I’velogt dl my influence and shal engage myself asa Doghunter.”

They paused for him to watch the fletchers at work and to test a new batch of arrowheads with his
thumbnail along the edges. He poked into a pile of potatoes and satisfied himsdlf that the ones undernesth
were as good as those on top. He sampled the cheeses and sausages and the apples to see that they
were being properly stored, and was en route to the armory to show Jon-Joras his huntguns, when a
party of severa coming towards them through agrove of trees sighted them and caled out.

“Chick-boys... what are they doing back so soon?’

The boys—some of them actualy were boys, shock-headed imps with gaptoothed grins, never having
known aday’ s school or apair of shoes; others were al ages up to gray-beards who had been boys
forty years ago—beckoned their lord and set down what they were carrying. These, as Jon-Joras came
up, proved to be wicker baskets, coverstied on with ropes of grass, from within them came ashrill
twittering sound.

“What' s up, boys.”

All talking at once, they undid the baskets. “ Ah, now, Nasce', looka here at these beauties—" “Is't they
afinelot, Nasce 7’ “Have aeye on’'m, won't y*, Nasce —” They held up about a dozen young dragons,
deep yellow with just afaintest tinge of green dong the upper body in some of them.

“Very nice, very nice,” Adorix said, brusquely. “But if you' ve dacked off searching just to show mea
batch of chicks— No. Y ou wouldn’t. What's up?’

They fdl slent, eyesal turning to one man who stood by the sole unopened basket. He opened it now,
reached in gingerly, winced, lunged, and drew out something which brought aroar from hislord. “What
in blethersare you dragging that back for? It s not a chick, it's a cockeredl—do you have six fingers and
want to lose one?—and a marked cockerd too! What—7

The man with the gawky dragon-child needed both of his handsto hold it, but another man pointed to the
mark, the gray X on the underside which would grow whiter with age. A€lorix bent over, slently, to
examine it asthe chick-boy nudged the scaly under-hide with his scarred thumb, and the

dragon-cockerel chittered and snapped a him.

The Gentlemen snapped up straight, hisface red and ugly, criss-crossed with white lines Jon-Joras had
not noticed before. “What son of adirty crone marked that?” he cried. Hisrage did not surprise his men.

“Marky? Marky?

An old—a shambling old chick-boy—whose incredibly acid-scarred hands testified to the contents of the
ugly can he carried, shook his head dowly and sadly, eyes cast down. It might have been over the
sorrow of aruined grand-daughter.

“Not my stuff, Master Ae,” he said. “Nope. That's a coarse, karchen stuff, very coarse, y* see.” He
prodded it with a caricature of afinger. “See how deepit’s cut? | dunno amarky 'round here, ‘r north, 'r
south, who makes ‘r uses Stuff like such. And look where he put ' n, too, the dirty son of akar-chee's



9g—"

“Yes” hismader said, bitterly, “Yes, look. Cut itsthroat,” he ordered, abruptly, and stalked away with
quick, angry steps. Suddenly he stopped and turned back. “Not aword to any one! The Ma am isnot to
hear of this” 1t was along few minutes before his breathing calmed enough for him to say to hismute
gues, “Y oung man, you must amuse yourself for awhile. | must counsd with my neighbors on something.
Pray pardon and excuse.”

But the Ma am had aready heard. Her weeping was loud as Jon-Joras came into the house. He thought
it was best to make excuses of demanding duties, and to depart. It was not urged that he change his
mind.

Peramis was not much different from other of the city-states of Prime World, that ancient planet from
which the race of Man had begun its spread across the gaaxies. It had stripped itsdf bare, exhaugting its
peoples and minerals, in launching and maintaining that spread. So it was that, population dwindled and
resources next to nil, at atime when the son-and daughter-worlds were occupied in their own burgeoning
imperidisms, old Earth had had to stand aone when the Kar-chee—the black, gaunt, mantis-like
Kar-chee—came swooping down from their lairs around the Ring Stars. Alone and almost defensaless.
And, defensdess (in all savetheir native wit) and aone, what remained of her people had had to fight
their way up. Small wonder the very name of the conquerors had, inits corrupted but still recognizable
form, become acommon curse.

The establishment of Confederation, and a belated recollection of and attention to the first home of man,
found scarcely aremnant of the old status till remaining. Gone were the greet cities, gone the great states
and leagues of states. There might have remained even less than alittle, had not the Kar-chee been
perhaps more interested in the seathan in the land. In response to impelling plans and reasons known
only to themselves, masses of land had been blasted and submerged; others had been heaved up out of
the primordia muck. Rivers had been changed in their courses, mountainslaid low, mountains raised

high.

The old maps were of limited use, where useful at al; and Jon-Joras, gazing at the dow-turning, giant
modd globein thelobby of the Lodge, was obliged to forget hisancient history. That done, it was no
great feat to locate Peramis, Sartor, Hathis and Drogue, the four city-states which—nomindly, at
|east—divided between themsalves the land-mass (more than a peninsula, less than a subcontinent) most

frequented these days by those bound on dragon-hunts. And beyond was the uninhabited terraincognita
caled“The Bosky.”

Adorix of Adorix had been right enough in hisway. Dragon might perhaps not be the deadliest game,
but they were the most prestigious. In ancient legends, preserved in richest form in the worlds of the Inner
Circle, thosefirgt settled in the great wave of expansion, there were references to dragons. They did not
seem to fit the present-day creatures at al. Onetheory had it that the dragons of the mythic cycles had
retreated deep into forests and jungles (or, perhaps, the depths of the seas) and so escaped the attention
of reputable historians, evolution. .. mutation. .. accounting for the gpparent changes. Had the rupturing of
the deeps, perhaps, brought them forth again? Jon-Joras wondered.

Otherswould ins st that the Kar-chee brought the beasts with them, pointing to the existence in dl their
ruined “castles’ of great sunken amphitheaters which the remnants of Man on Earth united in calling
“dragon-pits.”



Onething alone seemed fairly certain despite al the severa theories: Before the Kar-chee came, if there
were dragons on Prime World, no one knew of it. And by the time the Kar-chee ceased to trouble, the
presence of the dragons was one of the grest redlities of Terrene life. Somewhere, somewhen during the
Kar-chee Reign and the chaos, the mystique * of the dragon-hunts had developed. And by now, centuries
after, it wasthe only resource of the despoiled planet. Whatever the explanation, it was all very strange,
indeed.

“Odd to think we al came from there,” someone, pointing, said over Jon-Joras s shoulder as he stood
musing before the circling globe.

He nodded, half-turned. It was the Confederation archaeologist, acertain Dr. Cannatin, whom he had,
from timeto time, heard lamenting in bar-lounge or Lodge-lobby the effort involved (and the money!) in
dredging up asingle artifact of the ancient days—or rgjoicing on the latest one he had nevertheless
managed to find.

“How isyour new dig coming dong?’ Jon-Joras asked politely.

Cannatin, middle-aged, and fat, and depilated according to the custom of his native world (wherever it
was), looked rather like an ambulatory egg. His round mouth made a grimace. “Hardly getting anywhere
a dl. Theplebs... that's not what they call them here, isit? No matter. Dog-robbers? Doghunters. Free
farmers, asthey like to be called—hard people to ded with. They would rather dig potatoes than build
dtes. Hunt ruins? Rather hunt dogs. And | have to pay through the nose when | can get them, too.” He
sghed.

“I"'m thinking of giving up around here, setting up abase camp on the far sde of theriver, near Hathis”

Jon-Joras asked if the lower classin Hathis was more amenabl e to archaeol ogy, and Cannatin shook his
naked head. “Not thinking of them, I’m thinking of the nomads. The tribespeople. There safew of their
main trails converge over that way. Now, these people going wandering in and out and al around. They
must know of sites nobody’ s even heard of. So I’'m moving. And soon—"

The sudden note of urgency surprised Jon-Joras, but before he could inquire, Cannatin, with amumbled
excuse, hurried away. Jetro Yi was not at the Lodge, so Jon-Joras thought he would look for him at the
Hunt Company’ s offices, seeing more of the “ state” en route. A number of pony-trapsin the road outside
the spacious lodge grounds solicited his custom, but he preferred to walk. Usualy the streetsin this part
of Peramistown were quiet, with few pedestrians; but scarcely had Jon-Joras crossed through the park
at the next crossroads when he began to hear crowd noises.

A bend in the gtately, tree-lined promenade brought him in sight of the throng, moiling around on the wide
mall in front of an important-looking building with awhite plastered portico. He had seenitspicturein the
Company’ stravel brochures, reduced to miniature, clients not being much interested in theloca
architecture; but for amoment he could not recall what it was... the State Hall ... the Chamber of the
Board of Syndics?

A blind beggar squatting on the pave lifted his head as Jon-Joras approached. “No room in the Court,
your Big,” he croaked, raising his cupped palms and asking a donation. Jon-Joras gave him something
and, wondering at the crowd, asked what was going on in court. The beggar canted his head asif to
assure himsdf that no one else was near, said, “ Ah, your Big, it’sthat dirty Doghunter what killed the
Gentleman. For why? Claims the Hunts people trampled his ‘tato patch. Course they paid’nfor it,
aways does. But them Doghuntersis mean greedy, never gives nothing to a blind man, wanted more, he
done. Gentleman giveshim apiece of stick to bite on, they fightsand hekills* n. Terrible thing, your



Big...”

Jon-Joras left him whining and walked on to themal. A small group of Gentlemen were sanding close
together in earnest talk; one of them, with repeated angry gestures towards alarger clot of plebs, seemed
urging some sort of action. Jon-Joras s path led him athwart the larger group, and he paused aways
away to ligten.

“—dirt, lessthan dirt,” aburly man in agreasy buckskin which left half his broad, hairy chest exposed,
was saying. “ First comestheir own kind, then comestheir bloody dragons, then comestheir damned
servants what kissestheir backsides, and then comestheir pishy customers from out-worlds.
Out-worlds! Did out-worlds help us when the Kar-chee come?’ His hearers growled and shifted. “ And
asfor us, ‘Lessthandirt,’ | says. Weisgood enough to hunt the wild dogsin the woods to keep things
safe, but no more n that. ‘ Freefarmers,” we calls oursdlfs. Hah! How free ¢’ n we be when our fields
what we plants with swest is no more to them than a path to run on or awastegrounds to tromple on?’

Timesthere are when the much goes dow and thelittle, quick; but now it was that the much went
quick—and quicker yet. A cry echoed down the mall, all heads turned, nearer, near, from the Court:
“Guilty! Guilty! Death!” A shout, fiercely triumphant, from the Gentlemen—the man in the buckskin
hurled himsalf upon them—in an instant the mall was amass of bloody turmoil into which Jon-Jorasfelt
himself carried away. He struck out, was struck back at.

The crowd, now become a mob, surged back and forth. He fell on one kneg, lifted hisarmsto ward off
being trampled on. But the mob had swarmed e sewhere. For the moment he was safe, and then, looking
around as he began to rise, he saw the girl on the ground to hisright. She was dender and dight and pale,
atrickle of blood upon her face.

He started to lift her up. She opened her eyes, her face convulsed with rage; she struck at him, legped
away free. In another moment she was|ogt in the screaming crowd.

The mob did not manage to free the convicted man but did manage to wreck the Court House
thoroughly, and wasin the act of burning it when the hagtily summoned soldiery attacked. The standing
army of the City-State of Peramiswas smdl, but it was disciplined and the mob was not. Hence the
battle, though nasty and brutish, was aso short. The plebs, still roaring defiance, scattered, leaving their
dead behind them.

The murderer, who had killed the Gentleman in afight over more compensation for his hunt-trampled
crops, was executed as scheduled; and in the usua manner: bound and gagged and hanged by hisfeet in
the main square, he was filled with arrows by a squad of masked archers.

Whether thiswas amistake or not, was much discussed at the Lodge. Chief Commissioner Narthy,
killing time until the arrival of the weekly aerospace ferry for ConfedBase—the only area of Earth under
direct Gaactic rule, it was located on the landmass which the Kar-chee had created out of the Andaman
Idands—"“Hunter” Narthy treating the lounge-bar to afarewd | round of drinks, inssted it was amistake.

“Why, they’ ve given the mob amartyr,” he said, Sipping. “ Everyone of those poor, down-trodden plebs
that witnessed the execution isa potentia rebel leader. No... the execution should have been carried out
privately, if at al. Then aprogram of education and land-reform, taking into cognizance the legitimate
aspirations of the pleb-peoples—”

But an e egantly-dressed trader from the Blue Worlds shook his head. On the contrary, he said, todo in



secret what had alway's been done in public would have been to admit to afear of the mob. And nothing,
he said, is more calculated to increase amob’ s power.

“Beddes,” hewent on, caressing hisglass, “ what legitimate aspirations of the pleb-peoples exis? Every
Doghunter would like to be a Gentleman, and who can blame him? But who can agree that thisisa
legitimate aspiration? An armadacan’'t consst of dl admirds, can it? Asfor the right of Huntsto go
across plowed land—why, it's part of the age-old principa of eminent domain. This planet has no other
resource but its Hunts, no other justification for Confederation being here—or for anyone from outside
ever visting the place”

A middle-aged Company PR man nodded. “ And without us,” he said, “the place would sink back into
barbarism. Y ou can’t base a civilization on planting potatoes. No, we owe it to our ancient Mother
World to continue our fructifying contact with it.”

However convinced the lounge-bar was, much of the population of Peramisthought otherwise. The
atmosphere in the streets was hostile, severa visitorswere jostled or stoned, and that night a
Gentleman’s country seat was attacked and burned and anumber of itsloyd servantsdain. All indll,
Jon-Joras thought he understood why Dr. Cannatin had decided to set up his base of operations
elsawhere. He sought out Jetro Yii.

“What do you think of arranging my king’s hunt in another city-state?’ he asked. “ Sartor or Hathisor
Drogue? It would not do for hisvist to be disturbed by al thisunrest.”

Jetro shook hishead. “It would stir up jedlousy, P.M. Utterly. We awaystry to avoid creating
antagonisms of that sort.”

Jon-Joras scanned the map. Hisfinger pointed. “How about this area called The Bosky? Base the hunt in
Peramis, officidly, but haveit there, in no-man’s-land.”

However, Jetro even more earnestly opposed this. He doubted that such arrangements could be
completed in time—hewas, in fact, certain that they could not. Jon-Joras afterwards concluded that
Jetro was likely much more concerned with the loss of hiscommission if the Hunt was held in another
digtrict... but he felt himsdlf ill-equipped to argue againgt those who held the loca ground. He dlowed
himself to be persuaded that the trouble was dying down (indeed, it did seem to be), and set to work on
his own task of preparing for Por-Paulo’ svist.

The estate of Thuemorix seemed quite satisfactory, despiteits distance from the town—more than twice
asfar as Adorix, for ingtance. He hired aflyer, contracted for food, equipment, extra servants,
entertainment, and all the thousand and two things needful. It was not only that he wanted his effortsto be
successful from acareer point of view. He sincerely liked Por-Paulo. The eective kingships of M.M.
beta were mankilling jobs. Por-Paulo needed the change.

Thuemorix himself, amiddle-aged man with awry sense of humor, had made the very courteous gesture
of sending hisfamily on ahead to Hathis-port, where they had close friends. He stayed behind to offer his
assstance to Jon-Joras. “| find that the warmth of affection is often in inverse proportion to the distance
between thefriends,” hesaid. “Asit is, they’ll give me such ahail-and-fare-well party in Hathis that we'll
never forget it. Between sea-gckness and the fact that we'll have to spend at least four months with my
wife saunt in Bachar, I'll be needing al the pleasant memories| can get.”

He brought out his best from the strong-rooms and storerooms to furnish the quarters engaged for
Por-Paulo and his aides and guests, moving furniture with his own handsto be sure it was arranged right.
Jon-Joras had been helping him, and they were looking around them in swesty contentment, when the
sgna of aflyer brought them out to the wide park-like lawn where the vessel had put down.



“What'sup, Roe?’ the host called out as they approached. “Don't tell me—an imprompt?’

Roedeskant nodded while several Gentleman cdled greetings. “Y es, your High. Wish you'd come aong.
A big drag’ sbeen sghted by theriver falowswhat's part of the Lielands, and asits Gentleman’s owed
me adrag thistwo-three years, why, he' skind enough to have give me the hunt of it. Now, your High
will recollect that | owes you adrag. So, if hedon’t mind taking it now as an imprompt— 7’

Thuemorix didn’'t mind at al. Hisfacelit up. “ Just the thing for asend-off,” he said, directing his servants
to get his huntgun. “And one for my young guest, too. | don’t think it improper for you to take achance
onashot,” he said to Jon-Joras, “ before your liege arrives, sinceit’s an imprompt, and hardly counts.
Won't giveyou atitleif you pierce your dragon, you see. We are so particular about the dragons, you
see,” he said, his manner suddenly becoming much more serious, “because the dragons used to be so
particular about us. Do you know what | mean? The Kar-chee used them like dogs, to hunt us down.
That’ swhy, | suppose, that we never use dogs to hunt anymore. Fact. Only of coursethey are abit
bigger than dogs, abit fiercer... and, leaving sarcasm aside, infinitely moreintelligent...”

Jon-Joras said, “I had redlly known nothing about al this—"

Thuemorix nodded. “It'sawonder that there were any of usdive a theend, there, at dl... Well.” He
relaxed, smiled abit, and with awave of his hand invited the outworlder to admire the view below.

Over theforests, denser and denser asthey proceeded upriver, the thick meadows and marshlands, the
flyer made itsway. The aimosphere was cheerful and relaxed. An impromptu hunt was evidently quitea
different thing from aregular one. Many of those aboard were younger sons-some of them surprisingly
young, including that son of Aelorix whom Jon-Joras had seen at target practice. Evidently the archers
today were dl gentlemen amateurs.

“Drag'samongtrous big one, | hears,” said Roedeskant. “ The tenant at Lie village sent word down by
boat. Don't know hiscall, they says.”

“A wanderer, | suppose. Seemsto me that there’ ve been rather afew more of those than usua, wouldn'’t
you say, Roe?’

A shadow seemed to fall over the Master Huntsman' sface. “P raps so, your High,” he muttered. Y oung
Adlorix looked at him, suddenly somber. Then someone started a song, and, one by one, everyone
joinedin.

The dragon | met in the morning,

| followed him all the day.

I'd waited since my borning,

My dragon for to slay.

“Getting there,” someone said. “ There' stheidand—"
The musicsthey grew tired.

Their horns they sounded hoar se.

But | with zeal wasfired

As | paced my dragon’s course.



The archersfired a volley,
My dragon for to turn.
When | saw himturnin folly,
My heart with joy did burn.

It was hardly great music or good poetry, Jon-Joras thought, wryly. In fact, it was rather dreadful. But it
had a swing and abeat to it. The Adlorix cadet was singing lustily, besting hisfists on his naked knees.

My dragon rushed on towards me.
Histalonsripped the air.

My bosom swelled with wonder
To seethissight sorare.

My dragon roared like thunder,
His mighty teeth all bare.

My life cannot afford me
Morejoy than | had there.

| sighted on his crux-mark,
Hisvital part to pierce—

The rest of the words were lost to Jon-Joras in the babble of voices asthe flyer put downinaclearingin
thewoods, not agreat distance from theriver. A smal group of men waswaiting for them; one of them,
atal sawart fellow in histhirties, dressed in fine-spun, proved to be the tenant—the others were his
sub-tenants. By his manner of speech he might amost have been a Gentleman himsdlf, and, indeed,
Jon-Joras had learned from the casua comments of the company, that he was the natural son of one.

The bannermen were in the acts of fastening the colored wefts to the ends of their long poles when the
low, rather mournful cry broke upon their ears. All heads went up, turned thisway and that. They sniffed
thewind like animas. “Not too far off,” Thuemorix muttered. “ None too far off...”

Roedeskant quickly got thingsin order; while he was doing so, Thuemorix repested the ingtructions he
had given Jon-Jorasin theflyer. “Don’t fire until you'retold to,” he concluded, “if you are told to. And
am only at the crux of the X, remember that. If you hit it, you pierce the only nerve-ganglion that counts.
Otherwise you can spend therest of your life shooting into him, if he'd let you—Holy Father! Already!”

He shouted. Lights glinted onto faceted eyes. Thuemorix shouted, Roedeskant flashed hisarms, cymbals
sounded and shawms blared. The dragon came hurtling out of the woods. The bannermen danced and
waved to draw him to the right. Heignored them. Cymbals clashed, arrows flew. Heignored them.
Bannermen and archers closed in towards him, running. The dragon, running swiftly, too, ignored them.
Hereared up upon his hind legs and the archersfilled the hide of hisbdly with their barbs and thistime he
did not ignore them.

Pivoting upon one greet jointed column of aleg, he came pounding down upon the archers. “ Oh, blood!”
someone cried. “ A rogue! A rogue! Rogue dragon!”



The bannermen flew like deer, teasing their bright flags under hisvery snout. He roared. They downed
their polesand fell, hidden, to the grass. The dragon did not stop, came charging on. Screams and turmoil
inthegrass.

Blood upon the great clawed feet of the dragon.
“Shoot free, shoot free!” Roedeskant shouted. “ Any with asight—shoot freel”

Jon-Joras saw three men raise their guns, fire amost together. The dragon came on, the dragon came on,
two more shots, then three, then four, the dragon came on. The archers held their ranks, firing thelr
useless shafts. Not one turned to run. And the dragon, hissing, screaming, flanks and chest® and sides and
stomach bristling with arrows, bleeding, eyes flashing dreadful beauty, the dragon stooped upon the
archers. Histalons swept to right and left, his head darted down, came up, jaws grinding, head tossing
through the reddened air.

The son of Adlorix fired hislast shaft asthe great bull-dragon’ s claws swept him off hisfeet. Theboy’s
mouth was open, but no song now came fromiit.

The beast was everywhere, and so, at last, he wasin the sights of Jon-Joras' sgun. Aim only at the crux
of the X ... Heremembered Thuemorix’ s voice (where was Thuemorix now?) saying the words. But the
crux of the X had been obliterated by all the shots poured into it, was agaping and bloody chasm.
Unthinking, autométicaly, into it hefired hisown shot. And fired. And fired. And—

Someone ran into him full-tilt. His last shot before the gun fell went wild. The man, whoever he was, best
upon him with clenched fists, screaming in terror; at last threw him down and ran. Stunned, scarcely able
to breath, Jon-Joras felt the concussion of the great beast’ s feet, saw out of the corner of hiseye,
something vast, something bloodstained go sweeping by. There were screams and screams. A voice
cried out, shrill, thickened, ceased.

The sky darkened, whedled, became awhirling concentric circle. Jon-Jorasfelt himsalf go sick and cold.
And al was black.

Somewhere in between hisfainting and his awakening he had heard what he now identified as the sound
of theflyer. A sudden tenseness of his muscleswarned him just in timeto turn his head. He vomited.
Then, fearful, lay back for along moment. But there was nothing to be heard except the drone of flies.,

The sun was out and birds called. How many people had come on the impromptu hunt? Jon-Joras,
numbed by the sickening sightsthat lay al about, did not know. Nor could he guess how many might
have made their escapein theflyer (if any but the pilot had) or into the woods. No one answered his
cdls... afird...

Only when he held the bloodied head on his knees did he redlized that he had never known the boy’s
name. Adorix’ sboy stared blindly right into the sun. “Téll... tell my mother...” he began.

“I'will. 1 will,” Jon-Joras said. And waited. And waited. But the dead lips spoke no more. Tell his
mother! What could he tell her, he wondered, that she had not aready guessed and feared!

Numbly following the custom of his own people, helaid aclot of earth on each closed eye, and
sraightened the arms at full length, folding the handstogether inaloose clasp. “ * Ended is this scene
and act,” " hesaid.” ‘May the curtain rise upon a fairer one. ...” ” He could not remember the rest of
it.



When you have no ideain which direction anything is, it makes as much senseto go in one direction as
another. Theriver and the Lie village were not too far away, but he had no notion where. The sensible
thing was obvioudy to wait right where he was until help came. But thiswas the one thing he could not
do—not at that field of death, over which the dark birds had aready begun to circle.

He made acircle of hisown around the clearing, and took thefirst path he found. The afternoon was late
indeed before he dared admit that, wherever the path led, it did not lead to the Lie village. And then he
heard the dogs. It should not have come to him as the heart-swelling surpriseit did. Where there were
Doghunters, there were bound to be dogs. Besides, had he not seen their severed heads? Recalling the
mottled teeth in the bloody muzzle, he broke into an awkward, stumbling run.

Someone was there; he saw the glimmer of cloth off to one side on the dope. Instantly upon hisoutcry, it
vanished, and he left the path to follow, leaping over fallen trees and little rivulets running through the soft,
mossy earth. Someone was there ahead of him in the darkening daylight. ..

Aqgirl.

“Pleasel” hecaled. “1 won't hurt you! | don’'t want— They’re dl deed, all the others—the rogue
dragon—"

She stopped at that; stopped and whirled around. The shock of it stopped him, too. For amoment they
stood staring at one another. It wasthe girl he had tried to help on the Court House mall; the girl who had
struck at him, run away, as she was, in the next ingtant, running now.

“Don’t leave me heredone,” he cried, despairingly. “ The dogs—! The dogs—!” They were nearer now,
and nearer and nearer; they seemed to be al around him. He could no longer see the girl. He snatched up
adtick of thick wood and |ooked to see alarge tree that he could get his back against—or, better, climb.
But he was passing through an area that had been burned over not many years enough before; there were
no largetreesat dl.

“Don't run!” A man’svoice. He whirled around. The dogs had been on al sides of him because the
men who were leading them on thick ropes of braided lesther were on al sdes of him. Helet out his
relief in agusty sgh and let the stick drop.

“Oh, Lord... I'm so glad to seeyou... | was on the hunt, back there—" he gestured, indefinitely; he no
longer knew just how far or in what direction “back there” was. The men were dressed in hides and
cloth; two of them handed over their leashes to others and came towards him.

“It was arogue dragon, and it wouldn't die, it wouldn't die—" The words caught and clickedin his
throat.

The two men looked at each other. Little lights seemed to kindlein their eyes.
“Wasit?’ sad one.
“Wouldn't it?" said the other.

They came up to him and he put out his hand. With untroubled but with deft emphatic movements, one
took that hand and one took the other and they swung them behind his back and tied them fast with

thongs.

“Walk on,” said one. “Just walk. No tricks. It'seasier to let loose the dogs than to hold on to them.”



He picked up Jon-Joras s stick and thumped him in theribswithiit. “ Walk!” he said, again. Jon-Joras
walked.

IV

There had been no ponieson MM beta. It seemed to Jon-Joras that there was no longer any skin on the
ingde of histhighs. His hands were now free, but his feet were bound instead, by aline passing under the
pony’ s belly. The dogs loped alongside, from timeto time looking up at him—hungrily, it seemed. Their
eyes glowed red in the torch-light. He did not remember dozing off, but when he snapped awake, two
men who had been holding hisarms on either sde withdrew.

The uncertain flaring light showed nothing that told him where he was. Not on the interminable path any
more, for certain; it was not wide enough for three men to ride abreast. One of the riders grunted,
pointed. Another, nodding, said something which vanished into ayawn. Jon-Joras, following the gesture,
saw agreat black block of rock canted at an angle. Vines grew over it. There was another. And another.
The soft thudding of the ponies’ hooves suddenly began to echo, the air was ingtantly closer. They were
inatunnel of some sort; atunne which wound around and around, always up-hill. The smdll wasfaint,
but it was an dien smdll, and he shuddered &t it.

A wave of cool air washed hisface; the echo vanished. Stars were overhead, but only overhead... not to
the sdes. He fdt, rather than saw, the encircling wall which must be there. Where this place was, and
what this placewas, he had no idea. But hefdlt certain that it was never built by the men who held him

captive.

The hunt itself had taken toll of him adrain of nervous energy equivaent to many days hard work; his
long walk, hisflight from the dogs, theride... Hefell from the pony, but the pain (asthey loosed his
bonds) seemed academic. His body was being hurt, but he—Jon-Joras—was not his body. Vaguely, he
was aware of being haf-carried down along, winding ramp into aroom where torches blazed in sockets
on walls so high he did not see the tops. Food was set before him, he ate, nodded, dumped onto the
tables. Men stripped him of histrousers, rubbed his sore skin with curioudy-scented save. He fell adeep
again whilethiswasbeing done.

But even in his deep he heard the hissng, heard the low, dmaost melancholy call of the dragon.

He awoke on apile of hides and rushes, sunlight streaming through awindow very high up. He blinked. It
was not awindow, but abreach in the smooth black wall that went up and up and up... The room hewas
inwas not quite awall, but apartition of plankswhich scarcely reached higher than his head. He began to
get up, stopped, with asharp cry of pain.

Every muscle seemed sore—including muscles the existence of which he had not known before. He
thought that a hot bath might relieve the sorenessin tendons and ligaments, aswell asremovethe grime
and dried sweat—but he feared what it might do to the raw skin on the inside of his upper legs. And, at
any rate, wherein this place—haf improvised camp, half ancient ruin—could he expect to find ahot
bath?

The answer came sooner than he expected. A fat, toothless old woman came bustling in with abowl of
hot water and arag. “You'll haveto get up now,” she said. “I’m going to be needing this room to sort my
potatoes. Wash up and get along.”

If thiswere aprison, it was an odd and informal one. He winced, but was glad of the wash, such asit



was. “| don't know whereto get dong to,” he said, scrubbing gingerly. The old woman said that this
wasn't her problem. So, carrying the trousers he didn't dare to try to put back on, he wandered out into
the hall which doped down between the partitions. Again the light coming through the hole far up caught
his attention. He followed the shaft of sunlight to whereit lit on the oppositewall, and it was there that
something struck his attention.

It appeared to be afrieze; high up asit was, and at abad angle, obscured by dirt and cobwebsin places,
he could not clearly make it out. But one figure seemed to leap into focus. It was not ahuman figure,
With ablink and a shudder, he understood. He was in one of the ruined and abandoned castles of the
noisome and chitin-mantled Kar-chee.

But who the people were who had moved into it as a hermit-crab movesinto an abandoned shell, he had
yet to learn.

At any rate, they took afriendly enough interest in him as he hobbled dowly adong. Someone offered him
afried egg; someone offered him aboiled potato. Someone offered him afinespun tunic that had seen
better days. And someone offered to apply another dressing of save to his saddle-sores, and to bandage
them aswell. He accepted all these offers.

After thanking the last donor, and finding that he could now wak much more comfortably, he said, “1 am
not complaining... but how isit that I’ m not tied anymore?’

The bandager, amiddle-aged man with a broken nose, said, matter-of-factly, “Why, because you
couldn’t get out of here until we wereready to let you. Other than that, it’s Liberty Hall.” He chuckled
briefly.

Jon-Joras said, “But | must get out of here. | have duties... outside.”

The bandager gave agrim little nod. “Weal have duties... outside. For the time being, though, some of
ushaveour duties... ingde... aswell.”

“Forgive me. But—you don't talk like a Gentleman or like a Doghunter. I'm an outworlder, and eesily
confused.”

“I'll tell you. At onetime lived in the State. The town or city, | mean. Drogue. Never been there? Not
much of anything. | liked it, though. | was a shopkeeper. Had alittle house on the outskirts. A garden
plot.” His sentences got shorter and his face grew redder. “My land bordered a Gentleman’s, you see.
Oegorix. Rot hisblood... Oneday | came home. Tired. Sitin my garden. | thought.

“Garden? Y ou see one here? That' swhat | saw there. His High—" —the word he uttered was not
“Nascence’— “had decided to extend histraining grounds. So, rather than take a chunk out of hisown
grass or garden, he merely appropriated mine. Not aflower, not aplant did he leave me. His bloody
musics were tramping up and down and under my window where the rosebeds had been.”

In the fight that followed, the shopkeeper had gotten his broken nose. He went from hishouseto find his
shop wrecked, returned from his shop and saw the smoke of his burnt house. “ So | went to Hathis. But
things no better there | found. The Gentlemen do asthey likein every place. Except here. Here, we do
aswe like. But we don't like it here, much. And sooner or later...”

His mouth twitched. Then hesaid, in asmothered voice, “You'll see. Go on, now.”

In somewaysit was asif ahighly eccentric Gentleman had moved his estate, herds, followers chick-boys
and al, into the black basdt ruin of the inhuman and forest-laired Kar-chee castle—and then mixed it dl



up, humble-tumble. Here awoman hung a cloth bag full of soft cheeseto drip, there afletcher picked
through apile of feather in his aproned lap. A young boy practiced scales on an old horn. A woman on a
stool stitched colored clothsinto banner wefts, from timeto time giving her rather dirty baby’scradlea
rock with her bare (and dirtier) foot.

But nowhere, anywhere, was there ahdl windowed with oiled and painted paper, bright with flowersand
gay with birdsong and the sound of water, where adark woman in embroidered robes sat making crystal
musc.

A vision of the shattered face of the boy with chestnut hair rose before Jon-Joras sinner eyes. What
connection there might be between that bloody death and this curious wild encampment, he did not
know; only that he felt astirring conviction within him that such aconnection therewas. And then,
through the contented confusion of the courtyard, aman with ascarred face picked hisway.

He did not see, or seem to see, the prisoner at large—or for that matter, anyone else—but everyone saw
him and marked his passage. The man wastall, with little degp-set eyes under black brows like nests of
snakes. The bones of his face seemed about to burst through the reddened skin, the mouth was an al but
lipless dash between the grim nose and the dmost impossibly long and heavy chin. The scar went from
scalp to neck, interrupted only by the sscump of one ear. Hisfeet tramped the black dabsasif dl his
enemieslay upon them.

Almogt automaticaly, Jon-Joras stopped gtill and drew in upon himsdf until the man passed; entirdly
automaticaly, hefdl in behind—well behind—him. Only as he followed after the unnaturaly stiff figure,
hands clenched a sides, did the formed thought reved itself to his upper mind: where this man was, the
answer was.

And s0, passing through the wake of whatever emotion lies between fear and awe, Jon-Joras followed
on asif drawn by rope and held by magnet.

Perhapsit was only adream dragon that he had heard in his deep that night. But the one he heard now
was no dream—unless this whole scene, Kar-chee castle and court and all, unless it was a dream, too.
His ear-drums vibrated with the hiss that became a scream. But—per haps it was a dream!—no one else
so much aslooked up. And still the man walked on and on.

He stopped only at alow wall and there he leaned over. Jon-Joras walked on a bit, then put his hands on
the parapet and peered. Thethick, dark odor of dragon caught him sharply between nose and throat, but
he didn’t turn away. Below him in an area partly ringed with seats, a dragon came rushing down the
ground. His hide was thick with arrows and the stumps of arrows, and asmell Jon-Joras knew from
other places, other times, came from the beast— the fishy stench of old, of rotten blood.

At firgt glance the scene bel ow appeared to be anormal dragon hunt. Almost at once, though, Jon-Joras
saw the differences. It was like seeing double. There, for instance, was the row of archers. But behind
them was another row. The arms and hands and bows of the archers moved. The row behind them, clad
in the same | eaf-green, moved not. And in front of the row of archerswas atrench.

The dragon came beating down the ground. Ancther flight of arrows bored into hishide. He neither
plucked at them nor dackened pace. The thought came into Jon-Joras smind, thisoneisno virgin! At
his near approach, the front row of bowmen seemed to vanish into the earth-one jump—the narrow
trench, too narrow for adragon-paw, received them. The row of dummies swayed dightly on the shaking
ground. But the dragon ignored them. Unwavering, it rushed on and on.



From behind alow earthen wall directly in his path, up legped arow of figures, bright bannerswaving on
long poles. Jon-Joras had to squint and peer amoment before redizing that these, too, were dummies.
The dragon plunged on through their midst. Jon-Joras flung his head around and his eyesflew down the
arenato see what lay dead ahead of the plunging questing beast. He had not far to look.

There were thefiguresin huntsmen’s clothes, gunsin hands. Bellowing his hatred, pain and rage, the
dragon came on and on and in great, maddened leaps, flung himsalf upon the group. Jon-Joras had not
seen thisone trench. He blinked as the figures vanished into it. All but one of the figures vanished into
it—that one, adummy fastened to a stake, flew firdt right, then eft, then waslifted high into the air to be
worried asarat in thejaws of adog.

Something splashed and spattered on Jon-Joras s face and chest. Thoughtlesdy, he raised his hand,
wiped at it. It waswarm. It was blood. He looked, incredulous, at the figure which the dragon now held
inits paws and tore into bits. And then he vomited again.

“That, you see,” the tall man with the scar said, abruptly turning to him “iswhat hgppensto traitors!”

Hisvoice had started out astonishingly soft and smooth, the face as blank as ever; but on the last word
the face convulsed, the voice rose into a shriek, cracked upon the last note. The hands leapt up from his
sdes. Jon-Jorasfell back. Then the face struggled, the mask fell into place again. So did the hands.

The voice was soft again. “Y ou outworlder—you’ re aboy. A pawn, adavey. You don't know, does
you? What' s been going on here on our old Earth? Think about the worst enemy they’ s ever had in your
world. Timesit twice, add to it. And think what rotten things turnstraitor, turns enemy. Is that—down
there—too bad for it? Oh, no, boy. No... Too, good.” The voicefell lower on the last word, and the
effect was somehow more frightening than when it rose. Thetiny eyes glinted. The thin mouthed
stretched.

Abruptly, he beckoned, turned his back, started down aramp. And again Jon-Joras followed. Dimly he
wondered if the Prime World, supposedly so old and so tired, might not be too much for him. Its
unexpected vigor, wasted as it was in strange ways, was dl too different from the tight and organized
hegemonies of MM beta—where even the unexpected was predictable.

They came at last to a scene untouched by the turmoil and disorder of the rest of the place: a chamber
immaculately clean, furnished with atrestle bed, atable conssting of awide plank set on two more
trestles, and a doorless cabinet lined with shelves. There were no chairs.

“My nameisHue,” thetall man said. “Not Huedeskant and not Huelorix—just Hue. Never mind telling
meyours, | know it since you come here. We been watching you. We watches everyone. Firgt, naturdly,
| thought maybe you was aspy. Now | think you isn't. Probably...” His sentence ended on asignificant

pause.

“Where was the dragon hunt yesterday? Near the Lie village?’ He went to amap on thewall and
marked it with apiece of charcod. “Tel meabout it. All about it.”

His gaunt, scarred face remained impassive, but histiny eyes glittered under hisMedusa s brows. Then
hewasslent awhile.

“All right,” he said, answering an unspoken question. “Hereit is, see. What judtifies the Gentlemen, that
they lives on others' labor and does what they likes with others? Why—they huntsdrags. Y es. And the
drag isterrible big and terrible dangerous. Isn't he? Of course. Y ou hasto go out after him with beaters



and musics and bannermen and archers and guns. Y es. And to make damned sure that you killshim, you
takes him when he' sachick and marks him with acid—fed s carefully for that certain spot and paintsthe
X sothe crux isright over it. Correct?’

Jon-Joras nodded.

“All right,” said Hue. “Now. If the Gentlemen redlly had any interest in putting down dragons, they’ d
have the chick-boyskill ‘em... and not mark ’em. Right?’

“Yes, of course—hut you' re making a point that no one needs to have made. Of course they preserve
dragons, the whole place is nothing but one big game preserve.”

Hue sad, “Right. And they’ sthe game wardens. And what’ re we? Poachers? We lives here, too.
Haven't we got no rights? No. None. Once in ten years, maybe, one of usislucky enough to get took on
asaservant to a Gentleman. And once in, maybe a hundred years, some servant islucky enough to get
meade a Gentleman—"

“Roedeskant!”

“Yes... Roedeskant... Does he remember what his grandser was? His stick is heavier againgt usthan
anyone's. Or was. Don't know, yet, if he got away alive. But, to go back. The drags, now—"

Hisflat voice droned on. But Jon-Joras was far from being bored at what Hue had to tell him, told him
with the endless attention to and reiteration of detail which only the monomaniac is cgpable of. Didlilled, it
amounted to aredlization that the dragon, if left alone, was harmless: asort of gigantic chicken, with no

brain to speak of .

No one needed beaters to go round up sundi so that they would come and be hunted; it was not
necessary to tease and to confuse dire-falcon with banners and musics and archers.

The entire principle of the ritual murder which congtituted a dragon hunt was misdirection. Anyonein
good health and who could keep his head, could manage to stay out of adragon’ sway—if the dragon
was not goaded into frenzy. Such skill asthere wasin a hunt was mostly on the part of the bannermen.
The function of the archers was only to goad the beast—and create a picturesgque pattern of arrowson
his hide—and make him rear upright, so that his X-mark was exposed. Anyone who could hit amoving
target could kill adragon.

And the dragon was thus aways killed.
Was'tit?

Pea-brained as the species was, the individual memberswere still, like any cresture, capable of learning
something from experience. But no dragon was alowed to do so, under the Hunt system. All talk of
amall, feeble Man the Hunter pitting himself againgt the skill and cunning of the great dragon was cant and
hypocrisy. The novice dragon had neither skill nor cunning, just histeeth, histalons, and hisweight. Now
and then it had happened, over the years, that some trembling finger on the trigger did manageto miss. If
the dragon then turned and ran from the guns, his one vulnerable spot no longer visble—if the same
dragon, escaped, was unlucky enough to come across another hunt— and again escape—

“Why, then, boy, you got the one thing that every Gentleman fears more than anything in theworld. You
got adragon that knows better. Y ou got a rogue dragon!”

Light blazed in Jon-Joras' s mind. His body, which had been drooping with stiffness and with pain, jerked
graight upright. “ And that' swhat you' re doing here!” He cried. “1n the dragon pit—you’ retraining



roguesl”

Hue' s scarred head nodded, nodded dowly. “That’s exactly what we' re doing in the dragon pits. We're
training rogues. We'retraining the drags so that they’ Il know better than to be distracted by banner-wefts
and music. We retraining them so that they won't waste time plucking & arrows. By the time we re done
and he' sready to be released, you' ve got adragon that’ s what the Master Huntsmen claim every drag
redly is” Hisvoice sank and histhin, lipless mouth opened wide.

“And aren't they surprised...” he whispered.

Memories of that “surprise,” the terror and the panic and the bloody daughter, made Jon-Joras wince
and shudder. But another memory, at first as smal and nagging asagrain of sand under an eydlid, grew
and grew and became large. “But arogue dragon,” he said, dowly, “istill only adragon. It may have
learned cunning, but, physicaly, it isthe same. Training has't changed the fact that if you put a shot
through acertain place, it dies. | pierced that rogue yesterday, myself. At least ahundred shots pierced
it... the crux of the X-mark was obliterated, it was abloody pulp... but the dragon didn’t die. Why
not?”

Huelooked at him, relishing the moment. “Why not? Why, becauseit’ s true the dragon’ s body hadn't
changed. But something el se was changed. Not in the body. On the body. We don't take drags that the
Gentlemen have dready fixed for themselves. Wouldn't befoolsif we did. Oh, no. We got our own
chick-boys. And we finds our own chicks...”

Faintly, faintly, conscious of the cold cregping over him, Jon-Joras saw A€lorix looking at the
dragon-cockerel, saw the acid-burned finger of the old marky pointing at the X-mark, heard the words,
“ Look where he put it, too!”

“It' sonly amatter of afew inches,” Hue said. “A difference you can’t see when you' relooking up from
below, and al excited with the hunt. Only afew inches, yes, boy, but it might aswell be afew miles.”

Everything dsethat Hue told him seemed an anticlimax, though he would have found it exciting enough if
he had heard it without the other. There had dways been outlaw bands of one sort or another in the
forest. But previoudy, generdly, they had been content to remain in the forest.

The one now established in the old Kar-chee castle, however, had no such intentions.

And now athought which had for some time not been far from the surface of Jon-Joras's mind rose to
hislipsaswell. The old Kar-chee castle...

“But | don't see,” he began dowly, then proceeded morerapidly; “1 don’t see how, if the dragons are as
naturdly stupid asyou ssy—"

“They are! They are! | do say! No man alive knows more about they, boy, than | do. Dragons had been
my science, boy, my library. | know what | tell you.” Histhin, amost invisible lips curled away from his
teeth.

Jon-Joras, who had paused, brushed hisblack hair from hisforehead, and went on, in part repeating
himsdlf in order to complete his question: “If the dragons are as naturaly stupid as you say, how isthat
the Kar-chee could have used them as—so to speak—dogs, to hunt the people down with?’

Hue' sfierceness was somewhat abated by his genuine puzzlement. His perplexity did not seem that of
onewho merdy did not know an answer, rather it was the baffled attitude which comes from inability to



understand the question. “What you mean, boy? That' s what the drags was— Karches.”

Now it was Jon-Joras's surprised incapacity to comprehend. “But the Kar-chee were not dragons—"
“Coursethey wasl What else was they?’

Jon-Joras gestured. “Back down there, near where | dept last night, there' safrieze—"

“There' sawhat?”

“A frieze, ardidf... Pictures| Carved into thewdl, up above.”

Hue shrugged, as he might shrug off amerely mildly-annoying insect. “ Oh, them things. Not Karches,
boy. Just big bugs. Karchesis another namefor dragons, just like ‘drag’ is another name for dragon.”
Questions, more questions, tugged at Jon-Joras s mind; he poured them out. How could the pea-brained
dragons have ever conquered the Earth and transformed its land and sea—this was the burden of them.
But it was clear that Hue knew nothing and cared nothing of al that. Whatever mass of legendary and
ignorance his history consisted of, it was not the past which concerned him. So, in the face of his growing
annoyance, the conversation changed from the past to the future.

“What do you intend to do about the dragons, if you get into power,” Jon-Joras had asked. And the
answer wasimmediate.

“When we get into power? Drags? They shall dl bekilled, every one of them—in the egg, and out.”
“And... the Gentlemen?’
“They shdl al bekilled, every one of them—in the egg, and out.”

At firgt Jon-Joras thought that Hue had not fully heard nor understood the second question, was il
replying to thefirgt. But then he redized that both of the questions had the same answer.

V

And in the night, the Kar-chee chastle was penetrated.

He had dept but ill, his aches and pains contending with what he had heard from Hue, and what he could
not forget of the rogue dragon in the wood and the rogue dragon in the pit, at keeping him at least
half-awake. He had heard the noises for quite some time before he even paid much attention to
them—padding of feet, whispering, scuffling—and then, when he had begun to wonder vaguely what it
was about—

He smédlled the smoke and guessed the fire before a scream came, signaing chaos. As even aman whose
house isrocked by an earthquake may pause to put on his shoes, so, now, Jon-Joras, while the castle
exploded into uproar, dowly and painfully drew on histrousers. They were fighting in the corridor by the
time he got there, men of the cagtle against men he did not know, men in fleecy capes.

Jon-Joras did not know them. But they seemed to know him. “ There€’ sthe outworlder!” someone
shouted. He turned to try and identify the voice, knowing only that the accent was strange.

Someone saized hisarm. “Run! Run!” he cried. “Follow our line—follow our torches—when you seethe
lagt one, tell him, ‘Pony and pride!” Y ou got that? Then, run!”



Jon-Jorasran. That is, he proceeded at apainful, agonizing stagger. The torches of the strangers were
made of reeds bound in bundles, easy to digtinguish from the tarry sticks of the castle-folk; nor were the
strangers hard to tell apart, either.

Stumbling and now and then crying out in sudden pain, he made hisway through the confuson asbest he
could. It was only when he stumbled in the darkness that he redlized the the fighting was behind him. For
amoment he stood till, listening to the echo of it. Ahead, in the distance asingle torch flared, and by the
uncertain light he saw, or thought he saw, afleecy cape.

Sowly and fearfully, his hands groping out ahead of him, he made his away aong. From the direction of
thetorch avoice cried, “Who' sthat? Speak out, or I'll arrow you—~by my mother, 1 will!”

In astrangled voice Jon-Joras said, “Pony and pride!” Then he shouted it: “ Pony and pride! Pony and
pride!”

The man with the torch laughed. His hair and beard was the same light golden brown as his cape. “ Come
on, then... comeon... Ah. The outworlder! How’ sthe fight going, up there? Well enough, | supposg, if
someone had time to give you the word. All right!” He stopped and selected areed torch from apile at
hisfedt, litit, handed it over.

“Now—" He gestured. “ Straight dong as you go, you cometo aholein thewall. Go through it. Wait!
Take another light, dow as you' re humping aong, one might burn out on you. On with you!”

Actudly, the torch did not burn out on him—aquite. The holeled into atunnel like the one through which
he' d entered the castle, though smdler. Again, thefaint and alien odor troubled him. .. hethought it must
be the long lingering emanation of the Kar-chee themsalves. Thefloor of the tunnel wasthick and soft
and dusty. The roof was hung with cobwebs. The smal hairs of hisflesh began to prickle. He could have
cried with relief when he finally saw torchlight ahead, and the air freshened on hisface.

Riding, curled up on hisside, on the soft floor of the litter was better than riding astride a pony, or even
than walking. The litter was not there for him, asthe person for whom it was there had made and was
making quite Clear.

“Time was, me coney-boy, when | could stride a cob with the best of them, yesindeed, ride all day,
frolic and dance and make love al night. But those days are gone, yesindeed Gone before you were
hatched, my chick. Or didn’t they hatch on your world? Bear live, do they?’

A gust of laughter took the withered little creature in the corner of thelitter. It was day, early day, now.
But he could gtill be no more certain if it were very old man or very old woman there, buried in the
mound of furs and fleeces; save that it had been addressed as ma’ am.

“Y ou ligtening, Jonny? Awake, are you? Good. Not that it makes much difference at me age, therel

was, babbling to myself for hours, thinking you were listening, al the while you were dreaming away, but

| went on babbling, anyway. We Il stop by and by for abite to eat and something hot and sweet to drink.
Now, then, must mind me manners—

“Md am Anna, that’ swho | am. Cal me Queen of the North People, if you like; call methe Tribe-Hag, if
it likesyou better. Oneway you look at it, | paystaxesto their nasty, priggy little Lordshipsthe
High-Born Syndics of Peramis, Hathor, Sartis and Drogue, for the pleasure of me folks' wandering
through what the stiff-neckslike to think istheir territory. Look at it another way, they pays me tribute for
not raiding into their borders. What it amounts to, nowadays, want to know: We exchange presents. Eee,



thefolly of folkd”

She winked, tittered, flung up her ancient paws. Then, with amuitter, drew ahorn whistle from
somewhere under her coverings, and blew on it. Almost at once ahead thrust into the litter, and a hearty
voice sad, “Wdl, our ma am, have you finished seducing this young cock-dragon? And can the rest of
us, poor respectable nomads as we are, pause and rest?’

The old woman cackled and gestured. A horn blew, voices cried out, the litter (carried by two
fat-bodied, short-legged animas that might have been small horses or large ponies) halted. And over the
hot breakfast which presently made its way into the palanquin, to be divided between matriarch and
guest, Jon-Joras reflected on what he had heard; for he had not been atogether adeep dl during theride,
merdly too tired to reply or commen.

Theraid had not been planned to free him, athough that had been part of it. Theraid had not been
planned to pick up adozen or so likely young women, athough that had been part of it, too. (The
women had shrieked and struck their captors and engaged in some semi-ritua wailing until cuffed into
slence, but they seemed to have accepted their change in fortune serenely enough after not very long.)

“That Hue seemsto think that nothing but what he wants, counts, me coney,” old Ma am Anna had
complained. “Well, now. How stupid do he think the Gentlemen are? They know that something doesn’t
smdl right, yesindeed Sooner or later, they’ re bound to come looking. Now, we North People, we mind
our own business. And we do not want any troops and armies coming and poking around. Wars, you
know, me boy, wars are catchy things.”

Boiled down, then, the raid had been intended to reestablish the status-quo before the city-states went to
armsin order to re-establish it themsalves. And, the dragons, she had said, were dead—dead in their
enclosures behind the pit. Pausing with apiece of wild honeycomb in hisfingers, Jon-Joras asked about
that.

“How were the dragons killed, Ma am Anna? | heard no gunfire. No one could have gotten a good shot
by the torchlight, anyway. Besides, they were dl marked wrong.”

She nodded, supped noisily from her bowl. After amoment, she wiped her toothless mouth, said, “That's
another thing, you see. Hue and his rogues. Rogue drags can be as bothersome as soldieries, yesindeed

| daresay heintendsthey al go downriver, towards the hunting country. | suppose he does his best to
drive them so. But they don't, me cockerdl, no, they don’t always stay drove...

“How were they killed? Why, we poisoned them. Never mind what poison. Leave at least one of us be
ableto eat with an easy mind.” She bent over in aspasm of silent laughter.

Breakfast over, the day quite on itsway and the sun warmer, Ma am Annahad the curtains of the litter
drawn back and relinquished alayer or two of her coverings. The signal horn sounded, and the nomads
got on their way once more. Far off in the bosky distance afaint smudge showed in the air on the
horizon. The black stones of the sinister, dien Kar-chee castle would not burn, but just about everything
the outlaw Doghunters had carried into it was flammable.

“How did Hue get his scar, do you know?’

Her wrinkled lips came together in apout. She shook her head. “ That was bad, yesindeed Someone
with an -ix to thetall of his name—thiswas when Hue wasjust smadl of Sze—decided hedidn’t find him
meek enough. Maybe was drunk, too. However it was, he picked him up by the scruff and tossed himin
with a dragon-cockerd that he happened to have around. The cockerel was bigger than Huewas. .. |
don't atogether blame the man. Things oughtn’t to be the way they are, dtogether. But |etting amadman



burn down the barn is no way to improve them.”

It was not abarn, exactly, which was burning back there. Her eyesfollowed his and, evidently, her
thoughts, too. “ Do they have dragons where you come from, coney?

No. No, | suppose not. Because you never had no bloody Karches, did you, then? Lucky you. Did you
know that they turn into Karchesin the night-times? Y esindeed So you be careful, hear me now, in
wandering off in the dark. Particularly if we gets near unto The Bosky. Fierce, terribly fierce, isthem

Bosky drags”

Jon-Joras, torn between his desire to hear more of this new aspect of the legend—the dragon as
were-Kar-chee— and his desire to hear more of the dmaost unknown land beyond the official territories
of the city-dtates, decided that if he let her talk he might well hear of both. Which he did.

The nomads apparently knew very well that the dragons were not Kar-chee. How Hue and Hue's
people had formed the notion that they were, Jon-Joras could not guess and didn’t now try. The notion
that at certain timesand in certain places the dragons shifted their shapes into those of the long since
departed Kar-chee was perhaps, however, not much more scientific. If at all.

“... they even changestheir smdll, me cockerd,” old Ma am Anna hissed, wide-eyed in emphasis.
“I know how dragons smell, but how do... how did the—"

“The damned and bloody Karches? Y ou knowsthat, too. Y ou wasin their castle for sure enough, yes
indeed.”

Was that faint and alien odor that he had noticed, then, indeed that of the castle-keeping Kar-chee?
Faint, faint, so very faint—yet il so distinct. The thought alone was capable of evoking it. Could it have
lingered dl these centuries? He could not say, could not begin, even, to conjecture. And, asfor The

Bosky—

Time and time again nomad bands had desired to graze their flocks on the rich and untouched grasses
there. But the dragons were so incomparably fiercer in that region that it was long since any herdsmen
had even thought of trying. Too, in times past, free farmers—individualy and in groups and lesgues—had
endeavoured either to settlein The Bosky or at at least to passthrough it in search of regions where the
Syndics writsdid not run. Where farm land might stay farm land and not become atarget-dlley or a
parade-ground, where potatoes might stay where planted until harvested and not be dug up and trampled
into muck because they had impinged on dragon ground. That curious and strange loving hate existing
between hunters and hunted. .. Off, then, their gear and baggage laden aboard crude wagons and on
pack-horses, did they have any; or bending benegth the weight themselves, did they have none, the
free-farmers had set off for finding places where they might be free indeed and farmersindeed and need
nevermore be “dirty doghunters’ save on their own account.

“Some come back quicker than they went, young outworlder. It made them content to suffer what they’d
suffered in discontent but where the dragons don’t fight unless they’ re coaxed or goaded. | says, ‘It
madethem...” What did? Why to see how terrible them awful Bosky drags tore up them as went before
them. In their blood they saw them, yesindeed, mere bones and shreds,” Ma am Annasighed.

Jon-Joras caught at aword. “ *Some' came back, you say—?’

“Y ou mean, and what' s of the others? Isn't it clear? Them as was found torn and scattered, was them
that never come back.”



He frowned and mused. There was nothing utterly impossible in this account, nothing of the historical
absurdity of confusing Kar-chee with dragon nor of the physica impaossibility of the one turning into the
other and back again, so. But there remained one considerable question which aone put the whole
matter into doubt.

“Arethedragonsany bigger or any different there than here?’
“Nope.” Ma am Annasmacked her gums. “Just fiercer, like | say.”

But...“ Andthiswasit: "Why should they be fiercer there? | mean, with no one to hunt them and bother
them, you' d think they’ d be less fierce, wouldn't you?*

“No, | wouldn't,” she said, with inflexible logic; “because | knowsthey be more fierce. Asto why, hee
hum, old as | am and not fit for much, rather than go and maybe find out and be made into salad meat, by
your leave, me coney, Il stay over here and inignorance.”

And there the matter rested.

They were due to meet up with the main horde at about noon; and, at about noon, they did. The camp
was, like a Gentleman’ s seet, asmall city-state of its own. Tents and |ean-tos dotted the areafor about a
mile, the small animas from which the fleeces evidently came milled and bleated, and ponies by the
thousands—so it seemed—qrazed in hobbles. And in the center was the great circular tent which wasthe
Ma am’s capitol.

“Mutton!” shedirected, as she was being lifted down.
“I want me fat mutton—agrilled and crigp and chopped finel”
“Yes, our Maam.”

“And tomorrow | want the the flocks taken up to the white stony brook—that was al burnt over awhile
back, should be nice, fresh grazing.”

“Yes, our Maam.”

“Tomorrow. Not today. Today | want the children to go up there instead. Have ‘em bring al the buckets
and baskets—there' Il be good berrying there.”

“Yes, our Maam.”

They set her down on apile of fleeces and blankets raised off the floor, propped her up with pillows.
“Did Cuthy beg Brun’ s pardon, publicly, likel said?’

“Hedid, our Maam.”

“Paid him twelve goats, too?”

“Twelve goats, our Ma am. He wanted to include awether, and Brun wouldn't haveit, but the Elders
said a goat-was a goat, so hetook it, rather than do without.”

She nodded. “That’ sright. There’ s many abuck with stones that does the nannies no good; thisway he
won't have to wonder... Teach Cuthy to leave Brun’swoman done. All right! All right! Get out, now!



Stop vexing me old head with al your questions. Bring enough mutton for the outworld boy, too. Come
st... of whatever way is comfortable for you... over by me. Now, then—"

Shetook hishand. “We Il be here long enough for you to mend. What do you think on doing, once you
canride. again?’ He said that he thought he' d rather not ride again at dl, asked if she couldn’'t send a
messenger for aflyer to take him back to Peramis. “ Ah, me cockerdl, but isn't that part of the question?
What do you think on doing, once you're back in Peramis?’

Seaing that he was till not understanding her, she explained in detail. What did he plan to say about
things? The rogue dragon... the mysterious, secretive Kar-chee castle and what it contained... the
nomead raid... He began to catch her drift; asked what she thought he should say.

Sowly, the old head nodded.

“That' sthe point. Yesindeed, that’ sthe point. Y ou see, me coney, few things are ever smple. If you go
back and talk free, then the wasp’ s-nest is ftirred up for sure. The armies come out. We don’t want that,
for our own reasons. And when the armies are out of the States, what’ sthen? Riots, | hear, in Peramis.
Put down by the army. Maybe the Dogrobbers would just as soon sacrifice their tricks off in the woods,
for achanceto burn thingsup.”

He had to agree that it was not smple. Certainly, he could not forget what had been done to the son of
Adorix, hisformer host, to whose sdt he assuredly owed something. Certainly, he could not deny that
the outlaws had just grievances. More: they, too, had been his hosts. Finding him wandering near their
secret place, they had been judtified in taking him prisoner; but they had treasted him with kindliness, once
hewas safeinsde.

“IsHuedill dive?’ he asked.

She shrugged. “1 don’t know for sure. The men told me they saw him go down, before they had to
withdraw. But they’ re not sure hewasn't in shape to get up again. Why?’

Hetold her why. “ ‘ They shall all be killed, every one —in the egg, and out..."”

“When things reach such astage,” Jon-Joras said, “the right which is based on having been wronged
becomesawrong initsdf.”

The old woman stooped her chin upon her hands. She sighed. “Well... Well... We haveto think. Both
of us. But not now. Here they are with the mutton. If thereisonething | don’t haveto puzzle about, it's
mutton,” she said, contentedly. “I likeit fat. And | likeit crisp.”

From time to time in the next few days, Jon-Joras thought about hisforcibly neglected duties. He knew
that Por-Paulo would not blame him or think less of him; besides, the Hunt Company was experienced
enough tofill the gap well enough in making arrangements. Meanwhile, there lay open before him thelife
of the nomad encampment, utterly strange to him except as a hdf-forgotten paragraph in haf-forgotten
books. Inaway it wasfar freer than any life he had ever known, but it was subject nonetheless to the
sway of law. Thetribesmen elected their council of elders and over the elders wasthe old queen, Ma am
Anna, who ruled them dl as the benevolent semi-despotic matriarch of afamily. But even old Annahad
to go where the grass was green and the water was sweet; even she could not prevent storm and snow
and flood and disesse.

She gave Jon-Joras a pony, as casualy as she might give a child a swest; the tribe had plenty of ponies,



after dl (she said), and she could not burden her litter with him forever. He thanked her for the
gift-somewhat fearfully, remembering how sore he had been from hisfirgt ride— and somewhat
reluctantly, realizing that this probably meant he was not going back to Peramisin the immediate future.
But there was nothing he could really do about it... except make the mogt of it.

Helearned how to ride the shaggy little beast, gingerly at first, then with growing confidence and
enjoyment, over the low swelling hills and flatlands fresh with new herbage; only afleecy pad for a
saddle, only abraided grassropefor abridle, the sweetsmelling wind in hisface instead of the strong
musty odor of sheep which hung around the camp site.

Sheep and shepherds alike fell behind him as, food in his saddle-sack and water in hisleather bottle, he
st ashisgoa some distant landmark—awooded hilltop, a pond glittering in the sun, avalley opening
wide in welcome—and headed for it. No one, least of all Ma am Anna, seemed concerned about his
possibly not returning, any more than his earlier hosts, the outlaws, had been. He was after al as bound
by hislimited knowledge of the terrain as by the encircling high black walls around the castle of the
swarming, conquering, and now-vanished Kar-chee.

Both Jon-Joras and the tribesmen, however, werein this guilty of one mutual mistake. Both redlized that
he did not know enough about the countryside to escape successfully. Neither redlized that he knew little
enough about it to get lost successfully. But he did.

Born and raised upon the infinitely controlled planet which was M.M. beta, where everything was so
complex asto be smple, so controlled, so subdued, so organized, that even ablind man could hardly
lose hisway; Jon-Joras—despite theoreticaly knowing better—did not consider the possibility that one
wooded hill, one pond, one valey, might well ook just the same to him as another. He had dways found
hisway back successfully before. If by nothing el se, he guided himsdlf automatically by the dmost tidal
regularity of the flocks and herds as they drifted back, campwards, asthe day drew to aclose.

He never thought to ask, and no one thought to inform him, that the lands towards which he rode that day
had been so thoroughly grazed that the flocks and herds had been diverted from them, sent el sewhere.
Once outside the perimeter of the camp Jon-Joras rode through empty fields -but this meant nothing to
him. He noted the brook to leftwards, and headed in its generd direction. But much broken land lay
between them, and the source of the stream was in one of the many declivities he was bound to avoid.

So when, at last, hefinaly saw abrook to hisleft, he did not realize that it was not the same brook but
another and afarther one. Guiding himself by its course, eventualy he turned the pony’ s head and began
(so he thought) to ride back towards the encampment.

The cooling air and the still-empty landscape told him of his escape. But it was an escape asusdess asiit
was inadvertent, one of which he could make no use. He had no idea of where he was, none of where he
wanted to go, and (he redized with some surprise) little of even where he wanted to be. There on the
hilltop in the sallow light of lowering day, M.M. B seemed infinitdy far off in gpace and time and redlity,
Peramis was the mere thin fabric of adream, and the encampment of the tribe little more than a setting
from a3D dramaor travelogue.

He sighed. After amoment he began riding his mount in adow circle on therise of ground. He saw
nothing and nothing and yet nothing. Sunshine and clouds wheded in counter-circles, dotted shafts of
light broke through the gathering dusk, and in one such thrust of brightness he saw three small figures
riding dong far away and below. He thumped the pony in the ribs and rode towards them.

They werelong in hearing him, indeed, it was only after he ceased to cdl after them that they turned



around, perhaps having heard the sound of the hooves... perhaps not even having precisely heard
them... but become somehow aware of ... something. However it was, they turned, drew reign, awaited
him.

They were three in number—one was an older man, one was ayounger man, one was awoman. To be
more exact, agirl. To be even more exact, the girl who had repulsed his assistance in the mob scene
before the Hall of Court... the girl whom he had seen and who had fled from him in the woods between
thefatal coming of the great rogue dragon and his capture by the outlaw Doghunters.

She had said something upon seeing him now and, obvioudy, recognizing him; something swift and
low-voiced to her companions. And then for along while, dl four of them riding through the long, dow
twilight over the empty plains, she said nothing, but dumped her chin into the blue cloak whose folds
enveloped her.

The older man was aswart, stocky, grizzle-bearded fellow, his knees stuck out at angles from the Sides
of histhin gaunt horse. Hewore along cloak of the same blue asthe girl, but, cast half aside, it revedled a
garb of greasy buckskin beneath. Gold rings glittered in his hairy ears. His male companion was
something e se dtogether—young, dender, upright and trim. .. elegant was the word which occurred to
Jon-Joras. Histunic was Gentleman’ swhite, histrousers the el aborate embroidered affair worn on
festivals by tribesmen, and his cloak—arranged with elaborate neatness so asto leave hisarms
free—was fastened across his chest with asilver chain and clasp. A bracelet of gold chased-work
encircled awrist held out as fiff and proud asif it bore ahawk.

At length the eder cleared histhroat and spat. He scratched himsdlf reflectively. “I’ ve been thinking on
what you said before, Henners,” he observed. “And | can’t seethat | agree, no, not one bit. Thereis
nothing at al wrong with thetriolet.”

“Nonsense, Trond,” Henners said, vigoroudy. “It isarchaic, contrived, artificid, jgeune—and anything
elseyou like. It dtogether lacksthe smplicity and directness of the couplet, neither doesit lend itsdf to
amplified assonance and dliteration.”

Trond screwed hisface up into atruly hideous squint, compounded with afrown. “But the couplet”—the
last word exploded into an enormous eructation—"the couplet is o monotonous!”

And 0 they rode on, asthe air turned blue and the sky went purple and the first tiny stars appeared,
discussing different modes and meters of poetry; and findly the bright and dancing light of afire shone
before them. And another, and another. Voices haled them, figures rose and crowded around. The girl
dismounted, someone took her horse, she vanished from Jon-Joras ssight.

“Fellow poets,” said Henners, gesturing, “alow meto present our guest, one Jon-Joras by name, an
outworlder and sometime semi-captive of those coarse persons, the Northern Tribe. | think we may be
of some smdl assstance to him in the matter of getting him back to agtate... and | think we will find him
not ungenerous, hem, hem, in the matter of expenses. Wdl! Arewe not to eat and drink beforefaling to
the making of new verses and rhymes, the chief end of such portion of mankind as dare deem itsdlf
avilized?’

Invitations were at once shouted, the guest was assisted from his pony and led to a seat by the largest of

thefires, where apair of lambswere grilling on aspit over abed of coals. Someone thrust agoblet into
his hand, of some drink which managed to taste both sweet and acid at the same time; and strong, and

sndling of honey.



“Firg verse!l” avoice closeto him called. Otherstook it up. “First verse! Guest! Outworlder! First
vers!”

The redization that he was to compose, instant and impromptu, a short poem, found Jon-Joras with an
empty mind. Empty, that is, of everything except the feding that there was something odd abouit the
lambs which were becoming supper. He held up his hand, the crowd became silent. He spoke:

“ Three rode forth, and four returned

When supper grilled and fire burned.

A mystery they found, ere sleep:

Whence came lambs, when there’ s no sheep!*

The briefest of quietsfollowed the recitation. Then it was swalowed up in aburst of laughter. Someone
pounded him on the back. Someone poured more drink into his golden goblet. And someone on the
other sde of the fire, whose face he could not distinguish, Started areply.

“ Such miracles you find, our guest,
Along with drink and food and rest.
The truth we tell, although it grieves:

The simple fact is—we are thieves!”

VI

Poets there were on MM beta, though mostly employing verse forms so involved and elaborate asto
make the triolet seem smpler than the couplet. And there were thieves there, too, although even the
apprentice ones would scarcely bother with anything as smal asalamb. Poetic thieves, however, or
thieving poets—this was something new to Jon-Joras. He suspected it might be something new (or, at
any rate, something different) to sudents of societd set-ups throughout dl the teeming galaxy.

And s0, there by the legping flames, he leaned and he listened—amused, amazed, disgpproving,
entranced—while Hennersrecited (in couplets and quatrains) his exploitsin removing the jewels and gold
and dlver plate of His Serene Supremacy the Chairman of the Board of Syndics of Drogue, while the
|atter sat at mest in his high chamber.

With guedts.

Hewas mildly annoyed at the distraction of having avoice break in on the recitation. .. at first. But when
the words sank in, he forgot Hennersand all hisworks.

“She’ samean one, that baggage. .. isn't she?”’

Jon-Joras, turning his head and seeing Trond, face reddened by thefire light, had somehow no doulbt
who was meant by “she.”

“Who is she?’ he asked, half-whispering. Trond jerked his head to the |eft, moved off, and Jon-Joras
followed him. Henner’ s voice was still audible when they stopped at last, but the words could no longer
be made out. A fat and gibbous moon rode the cloud-flecked skies and afforded plenty of light to the
park-like glade where the thieves jungle was set up.



“Who isshe?’ Trond repested the. question, sat himsalf on amoss-covered tree trunk lying whereit had
falen in somelong-ago storm. He did not answer the question, said, insteed, “ She clamsyou're
following her...”

Speechlessindignation followed by indignant speech. She claimed that he wasfollowing her? If thetruth
was anything at dl likethat, it was gtrictly the other way around. He told the older man of finding her in
the mob scene in Peramis when the Doghunter had been convicted of killing the Gentleman, of hisown
attempt to help her and how it had been repul sed—amost rabidly.

“That could have been an accident, our mesting the first time. She couldn’t have known | was going to be
there, | certainly didn’t know she was going to be there. And asfor the second time—" Abruptly, he
stopped. Did Trond or any of hisfellows know about the Kar-chee castle and what was being done
there? And, assuming that he and they didn’t, did Jon-Joras want them to? Quick reflection decided him
that he didn’t. He went on, abit lamely, “—and the second time | wasjust lost in the woods, I’ d gotten
separated from the people | was with, and | was picked up by some Doghunters.

“I had no notion she' d be wandering in the same woods. And thislast time, I—"
“You got logt,” said Trond, nodding, expressonlesdy. “Again.”

The night waswarm, but the young man fdlt hisface go warm. “It may sound like an unlikely
coincidence,” he said, defensively, “ but you have to remember that I’ m an outworlder... astranger...
And besides—how could | have known that she—and you—would beriding along at just that time.

Trond grunted. He produced an oddly-shaped piece of wood, thrust it into a pouch and did something to
it, blew on the end of astick he' d brought with him from thefire, and, when it glowed red, thrust the
deviceinto his mouth and touched it with the ember end. Odd little noises, then acloud of smoke... and
another. .. the acrid odor made Jon-Joras cough a bit—and then he remembered. Tobacco! Its use had
not followed mankind outward to the stars, and even here on its native world it was suppose to be dl but
extinct. Where had Trond gotten the ancient herb? For surely the Poets cultivated no crops! Most likely
he had stolen it.

“Wadl,” said Trond, on a prolonged note, with a puff, “I’m just telling you what she says. | could think of
alot of waysit might betrue... if | wasminded to... but I'm not. Why not? Because. Like | say. She'sa
mean one, that baggage. Asthetriolet says—"

But Jon-Joras did not at that moment want to know what the triolet said. He grasped Trond' s knee, and
repeated, “Who is she? Who?*

Trond puffed at his pipe amoment more. “Her name,” hesaid, “isLora.”
Lora “No... It doesn’t mean athing to—"

“Maybe her father’ s name might mean athing to you.”

“Her father?’

Trond nodded. His pipe made agurgling sound. “Yes. Tall, thin, ukh-looking man. Name of Hue.”

Away in the night Henner’ s voice ceased. There were cheers and applause. Jon-Joras, feding stunned,
feding stupid, said, “But she hates me. Her father doesn’t hate me.”



Trond made a noise which might have been agrunt or achuckle. “Don’'t fool yourself. Of course he hates
you. Y ou're an outworlder, aren’t you? Well, figureit out. According to him, according to her, if

you—all of you—didn’t come here to hunt, the whole system would collapse. It doesn’t pay for itself,
that’ sfor sure. Not hate you? He sjust older, has more control over hisfedings, that’sal.”

In hismind's eye Jon-Joras saw once again that grim, gaunt figure, preternaturdly rigid, saking the halls
and walls and ramparts of the great black stronghold of the cold-blooded, castle-keeping Kar-chee;
heard the screams of the rogue dragon in the pit, trained by torment—dragons. Hue' s enemy: prepared
to fal upon Hue s other enemy. Once again he saw the figure of the dummy that was no dummy, trussed
and tied, then tossed and toothed and torn to bleeding fragments; heard the outlaw’ s outraged cry,
“That... iswhat happensto traitors!”

Hue hated him? Yes... it was clear enough now that he must. And what must he think of him now?
What, but that he himself, Jon-Joras, freed by the nomad raiders, taking with him the castl€' s secret, was
himsdf atraitor? And Jon-Joras imagined himsdf bound and fastened in the dragon-pit, watching and
waiting and hearing and smelling the maddened creature come trampling down the pounded ground
towardshim...

Nothing could save him from that, were Hue to take hold of him again. Hefdt hischin tremble and his
skin grow cold and wet. If the daughter did not believe that he was accidentally present in the forest
along the way to the outlaws castle, would the father? Not likely.

“They musin't take me,” he muttered, his voice uneven. “Not again. Not again.”

Trond pursed his wide mouth, waved his hand. “Not much danger of that,”” he said. "Y ou’ re worth more
to us by getting you back to one of the states. Provided, of course,” he raised his eyebrows, ” provided,
of course, you meant what you said. About our, uh, expenses... ?*

Jon-Joras assured him that, of course, he meant it. “ Jetro Yi, the Hunt Company representative, has an
amplefund, sufficient to repay you. Generoudy. Generoudy!”

The other man rose, dtretched. “ That' sdl right, then,” he said, yawning. “We Il get you back, all right.
Oh—" A sudden thought seemed to occur to him. He put a hand on Jon-Joras s shoulder, leaned so
closethat the reek of histobacco was strong in the cool night air.

“Y ou know one of ours, by the name of Thorm? Kind of abandy-legged fellow with bulging blue eyes
and hisversesdon't scan? No? Well... Anyway... Watch out for him. Kind of carefully. Let’s be getting
back to thefire, it'sgrowing cold.”

The moon continued to wander up the sky and alight mist was settling in the glade. The effect was
luminous and ghostly.

“Thorm,” Jon-Joras repeated. “Why should 1?1 don’t know him at dl. Does he know me?’

Trond stopped to rap his pipe against the boll of atree. “No,” he said. “But he knows Lora”

Jon-Joras recognized Thorm at once when, as soon as they got back to the fire, the man stepped
forward, gave him an ugly look, spat on the ground, then stooped, dug up the clot of earth with the spittle
onit, and flungit into hisface.



“Wdl, well,” said Henners, in atone of pleasant surprise. “ This is an honor, young our guest. Y ou may
neither realize nor gppreciateit, but it istruly very seldom that we accord the dignity of challenged
combat, and al that it implies, to those not of our own select group. And certainly not as soon asthis.
Some might beinclined to disalow it... En?’ Helooked around in apolitely questioning manner.

Trond sad, “1t’ snot customary. I’ swhat you might call an innovation.”

There was amurmur of agpprobation. “Like free verse,” someone added, disapprovingly. But another
voicesad, “I wouldn’t beinclined to quibble. The guest’ s poesies were redlly quite acceptable, | thought,
from a non-poet—wouldn’'t you agree? Voice vote! Voice vote!”

And the Gos outnumbered the Nos.

“Very wdl,” Henners said, equitably. “1t' s go, then— Oh, if the guest accepts. Do you?’ he asked. “Do
you choose to accept the chalenge and dll that it implies?’

Jon-Jorasfelt that he would much rather not; much, much rather not. But he felt unableto say so. And he
asked what other choice he had, instead.

Henners cleared histhroat, frowned dightly. “I, well, redly, the other choiceis so very unpleasant, |
would redly rather not go into it. My word as arhymer. Accept the chalenge. En?’

And Jon-Joras nodded. And a cheer went up.

A space was cleared, two wicked looking knives produced, one given to Thorm and one to Jon-Joras.
Therewereritua preliminaries, but he did not hear them. A chill was on his heart, and with dl his chill
heart he cursed thisthe world of hisrace shirth and dl its bloody ways. Knives! Duelsl Combats! What
did he know of such things? On his own home world nothing more dangerous than wrestling-

And, “ Gol” cried ahundred throats.

Thorm came forward in asort of dancing crouch that instantly put Jon-Jorasin mind of a stance quite
popular a the Collegium; finding that the knifein hishand not only felt unfamiliar but waslikely to impede
him, he thrugt it between histeeth, and then, amost automaticaly, without a second’ s hesitation, legpt
forward, grasped Thorm by theright ankle, and pulled him off hisfeet.

A cry of ddight went up from the crowd, including one man who was casudly whittling the end of along
dtick.

Thorm fdl, Jon-Joras rel eased the ankle and reached for the shoulders. But Thorm, whose knife was not
between histeeth, dashed at him; Jon-Joras swerved, missed the shoulders, fat the knifetear hissde. At
the moment what he felt was not pain, but asort of sick surprise.

They broke and parted. Jon-Joras had achieved thefirst fal, but Thorm, the first blood; and asthey were
engaged, not in awrestling match but adue to the death, progress so far was definitely his. Onething
was clear: Jon-Joras must henceforth concentrate, not on his opponent’ s shoulders, but on the wrist of
the hand holding the knife.

What followed was anightmare. The thud of body againgt body, the smell of swest, thefear, the
trembling, the scramble towards safety, the eye ever on the bloody knife...

... the bloody knife which once more, then twice more, then athird time more, grew bloodier yet from
his own torn flesh.



It happened thus: Thorm had |eft himsalf open and Jon-Joras jumped him, had—a most—hisfingers upon
thewrigt of the knife hand, felt hisfoot turn upon a pebble, swerved without meaning to or being ableto
prevent it, was seized by Thorm and carried backward, downward, backward— Then he partly righted
himsdlf, did, indeed, grasp the dangerous wrist. And so they found themselves, haf-crouching,
half-knedling, unable to move one the other. But it was Jon-Joras, held fast by Thorm’sarmsand legs,
whose back wasto thefire. And his back was very closeto thefire, and soon the smell of hissinged
tunic cameto his nostrils, and after that began the pain. Pain unbearable.

Hedid not later remember doing what he knew he must have done. All he remembered was, suddenly, in
the sudden silence, seeing—over Thorm' s shoulder—the handle of the knife buried in Thorm'’ s back.
Thorm never said aword nor made a sound as he dumped, sagged, sank with al hisweight into
Jon-Joras sarms. Who, his back seeming dl &fire, screamed, gave amighty thrust forward, felt himsalf
staggering backward—

—and was grasped by many willing hands and pulled away. His smoking tunic was torn from his bleeding
body. Voicescried, “ Take! Take!” He stared at them, stupidly.

“Takewhat?’ he asked.

For answer, someone seized the knife from Thorm’ s hand (the body lay whereit had fallen, on its back,
the prominent blue eyes saring at the starry sky, mouth open on a note of unutterable surprise), someone
ripped open tunic and pulled up shirt, someone parted the pae skin of the chest with the knife, reached
in, twisted, tugged, hand emerging with something dark-red and dripping. It wasin an instant skewered
on along stick and someone handed the stick to Jon-Joras.

He grasped hold of it automatically and uncomprehendingly. “What... what do | do with it?’ he asked.

There was a huh? of astonishment; then the man who had whittled the sharp end to the stick, thisman
sad, “ Do withit? Why, what € se would you do with your enemy’ s heart—except grill it and egt it?’

Body shuddering, face twitching, Jon-Joras held it at arm’ slength, asfar away as he could, straining to
be quit of it. But it didn’t vanish, it ayed where it was, and it dripped. “No...” hesaid. “No... No... |
can't...”

“You can't? But—why not?”
Neither could he vanish himsdlf. Heforced himsdlf to answer. “It. Is. Against. My custom.”

At length the puzzled silence was broken by Henners. He took the stick with the pierced heart out of
Jon-Joras s clenched, stained hand. “Well, if you can’t, you can’t,” he said. “ Of course, one must keep
one scustom. But... Still... Well, dl | haveto say is, in that case, you' ve wasted a damned good man.”

Had Jon-Joras wisdom to know and freedom to choose, he could scarcely have selected anything better
for him just at that time than that which was selected for him. No sooner was his back dressed with
scented oil and his wounds medi cated and bandaged, than Henners and Trond asked if hefelt well
enough toride.

“Itwon't bevery far,” the older man said, ahint of congtraint in hisvoice. “Then we Il take water.”

Jon-Joras said that he did. “I’d appreciateit,” he added, “if my pony could be returned, with my thanks,
to Maam Anna. | don't want her to worry about where | am.” She might worry about other things
connected with hisleaving her custody, but he could not help that.



Henners nodded, and they were on their way. The camp-fires had died down and the camp was sunk in
deep. Of Lora, there was no sign. The moon was low on the horizon as they rode adong the traill—trail
which must have begun to follow water quite some while before Jon-Joras noticed it—which was only
when they suddenly swerved and startled to splash across the ford. The splashing must have been signd
enough to aert the three men who came out of the moon-mist and darkness to meet them on the other
gde

In the low-voiced talk which followed, he took no part until Henners broke off and spoketo him. “That’s
right, isn't it—you'll pay the expenses of the boaters, the watermen, aswell as ours?’

1] YS.”

He followed them aong the narrow beach south of the ford, trees and bluff overhanging closely, the air
very dark and cool and damp, the water widening, the water mumbling and cooing to itself inalow,

dow, confident voice. “Best dismount now,” someone said. “Take my hand,” someone said. Therewasa
shoving and straining in the darkness deep into the banks and suddenly there was aboat upon the water
and they werein the water and it rose over their feet and onto their legs. “ Take my hand... here...
gently...” And they werein the boat.

For yet alittle while the moon sent silver ripplesand slver mist to mark their passage asthey glided (with
only now and then the plash of a paddle, so it seemed) Straight down the water into the huge and ghostly
moon. Then, dowly, then, rapidly, it sank into the water and was gone. For awhile al seemed so black.
Later, starshine showed them their way. And then the stream disembogued into awider water which
Jon-Joras knew must be the greet river itsdf; it shook thelong, low and narrow craft for amoment; then
the boaterslifted their paddiesin unison. Ssss... the paddles plunged into the bosom of the water ...
Ssss.... they roseagain.... And so, hissing the rhythm, the watermen guided their craft steadily out into the
quiet water of the clear channdl. And al of his sickness, his sorrow, his disquiet and his pain seemed to
leave him, seemed to sink into the broad and watery plain he rode upon, seemed to wash away. And a
cleanness and aquiet took ahold of him, and he floated off into adeep.

He awokeinto amisty, pearl-gray dawn. Henners sitting upright looked astrig and elegant as ever;
Trond sprawled on agunwhale, snoring loudly. Now for the first time Jon-Joras was able to a clear look
at the boaters—all of afamily, seemingly, or perhapstheir looksweredl of a
clan—race—caste—rufous, long-haired little men, with skinny legs tucked under them asthey tirdesdy
plied their paddles.

Wl before the sun had done itswork of burning the concealing mist off the water, the watermen had
taken the boat off the main stream and up anarrow inlet leading into a<till narrower, winding creek; and
moored her to a skeleton tree near atiny clearing. Quickly, they cut brush for alean-to, trimmed the
short and springy-twiggy sprigs of an evergreen for bedding. Trond half-scrambled, was half-pulled
ashore, like adegp-walker, began to snore before he sank down again. And they with him.

Once, springing stiff and terror-stricken from the dackness of dreamless dumber, Jon-Joras heard a
dragon sounding its deep and melancholy mating cal. But it was not near, and when next it cameit was
farther yet away. And thefatigue, and the ability of hisyoung and hedlthy body to respond to it, was
strong upon him; and he dept again. Not dways restfully, to be sure: for once he waked to think he
smelled again the ancient reek of the castle, and once he dreamed he woke to see a grest, gaunt
Kar-chee shadow in the moonlight...

When they were next al awake the boaters had speared fish and proceeded now to cook it. Trond
smoked his pipe, Henners carefully made histoilet, the rivermen pretended to count their paddies|est the
poets had stolen one of them... 0, easily, the hours passed till dark came again and the voyage was



resumed. Jon-Joras knew now what the plan was and what was expected him: alanding near the thickets
by the shdlows of northern Peramis, ariverman to go with message to Jetro Y'i, the Company man to
come with the money to pay the “ expenses,” and apoint of honor to say nothing till time enough had
passed for the guides (and guards) to be safely dl away.

Thiswaswel enough with Jon-Joras. Hefdt dightly feverish, rather light of body and mind, day and night
passed like gentle and unimportant dreams. ... in the background there were hints of hideousthings... but
only hints... and only in the background. ..

He was not quite sure how many of these days and nights there were (though surely not many). There
wasthe hot smell of the grass and the resinous scent of the evergreen boughs, Trond and Henner now
talking of Lord s attempts to urge the Poets into counter-action against the nomad Tribesmen, now
reciting to each other old verses or new or once again comparing couplets and quatrains and sonnets and
triolets; the ruddly little rivermen squinting at them and him goodnaturedly and not understanding or caring
about aword of it. Therewastheriver a night, throbbing with its own great pulse in the incredibly yellow
moonlight, golden buttery reflections rippling and melting and codescing; and on anight like that awedge
of boats advanced towards them from downstream and another had spread out behind them from
upstream, and—

“Yidd! Yidd!” cried voicesdl around, Trond swore, Hennerswordlesdy dipped from his clothes and
was pa e as moonlight as he dove into the stream, the boaters pulled their vessel around and darted for
the higher shore, but then abow twanged and one of the watermen cried out and caught at the shaft in his
shoulder.

VII

“That was just for formality,” said avoice from the now hostile night. “We have guns, too. Yidd!”

And added, for further formality, “—in the name of His Serene Supremacy, the Chairman of Drogue,
who keeps the peace of The River.”

“Weyidd,” said Trond, sullenly. And the dark, swift craft were dl about them.

“Go forward, boaters,” the voice directed. Two of the three played their paddiesin silence, asilence
broken by occasiond callsfrom those guard-boats that had gone in search of Henners... evidently
without success, for they by and by rejoined the formation.

They landed at awharf bright with lamplight, and Jon-Joras, findly and completely emerged from the
doze, or daze which engaged him through most of the trip, now observed the men who were surrounding
them—after having emerged with precison from theflotilla. Challenges were evidently not the only things
done with formality in Drogue; itsarmed force, in form-fitting black with adornments of crimson and gold,
made a considerable contrast to that of Peramis, which (he remembered) was clad in loose greendrab.

“You are now under charge of arrest,” said atdl and grim-faced officer. “My report will note that you
yielded on the second chalenge.” He asked and received their names, proceeded: “ The man
Henners—who has succeeded in evading us for now—uwasindicted in absentiafor grand robbery, lese
maj este, and sedition of conduct. You, the man Trond—"

“I can produce a hundred witnesses that | was nowhere near Drogue when Henners—"

“—hy your presence with the man Henners tonight, have become guilty of consorting with criminas.”



Trond shrugged. “ The outworlder has nothing to do with dl that,” he said. “He waslost and were guiding
him back down to Peramis—that’ sal.”

Asif Trond had not spoken, the officer continued, * You, the man Jon-Joras, by your presence with the
man Trond, have become guilty of consorting with criminas”

Aghast, Jon-Joras cried, “But how far can you carry that?’

The officer, who had turned away with agesture, now half-turned his head. “Infection never ceases,” he
said. And continued on hisway. Even before he had spoken, the black-clad river troops had closed in on
Trond and Jon-Joras, bound their arms at wrists and elbows. No sooner had he uttered his last sibilant
and turned his head away, than the two prisoners were led off at afast hdf-march, haf-trot that left no
moment for anything but compliance.

The boaters had not been mentioned in the charges of arrest, had stood by with mournful faces and
drooping heads, asif they knew what was coming. What came was a brusque grunt of acommand from
apetty officer. A pair of axesglinted, raised in the air. The rivermen broke out into awall. The stove boat
burned dowly. But it burned.

Jon-Joras, well aware that he was unlikely to find here any faintest reflection of the enlightened pend
policies of his homeworld, had conjectured vision of cells dank and narrow and festooned with fetters set
into dripping walls. Theredlity wasrather different.

They passed through a series of bleak and empty rooms whose desks and cabinets hinted at some
activity during daylight hours. They passed through aroom full of bustle and smells of food and drink—a
sort of canteen for the troops—where afew score men in black and red and gold glanced at the
prisoners and then returned to their eating and guzzling and gaming. Someone of them did indeed fling a
question &t the convoy’ s guards—

“What' syegot, Blue?’

“Candidatesfor Archie,” wasthe curious answer. The questioner looked at them with briefly quickened
interest and pursed hislips. Then he bent to his meat and turnips asif nothing else concerned him.

They passed then through a series of gpartmentsin each of which (so it seemed) agrumbling turnkey rose
up from his palet on thefloor to let them into the next, wife and children sometimes opening adeepy eye
to peer amoment, sometimes—more often—continuing to snore on. And, finaly, the last thick and
barred door behind them, the guard in charge rasped a metal-tipped rod against agreat reticulation of a
grill-work gate.

And then, impatient, seized hold of arope and began to toll abrass-voiced bell. And at least a hundred
human voices broke into clamor.

Din and tiny lights burned overhead at intervalsin the vast room, filthy rushes scattered underfoot, and
from heaps of these reeds prisoners were still rising as the two new ones were let in through a narrow
door inthe greet grill.

“Fresh mest!”
“New blood!”

“Who'sthem?’



“What' sye charges?’

The warder, roused from alittle wooden room like a dog-kennel, cursed ineffectudly, produced (after
some search) agrubby and grimy little tattered book, signed in his new charges with histongue
protruding from the corner of his mouth. By the time he was done the other troopers were gone and
many of the prisoners had returned to their deep. Others, however, still crowded around and still put
their questions.

The place—it was not so much aroom or ahall or keep as smply alarge leftover space insdethe
building—the place stank abominably, and many of those now thrusting forward their eager, open
mouths, stank worse.

Trond, wincing, shoved them away—not gently. He peered through the rancid gloom, demanded,
“Where sthe Poets Corner? Any poet here?’

The crowd muttered, milled around abit, parted, findly, for atal and thin and stooped old man who
came blinking forward to be identified by Trond before he had focused his own blear old eyes.

“Serm. Still here, poor ancient?’

“Still here... Who'sthat? Trond; don’t tell me; it's Trond. Wdll... | don’t know thisyoung sprig. Give
me arhyme, my sib, with your namein acrogtic.”

But Jon-Joras, depressed, made no answer. He breathed through his mouth. Trond and Serm mumbled,
low-voiced, in each other’ s ears. The warder had meanwhile smply returned to his shed. Most of the
other prisoners went back to their heagps of rushes and committed themselves, sghingly, to deep. Serm
shuffled away, Trond beckoned, Jon-Joras followed.

Followed to a corner by anarrow, ditted window, with its own lamp, and—actualy—a cleaner heap of
rushes than were elsawhere, a crude table, rickety chair, jug of water, and avery worn blueriding cloak.
Only the three of them shared it. “ Thisiswhat' s caled ‘ Poets Corner,” ” Trond said, with agesture and
aquirk of hismouth. “It don’t look like much—but compareit to the rest of thisrat-trap: it' s palatial.
And it'sours by right of tradition.”

Old Serm nodded. “Used to be aflower in apot and alittle bird in acage. Died, both of them.” He drew
in hisbreath with agusty noise.

“ Qure, living and dying
Is sorrow and sighing—"

With an abrupt change of manner, he said, “Y oung outworlder, tomorrow you must see the Chairman.
Insst onit. Do you hear? Indgst onit!” Then, with groans and creaks, he settled down on his heap of
reeds, took a corner of the cloak, and invited the two other occupants of Poets Corner to share the rest
between them.

Jon-Joras, when the sun had findlly penetrated the prison-room, did ingst onit. Heinssted on it the next
morning... and the next... and the next... It becamearitud.

“Want to see The Man With The Hairy Nose, do y*?’ asked the warder, with asmall smile. Long years
of congtant communication with criminas had give him acomplete command of their argot.



“I aminformed that it' smy right to petition the Puissant Chair for attention to grievance,” said Jon-Joras.
The warder grunted, scratched hisnaval. “Y our right, hey?’
“Andl inggt uponit.”

Y awn. Stretch. Scratch again. The warder craned his neck to watch the progress of a nearby dice game.
“Wdll...” after along moment, “I’ll passtheword aong, sib. I'll passtheword dong...”

And so, eventually, the word was passed back.

“Y ou, there. Archie-bait,” said the warder one afternoon. “ Strip down and wash your crummy rags and
ribs. I'll open the water-room for y*, there swood for fire and potsto boil thefleasin.”

“Good!” said Jon-Joras, peding off his clothes and taking thelittle shovel of embers from the man.
And—*What? Soap? Why-"

“Mustn’t smell bad when you' re up before The Man,” the warder said. So Jon-Joras heated water and
boiled his clothes and enjoyed the luxury of soap for the first time in— how long?—as he scrubbed
himsalf down in the dank and seldom-used water-room. He wrapped himsdlf in the riding-cloak and
waited for the garmentsto dry.

Serm said: “Tell himyou'll pay any fine within reason. That dragon-cod can't even read his own name
unlessit’ swritteningold ink.”

And Trond said: “Y our line hasto be, that you redlize it sbeen al amistake, infact, it'skind of amusing,
and you're not mad at dl. But High King Pung-Pickle, or whatever hisnameis, will be getting ready to
tear the states apart, board by board, if you don’t show up—and soon.”

Serm said: “Y ou must get word to our band. To the Poets.”

And Trond said: “Y ou were lost in the woods and we offered to guide you back for afee. That'sall. It's
atrueword, isn't it? So—that’s all. Hue? Y ou never even heard of Hue.”

And at |ast the clothes were dry and Jon-Joras followed the guards who held his tether, out into the
darlit, sweet-smelling night. A pony-wagon waswaiting, its sides enveloped in black curtains. They did
not bother to explain or gpologize for binding hisfeet and gagging him. The concluson cameto
Jon-Joras, not for the firgt time, that the exercise of civil rightsin the City-State of Drogue left agood
dedl to be desired.

Facing them at the other end of the long hall was The Chair itself—so far, an unoccupied piece of
furniture. It was, however, the most e aborate piece of furniture he had seen anywhere at anytime: high,
enormous, carved profusely, polished, gilded, cushioned in velvet and damask. He thought of the
noisome and verminous rushes on the hard, stinking, sodden floor of the prison room. A bitter taste was
in hismouth.

The guardsjerked him to astop, removed hisgag. He, familiar, after dl, with the intensely sophisticated
court of King Por-Paulo, watched with the interested eye of a connoisseur the ceremonies which
accompanied the entrance of His Serene Supremacy, the Chairman, asthe latter took his seat on The
Chair. Rodorix Il wasaswift and dender man in hislate thirties; tucking his purple-dippered feet under
him, he made dight movements of head and hand. The guards nudged Jon-Joras.

Who identified himself as, a Private Man of hisking, Stated his reason for being here on Prime World...
“Earth,” he corrected himsdlf... and went on to say, “| address The Puissant Chair for attention to



grievances”

The Puissant Chair, looking alittle weary, alittle cynicd, invited him—by the smalest change of
expression, to continue his address. He explained his being present at the impromptu dragon hunt,
described that melancholy scene. The Chairman at once became intent, and more and more so as
Jon-Joras proceeded with his description of the Kar-chee Castle and what went on therein. He had only
hesitated an ingtant, ‘recalling Trond’ s advice to say nothing of it; then decided that it was best to tell the
wholetruth.

Indeed, he spoke fredly of everything... omitting only the matter of hisdud to the death with Thorm. It
did not seem to him to be pertinent, and, besides, he could not bring himsdlf to dwell upon those il
horrifying memories

“Thetwo men of the people called Poets agreed to guide me back to Peramis,” he said, concluding, “and
therefore | went with them.”

“And therefore,” said the Chairman, spesking for the first time; “and therefore you traveled at night and
concealed yoursdlf during the day.”

“I—I never considered the implications of that,” Jon-Joras sStammered. It wastrue; he never had. “It was
night when we decided to leave, and it seemed naturd to rest during theday... Conced?1 didn't... |
suppose | took it for granted that it wastheloca customary way—"

The Chairman, in amovement so swift—yet completely unhurried—that Jon-Joras scarcely observed the
details of it, roseto hisfeet. Pointing hisfinger at Jon-Joras, he said, in aclear, quick voice, “Youlie.

Y ou have consorted not only with thieves but with outlaws, and with rebels—the worgt, the most
dangerous kind of outlaws—at that. Y ou have condemned yourself by the imprecations of your own
mouth, and thisisthe verdict which we have reached in Our capacity as Chief Magidtrate: that at atime
to be decided upon you be taken to a place to be decided upon and there bound hand and foot and
hanged by the heels and shot to death by archery.”

Dumbfounded, and too incredulousto fed either anger or fear, Jon-Joras watched the chairman walk out
with quick, concise strides. He barely felt the gag forced back into his mouth. And then the guards led
him away.

Trond winced, grunted, shook his head. Serm was remorseful, full of self-reproach. “1 should never have
put that notion in your ear,” he moaned, “about asking to see the Nose. Who' d have thought it? It passes
understanding— doesn't it. Trond? Never heard of such athing—arching an outworlder! Did you,
Trond?’

“No! And I’'m not going to hear about it now, either,” Trond said, vigoroudy. “Don’t you let your cullions
crawl, young fellow—thisis atime for desperate measures, and I’ m going to take them, too!”

The warder looked at them, asthey approached, with melancholy satisfaction. “ Sometimes, don’t pay, to
ingst,” he observed.

Trond shrugged. “Wédll, like | tell him, no onelivesforever, anyway. Right?’
“Right.”

“‘Don'twiggle, | tel him; “hang Hill, give the archiesa clear target, soon be over.” Right?’



“That’ swhat | dwaystel ‘em. Right.”
“So, what we want to do, we want to give him abig good-by party—drinks, eats—the works.”

The warder dowly drooped hisright eydid and hislower lip in understanding and assent. Then he rubbed
athumb and aforefinger together. Trond dipped aring from off one of hisown fingers, placed it in his
pam. Ingantly, the warder said, “ That bandy won't bring much.” But he didn’t stop looking at it. A glint
of light reflected in hiseye. He didn’t stop looking at it.

“It’'1l bring enough. What do you says, Wards? Sdll it and keep haf for yoursaf and buy booze and bites
withtheres.”

He held out the pam. The warder took the band with restrained eagerness, sighed with hypocritica
regret. “Too bad... too bad... anicering... anicefdlow... Sure. Sure. Glad to do what | can. Glad to.
Never mind my cut. | won't take athing. Depend on me. I'll see you get what you need.”

Thering vanished into a pocket insde hisgreasy old shirt. Trond thanked him, led Jon-Joras away .
“There sarogue, if youlike,” he muttered. “ *Won't take athing’! He won’t take more than two thirds
of it, iswhat he means.”

Only now did thefear of death enter the younger man’s heart. Hefelt it chill and swell. “Listen,” he said,
uncertainly, “1 don’t want to have any parties, | want to—"

“Want to get out. Right.” Trond took his hand and patted it. “Have no fear, friend. Wards can't dispose
of that bandy in any regular jewels shop. Onelook at him, they’ d cdll the guards. No... Only afence will
buy it from him, and there’s only one fence in Drogue that handles bandies of that value: Old Boke: Old
Boke will have the whole story out of him before he pays him a penny.

“And—" he gave Jon-Joras s cold and sweeting hand afinal pat-pat, “Old Boke will passthe word
aong whereit will do the most good. The Poets have their friendsin town. Have no fear, | tell you again.
And deep light tonight. You ligtening? Seep light...”

Infact, of course, Jon-Jorasdidn’t redly deep at dl. As, one by one, the scant oilsin thetiny dut-lamps
of the prison room were used up and the smoldering wicks vanished into winking red little eyesin the
darkness and then were gone, he sank into akind of feverish phantasmagora. He felt ill and dizzy; the
vertigo helped persuade him that he could fed what it waslike to be upside down; the ankle-bands of his
shoes became the bonds fastening his feet; and every rough rush penetrating hisloosened clothes became
the shaft of an arrow penetrating his frightened flesh.

Then, suddenly, theillusion changed. All, al had been adream: the raid on the greet, gaunt Kar-chee
cadtle, the time spent with the nomad tribes, the dud with Thorm, thelong trip down the grest river,
capture and imprisonment: dl adream. He was il in the Kar-chee castle and none of the rest had
happened. But—and this he knew with frightening and absol ute certainty—it was dl going to happen,
every bit and detail of it. And he could not prevent it, it had already begun, and the proof of thiswas that
once again he smelled the smoke of burning torches.

With adtifled groan and asigh, chiefly of relief—for even the uncertainty of life with Hue was better than
lying under sentence of death—he raised hishead in order to seethelight of the flambeaux he was sure
he smelled. He wondered, as he did o, if he must follow the predestined pattern of eventsindeed... or if
there were not some possibility of escape. And then his mind became suddenly aswide-wake ashis

body.



Therewas a curious scuffling sound faintly over hishead. A changein the rhythm of their breething told
him that both Trond and Serm were adso now aware of something unusua going on. They rose cautioudy
in the darkness without spesking. Someone took Jon-Joras sarm, felt along it to the hand, guided the
hand, unresisting, through the darkness. He felt rope... astick of wood... more rope. Trond—it must be
Trond, those sturdy arms—ypushed him upwards. He sei zed hold of the rope ladder and began to climb.

The door from which the ladder depended had probably once been intended to open onto acorridor in
an upper floor which had never been built. For uncounted years it had opened onto nothingness, onto
air—except, of course, that it had never been opened at al. Along with the rest of the wall the door had
once been whitewashed, along with the rest of the wall it had long since been covered with dust and dirt
and soot. Jon-Joras, below, had never even noticed it.

The torch which he had smelled burned at the end of the corridor above. At first he did not know any of
the faces bel onging to those who held the other end of the rope-ladder. Gradudly, in the darkness, as,
first Serm, then Trond, mounted to join him, his eyes accustomed themselvesto the dim light. And when
oneface turned, having carefully seen to the careful closing of the door behind it, he recognized it at once.

Hennerd
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Evenin adarkness dispelled only by the sullen glare of the single torch, the hals and rooms through
which they now soon passed had the naked and unresisting look of thingslong concedled. The
bricked-up windows gazed blindly, sagging and dust-covered shards of furniturelay in limp tanglesdl
about. Once, Jon-Joras stepped on the dry bones of arat, and they crunched and snapped. He
shuddered, pressed on ahead.

At length they left narrow confines behind them and came to awide hold emptying on one sdedown a
broad cascade of stepsinto avast pool of darkness. Following a gesture by Henners, al advanced to the
carven balustrade, paused to fling down the torch and extinguish it by amethod as primitive asit was
effectud (and easier on bare feet than stlamping). Then, in utter blackness, felt their way down the board
steps, each holding onto the shoulder of the man in front in asort of shuffling lock-step.

The stairs seemed endless, and the floor they finaly led onto, even more; and here and hereafter they
hugged awall. Once, by sudden, unspoken and common consent, they stopped and held their breaths.
Far, far off, someone crossed at right anglesto their own path, adut-lamp held ungteadily in hand, and
ether moaned or sang... something... in an inhuman, crooning sort of voice which froze Jon-Joras's
blood. Voice and light and sound died away at last. They moved on.

They moved on.

After endless black years (and the ground grew rough, and the ground grew damp) he saw, like afabled
wanderer ages uncountable before him, overhead, the beauteous stars.

“But | would fed easer in my mind,” Jon-Joras explained, not for thefirst time, “if | were with my
friends”

The old man nodded, gently and carefully applied another coat of sticky liquid to the oddly-shaped
wooden box. “I know... | know...” Absently, he wiped hisfingers on histangled beard. “But, as| have
explained to you—I think—before—it makes much senseto divide you up. If the troopers get wind of



something and make araid, why should they get al of you at once?

“No, no... Let them swoop down just once, and, poof,” he blew out a breath which scattered hislong,
untidy mustaches, “we scatter you again. See?’

Jon-Joras did not take as much encouragement as his host intended. “But what if I'm the one gets taker! ?
Eh? A lot of good your poof will do, then,” he said.

The old man pursed hishairy lips. “Youwon't be,” he said. “None of you will.”
“What makes you so sure?’

“Withinwheds—" he plied his smal brush with absorption; “—there are dso sometimeswheds. So. The
Chairman is supreme; true; may -he burn Like amoth fallen into adut-lamp; but even if heistoo strong
to be gainsaid, heisn't too strong to be envied. Do you believe, young outworldling, for one moment, that
it was acrimind underground aone which managed your escape?’

Jon-Joras, who had indeed imagined that very thing, paused in his pacing up and down the crowded and
rather pungent little loft (wood, paint, varnish, breakfast, dinner, supper), looked at the old manin
urprise.

“Hal” Enjoying and prolonging the moment, the old man ignored him, sighted down hiswork, murmured,
“Ah, what abeauty fiddle thiswill be. No onein Drogue can make them like | make them, mmmmm,
no...”

“Explain, please, Sr. Explain.”

And the violin-maker explained that, while there existed at present no active movement to overthrow the
Puissant Chair and replace its occupant with another, the ranks of the Gentlemen of Drogue were by no
means without those who would like to see the Chair shaken. Each shake diminished the present
Chairman’ sinfluence, and even the Board of Syndicswas not entirely averseto that.

“I name no names,” said the violin-maker; “for agood reason: | don’'t know any. But | know this: Y our
friends friends, they wouldn’t have gotten, not one inch, not one foot, insde the building without certain
persons of influence and authority had helped them: enough said.”

“But... How does helping us escape shake the Chair?’

“ “How? Tchk! Y ou get back to Peramis, you tell how the cruel Chairman arrests you on trumped-up
charge, convictsyou in faketria held in camera, throwsyou in rotten prison, dmost kills you—

Y ou—important outworlder! What, my guest, you think the Hunt Company will Likethat?Y ou think the
Gdactic Delegatic will Likeit? Of course the Chair will shake. Tchk!”

Asfor plansto get Jon-Joras back to Peramis, he, the old violin-maker, knew nothing.

Theloft lay at thetop of ateetering old tenement deep in the festering dums of Old Drogue. Below, illicit
wine was made from wild grapes, and unlicensed tobacco cured and sold; there was an inn—de facto,
not de jure—which kept no register of those who found cheap if uncertain dumber on the rag beds of its
frousty floor; an entire establishment of ladies officidly if not dl actudly young, who failing any gainful
skillsabove acertain leve, got their living by the use of such passive skillsaslay benesth it; and a number
of seamdtresses and tailors who lacked time and place and perhaps inclination to weave the cloths they
cut and sewed, depending instead on the activities of those who preferred not to vex the original owners
with the tiresome bookkeeping inseparable from purchase.



Jon-Joras had been told something of al of this. It had perhaps not sunk in sufficiently. He was perhaps
too centered on his own concerns and person. At any rate, it did not occur to him, in lifting up the
tattered rag of awindow-blind when clamor arose in house and street, and seeing the narrow and
noisome way below crowded with black uniforms decorated in red and gold, that those who wore them
were present for any reason other than to affect his own capture and semi-judicial murder.

He gave an exclamation of fear and, without even waiting to discuss the matter with the old violin-maker,
ran from the loft and scurried up the ladder to the rooftop. The troopers, asit happened, were only
engaging in amore-or-less quarterly round-up of unlicensed trulls, in hopes of bribes and free fornication.
But when they observed someone fleeing across the roof and endangering life and legs by dropping
heavily to the adjacent housetop, they immediately assumed that he was not merely taking exercise.

They pursued after him, he fought back, they kicked him and beat him and, asthey considerably
outnumbered him, in avery few minutes had him trussed up like abird ready for the roasting-spit.

Meanwhile, the other inhabitants of the aley, faithful to tradition, had turned out for their own sharein the
sport, and from windows and rooftops showered the troopers with abuse, refuse, and, as they wanned
up to it, more solid tokens of socid criticism.

“Look at the poor barster, tied up like that!”
“Tried to help the poor girlies, I’ S pose—"
“Leave him go, you—"

A rotten bulk of timber came hurtling down, followed by bricks, chunks of plaster ripped from decrepit
walls, pots the tinkers had given up long ago, mugs, jugs, coping-stones, firewood—

“Get the crows! Get the woodpeckers! Get “em!”

The troops, half-leading, haf-dragging their quarry, turned to head through another way. But the whole
quarter was now aroused; it was astonishing how swiftly barricades had been erected—

“Takethekid! Thekid! Thekid! Takethekid!”

The heavy rain had begun to draw blood, black-red-gold troopers were down, now, on al sides of him.
Jon-Joras felt the hands dip from hisarms, Sarted to stagger away, felt something hit his shoulder a

s ckening, numbing blow. Once again he seemed to hear the pounding of grest, inhuman feet... once
again the dark circlewhirled, closed in, bore him away down aroaring tunndl. Then al sound aswell as
sght was gone, and he floated, cold, on the waves of an unknown sea.

The down-river packetboat wallowed heavily in the main channel. Now and then the tattered and dirty
sall gave apetulant dap and the sweating passengers took brief pleasure in the sudden breath of wind.
But it never lasted long enough to bring much relief. A market woman sat on her crated jars of wild
honey, voluminous thighs and skirts spread out for coolness as she ate soft fruit. A smeary-faced little girl
tugged at her deevelessarm.

“Mar, Mar,” the child screamed, companionably, “what for isthat man got that thing on him, Mar?’

“ “That thing,” " the mother chuckled juicily at her daughter’ s clever turn of phrase. “ That’ swhat you call
it astraight-jacket, dearyme. He' s anut-head, the poor poke.”



“But what for is he got that thing on him, Mar?’

“| told you, dearyme: he’ sa nut-head. Look what he’ s got his head shaved adl off, huh? Because what
for, otherwise he'd pull out hishair and eat it.” She shoved her neighbor, another market woman whose
head had dipped in amid-day doze, waking her abruptly. “Look anut-head,” the first honeywife said,
gesturing with her dripping morsd.

The second looked, |oose, toothless mouth agape with interest and concern. “Ah, tut, the poor poke,”
she observed. “1 suppose somebody, what, stole his spirit, huh?’

Her neighbor shrugged. “What can you do?’ she asked, rhetoricaly. “ Some people, what they'relike.”

The child looked and looked. Then she cameto adecision. “He' sanut-head,” she screamed. Thetwo
women laughed at this perceptive remark, urged each other to eat morefruit before it spoiled. There was
no telling how long the trip would take, but it was not likely that they would be bored.

There was an old man with hisleft leg gone at the knee, who had used up dl his conversation on his near
neighbors, then used up his near neighbors by running through his conversation two or three times over
again. As he sat done on the cover of the cargo hatch his attention was caught by the shrill exchange
between the honey-women and the child. He looked up brightly, hoping to catch their eyesand afresh
chance a conversation, but they never looked hisway. It didn’t seem asif they were ever going to, so,
after awhile, he sighed, dragged up his crutches, sumped down towards a niche in the bulkhead which
had once held awater-barrel and now held the lunatic and ayoung boy.

“Going downstream?’ was hisfirgt, idiot question. The boy nodded. “ Thought you weres,” said the
gaffer. “1 say to mysdf, ‘ They’re going downstream,’ | say... I’m going downstream mysdif.”

No answer was returned to these confidences. “I’m going in that direction mysdf. I'm going to Peramy,
you may have heard of such aplace, Peramy? 1’ m going there. My grandson’s boy, he livesin Peramy,
slsfishin the market there, he sends word to me, come down and help. What for? An old bate like me,
with only one hind paw? What for isthat I’ ve got both forepaws,” he gaped and chuckled, “so | can Sit
on my stool and scrape thefish, the scales, you know, scrape the scaes off of them...

“What for...” he concluded, dightly discouraged at the lack of interest.

The brown waters gurgled dowly past the packet’ s hull, the forest did by on either Sde, league after
league, dl the same, dl the same.

“Mighty hot,” the old man said. The lunatic groaned and mumbled. The old man’seyesrolled abit
unessily.

For thefirst time the young boy spoke, saying, “Hewon'’t hurt you, granther.”
The old man legped to his comment like afish to afly. “What for he' slike that, boy? Huh?’

Rather wearily, asthough tired of giving the same reply so often, the boy said, “ He dept outdoors one
night in the black of the moon. So.”

Wide-eyed, but utterly beieving, the old man gave along, drawn out Oooo0; nodded rapidly. “ Poor
poke. He must’ ve let his mouth open when he dept, what for some duty person stole hissoul.” And he
preceded to tell an interminable anecdote incorporating severa others equaly interminable, about people
he knew or had heard of who had suffered the same outrage. The boy’ s head drooped, snapped back
up, drooped again. The old man droned on. Hetold the story of hislife, including theloss of hisleg (“An
afternoon, hot asthisone’) to arogue dragon long, long ago.



The boy’ s deepy eyeslit up and hislips parted. Then he closed them both again. And the old man
droned on. And the lunatic drooled and moaned.

There was some discussion at the land-stage in Peramis as to whether the boy had to pay head-tax for
one person or two. A reference to the dirty, dog-eared book of regulations, however, soon provided the
answer.

“No... Boy’'sright. Nut-heads and little kids, no head-taxes...” Absently, the officid took the boy’s
maoney.

“ Estates of nut-heads got to pay land-taxes,” another officia pointed out, unwilling to lose the argument
absolutely.

“ ‘Edates,’ ‘land,’ ” thefirst one sad, testily. “Estates and lands got nothing to do with us... Honey, huh.
How many jars you got, woman?’

They began to count and squabble. The boy and his keeper drifted away through the crowd and out into
the streets.

Presently they wandered dong arefuse-strewn aley backing on arow of cookshops, entered agaping
doorway. Time passed; not much. The boy emerged again, aman with him, arm in ading, head covered
with what might have been ill-trimmed hair... or... if onelooked quite closdly... awig. The man’sgaze
was blank. Now and then he made afaint mewing sound.

The dley led into another which emptied onto a court, the doors and windows of its rotting tenements
boarded shut. The boy studied the crude graffiti, scrawled in charcoal, mostly obscene; rapped softly on
one, inanirregular rhythm.

Slence
He rapped again. The man began to move away, was jerked back, whimpered.

There was a screech of seldom-used wooden hinges and a door opened, narrowly, boards and dl, the
entire frame moving in. After asecond or 0, it opened wider. Man and boy entered. The door closed
behind him.

A bitter-faced woman said, in aharsh voice, “Y ou’ ve beenlong in coming.” Then, looking at the man:
“He' shad black brew to drink.” Helooked at her, blankly. The boy nodded. “I’ll make some white,” the
woman said.

In the sole clean room of the cluttered warren she set charcod to burning inasmall brick stove, put herbs
into a pot, added something fine and powdered, and water, fanned the fire with ashingle.

“I can make something to eat,” she said after awhile.
“No.”

The white brew boiled, was poured off, strained, diluted With tepid water in amug. The woman put it to
hislips, he drew hisface away, shejerked his chin down and poured the drink into his mouth. Much ran
out but his throat bobbed and he swallowed.

“Now we' ll see,” the woman said. They both looked at him, expectantly.



He winced, shuddered. Hisface, hislimbs, his body, began to twitch. This soon stopped. The man
looked around him, confused. Helicked hislips, frowned at the silent woman with the bitter face. His
head turned dowly. At sight of the boy he cried out, jumped, then gave agroan of pain. He subsided in
hischair.

“How did | get here?’ he muttered.
Then he asked, “Why are you dressed as aboy, Lora?’

| X

Now it was her turn to frown. Perhapsit was his use of her name—although there was no reason for him
not to know it by now—or not to useit.

Her voice waslow, restrained, husky. She gave her head theimmemorialy conventiond toss, forgetful
that her hair was now cropped short. “We picked you up when your shoulder was hurt,” she said. “And
brought you here”

“We?
She hesitated. “ | brought you here.”

“Using theriot for your own purpose...”

Her laugh was brief, scornful. “Who do you think began theriot? Or why?’

He considered this. His shoulder and arm were throbbing. “I can’t remember... anything...”

“Y ou were drugged. It was eadier to get you out that way. Everyone thought you were alunatic.”

“Mmm... And now I’'m here...Where is* here ? Peramis? At last. Well... What' sto prevent my talking
fredy?’

He blinked when she told him; nothing prevented it. He had in fact been brought here for that reason, not
any other one. There was no longer any purpose in keeping, or trying to keep secret, the work at the
Kar-chee castle. It was disrupted, it was known. Another training place would haveto be set upin
another location, there to teach the dragons how to kill their hunters. But this could not be donein aday
and a night—indeed, it wasimpossible to say how long it would take.

And Hue' s purpose could not be delayed, whatever advantage so far gained dared not be lost—
“Youtried to have mekilled,” heinterrupted her.

Shewaved thisaway with her hand. “That was before we redlized that there was no point in sllencing
you. No, we dmost made a mistake there. Now we want you to talk, tell everyone, et the whole Galaxy
know what we' ve been doing, why we' ve been doing it. And why we intend to keep right on doing it
until wewin. Maybeit will help us. It'sclear it can’t hurt usany more.

“The only thing we ask you not to talk about isthis place here. It' suseful to us, and we think you owe us
that.”

For amoment he reflected. Then he nodded. “All right. But answer methis: Has your father anything to
do with the dragonsin the Bosky? No? Curious. Well. Take me as near to Company House as you can.
| won't say aword about your hide-out here.”



Nor did he. He wasn't even asked. Jetro Yi' s effusive and almost incredul ous pleasure at seeing
Jon-Joras return soon vanished on hearing what he had to say.

“Thenit' strue? It is true! We ve heard rumors, we were naturaly, P.M., you understand, we were
unwilling to credit them. But— Oh, that’ shorrible! That’sunbelievable! But... | mean... actudly training
them to become rogues! That’ sworse than anything | could imagine!”

Hisrubbery features were distended, distorted by shock. He took him to his superior, the Hunt
Company’s Chief Agent in Peramis, one WillsH'vor. H’vor was aman of full flesh, he began to tremble,
then to shake. Before Jon-Joras was quite finished, the Chief Agent’ s heavy face and pendulous cheeks,
the dack muscles of hisarmsreveded by the deeve ess shirt, were wobbling and quivering. Histeeth
clattered. With a convulsive movement, he steadied himsalf enough to spesk.

“We—we-we-we—we might have dl been killed!” he burst out. Clearly, no conceivable detail of that
dreadful desth was escaping hisimagination. “How can we be-be-be sure?” he cried. “From now
on—7

“Whether the dragons are honestly marked or not? And rogues or not? You can't,” Jon-Joras said. “I
supposethat’s part of their purpose, the outlaw Doghunters, that is.” Hefelt no desire, now, to go into
the mords of the matter, to blame the raging hatred of the outlaws any more than the cold, indifferent
oppression of the Gentlemen. Hisinjured arm was giving him infinite pain, hefelt sck and hungry and
weak. “My king’s hunt will haveto be put off... canceled... or held elsewhere. It may have tobein The
Bosky, Company Yi—till no? Well—" Jon-Joras shrugged, sighed.

“Please get me ConfedBase on the communicator,” he said. “And then... then... | think I d better seea

physcian...”

Wills H'vor waved atrembling fat flipper of ahand. Jetro Yi’ singtinctive and obsequious reaction lacked
much of itsusua fulsomeness, but he hastened to comply. V oices came and went behind the blind face of
the comspeaker, Jon-Joras wearied of repeating himself over and over again only to be switched on to
someone higher up—and then having to begin yet again. Finaly—

“Delegate Anse on. Who isthis?”’

It might have been imagination, but it seemed to Jon-Joras that on his mentioning (for the tenth time,
perhaps) the phrase, “ ... Private Man of King Por-Paulo of M.M. beta...” he heard the voice of the
Gaactic Delegate undergo a clear but subtle change. But he did not pause to question this, went on with
what he had to say. He stumbled, repeated himsdlf, but he kept on talking.

“All right... No morefor just now,” Anse svoice ingructed, interrupting him. “We Il finish thisup
together. When. Mmmm. See... Today is Thirday... Y ou missed the ferry, won't be another till next
Firsday. | can't take the time off just now, or I'd come up by specia. Should | send a specid to bring
you here?’

It was decided, findly, that Jon-Joras should rest, under medica care, until the regular weekly ferry trip
the following Firsday. There were specid facilities at the Lodge; he should take advantage of them.

“Meanwhile,” concluded Delegate Anse, “thisinformation had best remain uncirculated. Does anyone
ese... Companymen Yi and H'vor?1’ll get onto them. And you, P.M., take it smoothly. Heal well.”

Under the minigtrations of Physician Tu, graduate therapist of the famous schools of Planet Maimon,
Jon-Joras sinjuries soon ceased to vex him. In hisquiet room at the far end of one wing of the Lodge, he
lay on his couch looking out the transparent wall. Dark and green rose the wooded hills afar off, the grest



river flowing slvery asit bent in the middle distance. Dimly, like a picture scroll dowly unwinding, images,
images passed before his eyes.

Thehal a Adlorix... theyoung archers a practice... the anging passengers flying to the impromptu
dragon hunt... the incredible moments while the grest bull-dragon failed to be diverted. .. the sumbling
through the forest. .. barking dogs... musty tunnel... cyclopean and secret-keeping Kar-chee cadtle. ..
training therogue. .. blood spattering. .. midnight raid and smoke... free and open, lifein the nomad
camp... the hest of the fire and Thorm straining to place hisknife... gliding down the broad moonlit
river... the gtinking prison room, the cold, impassive face of the Drogue Chairman, the mob raging. ..

But gradudly these images faded and were gone, were replaced by others: the centrd lawn at the
Collegium, like blue-green velvet... acrowd of boystaunting one of their number, black-haired and
white-faced and defiant. ..

Then, dowly, dowly, thistoo vanished. He continued to lie on his couch, increasingly tranquil, and the
afternoon sank beneath the weight of night. Only when the greet red sun hesitated on the horizon he
arose. And it was then that the shot pierced the transparent wall and shattered the panel lamp no more
than an inch or two over his head.

He gazed a it, more curious than disturbed. It was the second shot which convinced him that while he
was visible hewasin danger. Unbothered but obedient, he lay down on the thick, soft rug. The vibration
of thefloor reminded him of what his ears had failed to convince his mind: the thick, unceasing clamor of
dambdls

The door burst open and many men rushed into hisroom.

Physician Tu inssted that the hedlth of his patient was paramount; questions, he said, could wait. And
over the protests of Senoeorix, Commander of the Peramisian force, he had Jon-Joras removed to a
room within the lodge' s central core. The wall was turned to opaque, guards posted, the sick man placed
under drugsintended to counteract the shock of his attempted murder.

Senoeorix, claiming that the physician’ sinterference made histask impossible, engaged in no search of
the countryside. But the lodge staff responded to the claim, next day, of afree farmer whose name no
one bothered to learn, that he had seen someone fleeing in the dusk afew leagues off a about the time of
the attempt. They followed his directions. And there in the woods they found a huntgun and two spent

capsules.
“Off hand,” Physician Tu sad, reflectively, “I’ d say that there’ sahuntsman who does't like you.”

Jon-Joras nodded equitably. “ Affection cannot be forced,” he said, the last word echoing in his
drug-happy mind: forced, forced, forced. Hislips moved, obedient to the echo.

The thergpist threw him asharp, gppraising look. “I may have given you too much. I’'m not certain I’ ve
ever trested anyone from your world with it before, and, while there appears to be no morphological
difference, well... diet... environment... it' sdifficult to tell. I— Well.” He dispelled his doubts with brisk
directions. Go to bed. Eat your dinner when they bring it. Don’'t go out of your room. Don’'t go ouit.

Jon-Joras nodded with adim smile. Out. Out. Out.

He went back to bed, ate hisdinner, didn’t go out. Nevertheless, as he lay back after the tray had gone,
he had a definite impression that he was losing consciousness. It was not with the suddenness of shock
nor the dower procession of afaint, but he was (dowly, dowly) fading away from theworld of the
Senses.



The opague wall showed adim forest scene. If helooked carefully, he thought, he might see what was
lurking behind the trees, before the scene ebbed away—might see the mysterious, douching, chitinous
Kar-cheesthemselves. | will grasp the mil of this bed, hethought, with all my might, and hold on
tightly, tightly; if | find my hands anywhere else | will know that I’ ve been unconscious...

It seemed, somehow, important that he should know. And so, he did know, when he found his hands
clasped on the coverlet, that he had dipped away. It must have been then that the man had entered his
room.

“Now, please, Big,” the man said, in a hoarse whisper; “don’t make no noises. Listen to what | got to tell
ya huh.”

Jon-Joras nodded. “ Doghunter,” he said, pleased with himsdlf at having made this out.

The man didn’t bother to affirm or deny hisclass. “ They want to kill ya,” he said. “Y ou know who |
mean. The bigs. The gents. Before the king gets here. Your—'

“My king?" He struggled againgt the sweet migts of indifference to understand.

“King... King Paul? He gets here tomorrow. And | can tell you—they’ re not going to wait. Y ou stay
here, you' Il be dead by then, huh.”

Jon-Joras swung hislegs over the Sde, feeling therailings cold to hisflesh. “1 won't wait,” he said. “I
haveto seehim. I’ll go...”

He paused. Go where? Where would he be safe. The man in the darkness thumped his chest. “ Go with
me,” he offered. “We' |l seeyou safe. | won't mention no name, but you know who | mean. Him: tall.
Her: young. With me.”

Jon-Joras nodded. Hue and Lora. Naturally they’ d want him kept safe—now. If he wereto bekilled
before he could talk, tell of what he knew, they’ d have to begin from scratch, find some other safe and
far-off den to bring their dragonsto and train them there. “1’ll go with you. Just lead me. Just lead.”

The corridors were filled with soft darkness here and there spotted with tiny smdll lights. A thin thread of
very quiet music seeped from hidden speakers. The man was abig man, but he moved silently. It could
have been no more than apair of minutes before he had found astairwell which led them soon to the cool
and safety of the darkness without.

A long while afterwards he reached to grasp the man’ s shoulder. “ Someone' s behind us,” he whispered.

The man mumbled something, Jon-Joras could not clearly hear the words, but clearly he was neither
surprised nor concerned. They kept on going. And by and by adoor opened so suddenly that his eyes
received the unexpected light dmost like ablow. A voiceinside was muttering, “— gill say the Bosky
would be—" It fll suddenly slent. His guide turned and took him by the hand to draw him in. Perhaps
Jon-Joras s light-struck eyes made him hesitate, perhaps they noted nonetheless a sudden change in the
man'’ s expression. However it was, he hesitated, drew back. The hand on hiswrigt tightened, pulled.

There was not one person who had been behind them in the night, there were three. Jon-Joras not only
went in, he went down. The door closed upon his astonished cries.

“| should have killed you when you were on my own grounds,” Adorix said. “And buried you benegth
the dung of the deer-barn.” His mouth arched like abow, down at the corners.



Fedling dazed, dull, stupid, Jon-Joras said, “But | saw your son die. He died in my arms. He—"

“Hedied, at least, with honor. Sooner or later one way or the other, every man meets his dragon. His
was adirty one—arogue. A man-maderogue!” The aristocrat’ s voice clicked in histhroat, hisface
showed adisgust greater than grief or rage.

Protesting, bewildered, “But | had nothing to do with that,” Jon-Joras cried. “1 might have been killed
there mysdlf. | don’t understand. | don’t understand!” His anguished gaze took in the rough-looking man
who had brought him there and his rougher-looking fellows. “And | certainly don't — You! Y ou are not
of the Gentlemen! Why are you doing this?’

The guide gave ashort laugh. “ Ah, you thought you was so clever, huh. ‘ Doghunter,” you said to me.
That' sjust one of your mistakes. I’m not a Doghunter, huh, any more than I’ m a Gentleman. Maybe you
don’t know everything about this place after dl. So I'll tell afew things, makeit dl clear. What' sit that
the old nut-head who digsin ruins cals us?‘ Plebs ? So we' re plebs, huh. But that don’t make us
Dog-hunters! Or what'sit they liketo cal themsaves, ‘free farmers,” we don’'t want no farms, dig
potatoes, all that. Nah...”

In small mood to appreciate the rude logic of what he heard, Jon-Joras listened nevertheless. It did make
sense. Many of the plebs gave full approval to the Hunt system. They did so because of the employment
it gave, thetrade it brought, the color it afforded their otherwise drab days; they did so from smple habit,
too, and a so because they held themselves to be superior to the Doghunters—who opposed it. And
becauseit alied them, thus, to the Gentlemen, whom they envied—and with whom, thus, they identified.

It was that complex. And that smple.

In vain Jon-Joras pointed out that to expose the outlaws program of mis-marking dragon-chicks and of
training some of those thus disfigured to be rogues, must inevitably result—one way or another—in the
destruction of the outlaws program. Uselesdy he declared that he himself was taking no sides, that
Hue' s people had captured him once and subsequently tried to have him murdered.

Tothefirg plea Adorix said only, grimly, “We know how to take care of that ourselves.” And to the
second, “Too bad they didn’t succeed.” Adding, “But wewill...”

Why? Why?

But the questions were based on the assumption that reason and fair-play prevailed, and in this Stuation
neither did. The outlaws now wished their outlawry reveded and Jon-Joras had agreed to reved it.
Therefore he was doing their bidding. Therefore he was on their Sde. Therefore he had made himsdlf the
target of thefull rage of the Gentlemen and their jackals.

More— When Adorix said that he was not dependent on the Hunt Company, he spoke only in the most
economic, limited sense. Every single Gentleman was dependent on the Company because the Hunt
System was dependent on the outworld trade and the Gentlemen, as a class, were dependent on the
System. Even such finite freedom as Adlorix himsalf possessed was the exception.

“Do you think | don’t know you for what you are?” he asked, scornfully. “ Outworl ders?—cowards—the
lot of you. One hint of danger, you' d never show yoursealves on Earth again. And then what? Grub in the
dirt—us?—ike Dog-hunters’ brats?’

Then, as he paused, over the sound of his heavy breathing, another sound camein from the night.... low.
Low, troubled, melancholy... the cry of aquesting dragon. Almost for the first time there cameto
Jon-Joras s mind, preoccupied asit was with his own fears and his troubles, some thought of dragon qua



dragon—ypoor beast! predestined to torture, agony, death for another species sport—when dl it wanted
wasto find amate, to couple as nature intended it, off there in the cool and ferny darkness.

The eyes of master and men swung in the direction of the cry, then; rested briefly, swung back to the
prisoner; met each other. Whatever thoughts were theirs, pity was not one of them. The erstwhile guide

began to grin.

“Thereitis” hesad.

Adorix nodded. Jon-Jorasfelt hisflesh prickle. “What—" he began.

“ *Sooner or later,” 7 Adorix quoted himsdf, “ ‘oneway or the other, every man meets hisdragon.’

“Hear it? That'syours.”

X

Adorix’sfina wordsto his prisoner and former guest were never finished, but did not need to be. “Why
you should live, and he be dead—" the man said; hisface twisted with grief and hate and he turned
away. It wasthe age-old cry of Why me and not another? and in his bitterness and hisrage, fed froma
hundred springs, somehow he blamed Jon-Joras for his own son’s desth.

It was the time between dawn and earliest morning. Mostly the sky was gray, but the mist to eastwards
had begun to show pink. All was quiet, all was cool, asthey took him from the smal housein the woods.
The Gentleman himsdlf said nothing more after that, but hislowborn thugs cursed and muttered and
hawked and spat and complained of the chill. Dew il trickled and fell upon them, going down the barely
visble path.

“Giveit ablow, Big?’ one of the men asked. Adlorix nodded. The man fumbled in akit by his sde, took
out asmall bottle, swore, put it back, fumbled again, thistime came up with something made of wood
and bark, and put it to hislips. His cheeksinflated. Had Jon-Joras not been watching he would never
believed that what he now heard came from anything but the mouth of a dragon.

The soft sad notes faded away onthedim air. All listened, all were still. For awhile, nothing. Then, from
off to the right and a distance (to Jon-Joras, incalculable) came what amost seemed a degper echo of the
same cry. The men nodded.

“That'shim,” they said. “Hasn't moved much in the night.” The man behind him poked Jon-Joras with the
huntgun. “Get flgpping,” he ingtructed.

They came by and by to an end of the woods and entered onto awide and flat park-like place covered
with waist high grass and here and there alow tree. Again they sounded the dragon-call, and again and
again. And the dragon responded and the voice of the red dragon came nearer.

Halfway acrossthe great clearing al stopped. “Asfar aswego,” one of thethugs said. He gave
Jon-Joras one lagt, painful prod in the kidneys with the squat muzzle of the huntgun. “Y ou better not
move away from right here,” hewarned, “until the drag comesin. Y ou do, and—" Heimitated the sound
of the capsule being fired.

“ After the drag comesin, why, you can movedl you like. Maybe—if you' re lucky—if you move fast
enough...” He shrugged.

Jon-Joras half-turned, watched them walking back at a brisk pace in the direction they’ d come from.



Then he swung back to watch the woods ahead of him. Hislegstwitched, but he beat down the impulse
to flee. After along while, or so it seemed, the cow-call came again from behind him, was answered by
the bull in the forest ahead.

A treemoved in the wind that blew from the west, from behind, then another. His heart swelled and his
head snapped as he saw that the second moving thing was no tree. The long neck swung from sideto
Side, the faceted eyes gleamed yellow and green. And then the body moved out into the open. The great
mouth parted, sounded itsimmemoria question.

And then the utterly unexpected happened. A dragon call from behind... but not the submissve one of a
cow-dragon as before. Thiswas abull, another bull, adefiant and challenging bull; ingtantly, dong withit,
came the strong and bitter reek of bull-scent. Jon-Joras felt his bowelsturn. Trapped! Before and behind

him! Trapped—
The visble dragon bellowed its vexation. And Jon-Joras saw it all.

There was no bull-dragon behind him, just as there was no cow-dragon behind him. The cdl camefrom
the same source—a small instrument of bark and wood. And the odor of dragon-suint had come from
the bottle in the same kit-bag. Trapped? Tricked! He and the dragon, both. Only— Only the dragon
would not know that, could not know that. Histiny and now-troubled brain served chiefly asa
clearinghouse for instinctua responses. Female dragon: Go to her. Mae dragon: Will want her, too: Say
him.

The bull in the woods now |eft the woods behind him and began to cross down the clearing a a
lumbering trot, shooting forth his bifurcated tongue, tasting the air.... air in which Jon-Joras s own scent

was mingled with that of the“other” ... man-scent now inextricably identified in the brute mind with that of
itssexud riva and enemy.

The dragon did not know the trick, but the man did.

And the man reasoned and the man remembered, the man remembered what Hue had told him in the
Kar-chee castle —that the dull brain of the great beast was mastered by misdirection alone. Adlorix and
his toadies now had none of the apparatus of the hunt except the single huntgun. They had no beaters, no
musics, no archers, no banner-men. They were making up for al that now by using the artificid cal-horn
and the scent drawn from the musk-glands of some dead bull-dragon. These they had.

Jon-Joras had nothing but his mind.

Again the wind from behind brought the ugly reek and the male call. The dragon ahead paused for adow
second, ashiver of rage moving the powerful muscles beneath the green-black hide. His cheek-nodules
began to puff with mindless rage. He bellowed, he hissed, he began to run. Run?

That was what they hoped Jon-Joras would do: panic. Run. “ Maybe, if you’' re lucky—if you move fast
enough—"’

But no man could move fast enough against afrenzied dragon. Long before he would have a chance to
make the dubious safety of the woods (and behind, the great engine of the pounding dragon-body
crashing the trees aside like reeds), the dragon would have seen him running, would have known him by
his scent for enemy, and would have run him down, seized him, worried him, torn and trampled him.

Thus, thetrick. And, thus, the game.

But Jon-Joras wasn't playing according to those rules. Hislegs till twitched and trembled and he let



them. Hisarms, it was, that moved now, moved swiftly. Arms and upper body dipped out of theloose
hospita shirt which was il hisonly garment; arms reached up to the low branches of the low treg, little
more, redly, than alarge sapling, and tied the shirt to them by its deeves. The innocent wind at once
caught at it and it flapped and flew about and danced.

If the shining eyes saw it, facets flashing yellow, flashing green, Jon-Joras could not say for certain sure.
But the dragon roared at the same second, and at that same second.

Jon-Joras stooped into the grass which had been as high as his naked breast and now closed over his
naked head. He ill did not run.

Hewalked. Kneestrembling, body swesating, he folded hisarms upon his swift and fearful heart and
waked away into the grass at right anglesto the dragon’ s path. He did not look up even when the earth
shook and the noise grew nearer, grew louder. Dependent on the meagerness of the animal’s mind,
hopeful of itsnot swerving from its peth, trusting to its being for the moment intent upon the telltale shirt,
Jon-Joras walked on.

Tothemen hiding in thewoods it might have seemed that he had fainted after tying the shirt to the tree.
Would they redlize why he had tied it there? Or suspect in which direction he had gone if he had not
fainted? Likey they would imagine that, if he were not now huddled at the foot of the tree, he would be
surdly taking the shortest way out of the clearing—the one he was, in fact, now taking.

Inwhich case, they might well divide their numbers and, by circling around, try to head him off. They
could not move fag, for they would not dare to expose themsalvesin the clearing, and it would be dow
going in thewoods.

The sun was now high enough for himto fed itsrays on the sde exposed to it. Without lifting his head or
shoulders or increasing his pace, he began to turn, turned, and walked in towards the sun. He could not
see, he could fed the dragon asit passed, bellowing, to hisleft. He kept on walking.

It had not noticed him! It had not noticed him!

That it had noticed the shirt was dmost certain, for it had paused in its rushing and he could hear the
snapping of the tree and (so he thought) the ripping and the tearing of the cloth.

He kept on walking, the sun warmed his naked shoulders, and presently the sun ceased to do so and the
grassfdl away from him and undernegath it was mossy and overhead it was shady. Slowly and cautioudly,
but gtill stooping, he turned around. He saw that he had entered the forest.... and safety.

Farther off adragon caled and sounded, but he could not tell if it werereal or false.

Once he had been lost in the woods after a dragon had been busy in aclearing, and he was worse off
now than then in that he was now naked. But in everything €l se he was, he reflected, hopefully, better off.
For one thing, he was only afoot-journey away from the town instead of aflight-journey. For another,
should hefind himsdlf again among Doghunters, he could count on aid instead of capture.

But most of al hewas better off now because he had aready had the experience. And he was where he
now was—and how he now was—not because he had fled in numbness from a scenein no way of his
own making, but because he had brought himself out of danger into safety. He was mother-naked and
aone, there was awild beast to one side of him and men who sought hislife to another. But—he found
to hisastonished and his marveling ddlight—he was no longer afraid.

The clean sweet smdll of thewoodswas al around him. A tiny gray creature for which he had no name



paused on itsway up the Sde of aleaning tree and regarded him curioudly.
“When in doubt,” Jon-Joras said aloud, “do asthe natives do.”

Hefollowed the gray one up the tree and looked al around him.

Thetrees here on Prime World—at least, in this particular area of Prime World—were not astall ashe
had seen elsewhere. On Dondonoluc, for one example, or on its mirror-twin-world, Tiran-lou, with their
incredible depths of top-soil, the mastadonic trees towered severa hundred feet high. But, asthough in
keeping with the foliage, if Prime World' streeswere not tdl, neither were Prime World' s buildings. How
far he might be from the nearest settlement, Jon-Joras did not know. The oozy green gum of thisone,
rank and odorous but by no means offensive, ebbed out onto his flesh as he pressed against the bole and
craned, and mingled with the hair. A breeze met hisinquiring face, alittle wind rich with the smell of sap
and earth and plants. But al he could see, whichever way he looked, were more trees, and yet trees.

Not atogether redlizing what he was doing (and, afterwards, somewhat surprised that he had in any way
thought of doing it), Jon-Joras et hiseyes go out of focus. The trees blurred, trunks and crownsand
branches. And, in the corner of his eye, something which had not been there before. .. or which had not
appeared to be there before. .. took shape... awide, shallow concave arc... atall, abrupt and flaring
fin...

Sowly and carefully, asthough fearful that the new shapes had newly materiaized from the ambient ether
and might, if he wereincautious, take fright and vanish away again, he turned his head so that he might
see clearly where they were and mark their location. He did, and they stayed where they were and then
he climbed down the tree.

Despite his having taken acareful sght oniit he fill had ahard time finding the flyer. There were not many
around, that he had seen; this depleted world could afford, neither materias nor fud, and the cost of
importing made it impossible there should be many. He had seen them, silver and gold and severd other
colors; no where on Prime World had he seen another one camouflaged. In fact, nowhere did he know
of thisbeing done at dl... except, of course, on the so-cdled War Worlds, which did not form part of
Confederation.

But he found theflyer at last.

The door was open, as though someone on guard had just dipped out, but if there had actualy been
someone on guard, and where or what he dipped out to, Jon-Joras never learned. It isonly infiction that
al loose ends are dways negtly tied up. A tiny nameless creature with stripes dong itslittle back looked
up with bright, blank eyesto see the naked man flitting from tree to tree dl around the clearing and then
dash acrossit and up and into something for which the smal cresture had no familiar image. It blinked,
ingtantly forgot, and scurried on, looting for nuts.

There were many things on Jon-Joras' s mind, but one of them was afirm resolution that first things had
now to comefirst. He padded quickly to the controls and he took the flyer up and up until he saw nothing
but a green blur beneath him. Then he put her on Hover and locked her so. Then he sat down to
consder things.

Therewasfood and drink in the proper compartment and the greedy way he ate informed him that, for
one thing, he had been quite hungry, and that, for another, he seemed now to be al better. He thought
about this as he gobbled and gulped and picked at something which proved to be abolus of sticky
tree-sap entangled in the hair of hisleg. This, in turn, reminded him that he was till naked. He stood up



and patted his somach and stretched and gave vent to an enormous and enormoudy satisfying eructation.
Then he started rummaging around. He found clothes and those items which weren't clean were clean
enough to suit him now. He had a dim recollection of the fastidious Jon-Joras of M.M. beta-world who
shifted himself from head to foot three times a day and tossed the discarded itemsin the incinerator; but
he did not pause even to smile. He suddenly had something € se on his mind. The under-tunic stayed for a
moment just where it was on hisarms about to dip over his shaven head. For in that moment everything
stayed where it was. Then he lowered his arms and dipped the under-tunic off and held it in his hands,
saring, staring at it. Then he brought hisface closeto, next to it. He did not redlly think that he was
mistaken, but he thought that he might perhaps... just possibly... perhaps... be. So, dowly, one by one,
he picked up the other articles of clothing and one, by one, he smelt them.

They smdled, every one of them, faintly, faintly, but definitely perceptively, of that ancient musty odor of
the Kar-chee Castle.

But it had burned—had it not? It had. And he had seen it burning. Had... whomever these clothes
belonged to. .. had he been there then or since, it was inconceivable that his clothes should not be
amdling of smoke. Reeking of smoke. Butt it reeked of nothing, had merely the normal smells of man and
of flyer fud and (not, hardly normal, this—) the dien and shadowy scent of the old ruin’ sill-frequented
lower passageways. Therefore—

Therefore the man who had worn these clothes there had worn them there and had been himsdlf there
before it had burned. And not too very long ago, either, or they would not still retain the scent.

Which madeno senseat dll.

Hue might not be there now, in the black basalt shell of aruin, but he... and his people... had been there,
steadily, for at least some period of years before. And Adlorix... and his people... were Hue' s enemies.
Jon-Joras stopped here and carefully considered dl histhoughts. For one thing, what made him so
certain that this flyer belonged to or had at least been used by Adorix? Its mere proximity?

Once again he explored the small cabin, thistime not looking for anything in particular and therefore
looking for everything in particular. The chart-cabinet, the gear-locker, the food compartment, the spaces
under the seets, the boot —a| yielded nothing in theway of information. Certainly, it was not certain that
Adorix or any of his men had been the oneswho brought the flyer here into the woods. But, if not them,
who then? Who e se had reason to camouflage the craft and secreteit here, so far from anything? He had
no answer, and yet he would not accept that there should be no answer. So once again he began looking
dowly through everything. And thistime he found something.

It was only asmall something which might turn out to be anothing. The pile of charts was nestly stacked,
perhaps atrifle too neatly. For the regularity of the pile disclosed onetiny irregularity which he would
have failed to notice if the charts had been shuffled up in adisorderly manner—and thiswas the fact that
one corner of one chart protruded just the dightest from the neat arrangement of the rest. Asif the stack
above it had been removed very carefully and then the one chart extracted and subsequently replaced
with an elaborate care which had not quite come off. Was it s0? Jon-Joras lifted up the charts above and
removed thissingle one.

It was amap of The Bosky.
Or, to be precise, of one sector of it.

There were no notes or markings, no arrows, no circles-nothing of that sort. But he looked at the chart
carefully, very carefully, scrutinizing it very closely, and it did seem to him that on one portion of it the
paper was just atrifle smudged, asthough it had been often traced by ascertaining fingers. Fingersintent



on indicating the terminus of asecret route, perhaps... If one paid viststo The Bosky it certainly made
senseto go there by air; it certainly wasn't safe to go there by land if one could believe the Sories. Bui. ..
gtill unanswered... why should anyone want to go to The Bosky at all? That is—not to settle there or to
passthrough it in order to settle elsewhere, but to go there to one particular place and then return? And
just once, either. The Bosky...

What did he know about it? It was the terraincognita, the land unknown, the land without people, and it
lay beyond the farthest boundary of the land claimed by Sartor, Hathis, Peramis and Drogue. The land
where hunts could not be held. No-man’ s-land. Where, according to old Ma am Anna, queen of the
Northern Horde of nomads, the dragons were fiercer than el sewhere—so fierce that they needn’t be
provoked into charging—so fierce that, time after time, they had prevented human penetration of the area
by ether herdsmen or farmers. Dragons with which Hue, so his daughter said, had nothing to do. That
was The Bosky. And it was a so the place where the unknown crew (unlessthe crew was, after all,
composed of Adorix and his gang) of the mysterious flyer had gone, and gone again and again, on their
even more mysterious errand.

Thus, the strange Bosky, and wasiit the strangest thing of al on this strange planet believed by most of
humankind to be their own ancestral world? With al its peculiar features, known and unknown, hidden
and revedled: no. Not stranger, certainly, than the whole antique structure of Prime World society.
Certainly not stranger than the brutal-sophisticated customs of the Hunts. Gentlemen-Huntsmen hating
their dragon-prey, Doghunters hating dragons even more than the Gentlemen did and smultaneoudy
hating the Gentlemen and being hated by them; thiswas strange enough, but thiswas not al. Nomads
hating nobody and trusting nobody, working against the Doghunters who were working againgt the
Gentlemen, but sure that they the Nomads werein al thisworking only for their own selves and opposing
the Doghunters because in doing so they were aso opposing the Gentlemen. And the band of thieves
whose code of battle was perhaps more bruta than that of the Hunts they ignored and scorned,
ddighting—it seemed so—equaly in the most daborate forms of poetry and in murderous wrestling
matches which ended or which were supposed to end in an elaborate and attenuated form of ritua
cannibaism. The urban mobs and the rura sycophants. The dragons roused to fury in the woods and the
dragons goaded to frenzy in the pit. The beautiful, involved, involuted, convoluted, contrived and bloody
ballet of the dragon hunt, which brought to Prime World the wedlth and questing zeal ousness of men from
ascore of hundreds of other worlds... though Prime World grew no richer, its aristocrats degpening into
moral decay, its poor ether flinging themsa vesin murderousfury againg the adamantinewall of their
oppressors scorn or taking the dow road to sudden degth in distant fields or submitting to the yokein
ignorance or inslence... or kissng the bloody hand and fawning at the bloody boot.

Jon-Joras sighed, shook his head. What was behind it all? Was anything? Was there a pattern? There did
seem to be hints and shadows and he wanted to know and he had to know if there was more. The
ancient saying of ancient Charles Ford or Fort, curious chronicler of curious occurrencesin the history of
pre-Expansion Prime World, arosein hismind. One measures a circle beginning anywhere. ..

He got to his feet and went to the controls, took the craft off Hover, placed the chart on its scan-sight
aongside the drive-seat, and set himself a coursefor The Bosky.

Beow, far, far below were the waters of the Gulf, the land lying to the south of it, and—beyond the
land—partly obscured by amass of cloud like fleecy smoke, were the yonder waters of the Bay. Behind
him lay the Main Sea, before him the Main Continent. The origina, or at least the natural contours of the
Gulf floor lay reveded to him like some greet relief map: shelves and shallows and banks and basinsand
deeps. And, flashing over and through and across dl, like some jagged submarine lightning-bolt, wasthe
deep-scored trench which the Kar-chee had made—one of thousands and of hundreds of thousands
such in thisone body of water done. Like anill-healed scar it showed there, and told itstale of how,



floating down upon the planet from their lairs around the Ring Stars and finding aworld whose land had
been dmogt scraped bare of metalsin making multitudes of shipsto fling its children out acrossthe
galaxy, the invaders had delved into the seas themsalves for metals of their own.

He wondered what oresthey had sucked up from the hidden treasures of the sands there, beneath the
water. Black sands, they looked to be, and had probably been rich in rare earths and heavy metals such
aszircon, rutile, ilmenite and others. He wondered—

Theflyer' s spesker broke into voice.

It was ameaningless jumble of phonemesto him. Helplesdy, helooked at the decoding cams under the
speaker. But unless he knew the combination, he might press on them forever without result. The voice,
having made its unintelligible announcement camly, paused. Then it repeated it a second and then athird
time, camly. Then it waited. It spoke again in its broken syllables, and it seemed to Jon-Joras that there
was now atouch of impatience... afifthtime... annoyance... pause... asixthtime... concern...

The voice barked its scrambled syllables at him now, abruptly ceased, abruptly spokein plain speech,
softly, so softly, that Jon-Joras jumped.

“Who hasthis boat up?’ He made no answer. He could hear the man’ s troubled bregth. “Listen, now—
Put the controls onto Receive and lock her so. We'll guide her back and in. Do you understand? Or
you'll beintrouble. Answer. Answer.

“Ansver—"

But Jon-Joras said nothing. And then, softer yet, Sckening initsimplications, the voice said, dowly,
“Oh...you... karching... thiefl—" and clicked off on the closing fricative.

And the thief looked behind him in dismay, asif he expected pursuit to burst immediately from the nearest
cloud. Helaughed at himsdlf, but not for long. What should he do now? Put her on All Speed? If hedid,
he would leave atrail along the sky. Head for clouds and hope to hide the trail ? The clouds were too far
away, and not where he wanted to go, anyway. He put her into adiagonal descent asfast asshe'd go
without making marks, and leveled off at about a hundred feet above the water, and locked her so. Then
he swiveled the seat around and looked up and waited.

He had not much long to wait.

The pursuers seemed to come bursting out of the fabric of the firmament, their trails thick and heavy and
angry. He shot down at forty-five degrees, surged forward againgt his safety-belt as she hit the surface
and watched the sudden surge of frothy water close over the dome and bubble like adying whae. He
put her onto full descent; descend far she could not, of course not, but if it were only hold here where she
was as shewas— And if the seams and shell proved |leak-proof— And if they, the ones so way up high,
did not see him— He looked at the chronometer and tried to calculate how long it would take for them
to pass over and be gone.

The smdl craft surged dowly back and forth and dowly up and down. A dull, grinding nauseawhich
seemed to go down to the very marrow of his spine began to afflict him. Finaly, he could not go on
standing it, tried to surface dowly, shot up like acork in aspume, fell back and wallowed and rocked
again. Hadtily, he looked up, but through the moi sture running down the dome he could see nothing. And
when, findly, he could, he saw only the fading trails of vapor, vanishing into the Gulf.

And now &t last he came to the end of that more-than-peninsulaand not-quite-subcontinent where it
joined the main landmass. He looked at the chart a moment, magnified in the sight-scan, then looked



again below. Those rounded hummocks (from above they seemed little more than that) must be the
Sixteen Hills, those sudden sparkles of light, the sun reflecting on the Sweet and Bitter Lakes. And there,
there, shadowy and sere, was the abrupt descent of the Great Dry Vdley. All the landmarks.

Beyond lay The Bosky.

He dropped lower. He looked up and around again. And still no signs of recurrent pursuit. The speaker
was, asit had remained, silent. Whom had it been? Who were they? Again, Adorix? Or—hismind
raced and tumbled about a bit—the Chairman of Drogue? Was there perhaps some force on Prime
World of which he had never heard? After dl, therewas alot moreto it than this part which lay behind
him and which was about dl that he had ever known. Were there not thriving cities, so it was said, on
that great archipelago which formerly formed part of Austraiaand ringed round that shallow seaonce
cdled Lake Eyre? It was possible that the flyers might have come from down there. But bound upon
what mystic errands which required them to camouflage their craft, hide in woods, spesk in code, and
pursue him as though he were himsdlf arogue dragon—? He could conceive of nothing, in answer. And
turned again to chart and to controls.

Meanwhile, let him pursue some answers to some previous questions. And follow his courseto the
nameless, numberless hill which seemed to have been the locus or focus of the unknown fingerswhose
tracery had |eft, faintly, the only clue there was. He went lower. He went lower. And there he saw where
it was and what it was. His breath hissed in between histeeth. His decison wasimmediate, neither to
stop nor even—there—to dow down. He went on as though he had not seen it at al. He had certain
quams asto whether or not it had seen him, though. But these did not preoccupy him long.

They came down on him like stooping falcons while he was il thinking of what he had seen. Them, he
had not seen. The warning he had was cast by shadows and was a matter of seconds, but it was enough,
and he did what the weaker birds do (if they can) when the falcon stoops. He hid in the thickets.

Not precisdly, of course. What he did, precisaly, was to dart down into a glade of great-boled trees with
low and widespreading branches, he smultaneoudly turned obliquely and shoved her speed aslow asit
would go and till keep him aoft. She wobbled and wavered, but she bore it wonderfully, and he floated
in between the sunshine and the shadow, between the branches and the ground, turning round and round
the tree-trunks as close to them as he could in asinuous figure-of-eight movement.

But the nigh pursuer was not as fluent of flight as afacon. One convulsive effort he made to bresk—then
he crashed. The off one did manage to break, escaping by the breadth of a cry. Up and up he went,
hovered and darted and swooped. Time and time again he made as though to dash down into the glade,
but hisflyer was three times the size of the one Jon-Joraswas in, and so, every time, he withdrew. But
even while Jon-Joras played a hislittle gamein safety below—in and out, in and out, around, around,
around—at every tiny clearing and across every beam of light, he saw the greet, dark, heavy, hovering
shadow.

Once, skimming round the bole of avine-encrusted tree, Jon-Joras caught a glimpse of the smoke and
fire of the wrecked plane. Then, turning and twisting, he saw the end of the glade up ahead, and the
rough and broken ground which ran for agood wide way until ended abruptly by the gaunt escarpment
of atumbled cliff. He made to go back the way he had come and keep up the game until hisfuel ran out
or until the other’ sfuel ran out or until... until... he scarcely knew what, until.

Theidea cameto him more suddenly than its execution followed. It might work, it might not work, it was
infinitely risky, foolhardy, it was al those things—but he could not go on flitting up and down the glade
likeabutterfly.



So hetook hisflyer deeper and deeper back into the thickest of the glade, dower and dower, and lower
and lower. He put the controls on Circle, and locked her so. Then he stepped to the door and stepped
out. It wasjust ashort jJump. Slowly and ponderoudly, like afat woman who has had just a shade too
much to eat and drink, the flyer went wobbling around and around. He turned and |ooked back after a
minute. But, so well had she been painted, he could no longer see her at dl.

He paused amoment to ca culate his bearings by the angle of a pencil-thin sunbeam. Then he dipped
away through and into the woods. L ater, looking back again, he saw the other craft till patrolling.

Thetrail, when he came upon it, puzzled him. There should by right be no trail here, in fact, how could
there be, when there were no people? There were no people, but other thingslived in the forests here
beside birds (and, for that matter, dragons) and had to move about. Often he saw the rough patches of
rougher hair upon the sides of the tree, two or three times he saw the small neat heaps of dung, and once
he saw (but passed a ong as though he did not see) the twin spotted fawnslying so securely in the shady
covert of theglen.

But of dragon he saw none. Nor did he hear any.

“Dragon? Dragon? Are you adragon-chick?’ he stooped to ask and to pick up atiny, delicate orange
lizard. It pattered cleanly and delicately aong his hand and paused at the cushion of hisupturned pam
and looked at him so bravely, gravely, carefully he put it down upon the mossy rocks afoot or twoin
and off the trail where (he hoped) not even the dark hoof of a deer would menaceit. He moved on.

Findly, asthe sun commenced its decline, he saw what he had come to see, though of course by no
means at first knowing that it was this that was here, had been here, waiting for him al lone. He had the
notion of hishaving comefull-circle, and of the thing there saying to him that he should

L ook—See?—Y ou cannot escape. Not from me.

Not from us. Not from them. It was though he saw now as awhole the same place he' d seen beforeasa
collection of fragments. But il al he saw was now an outside, looming and staring and gathering in its
black <tiff folds about it, head and snout thrust forward darkly from the green over-mantle—

A Kar-cheecastle ...
Andwhat wasinit?

More men like monomaniac Hue and al his crew? More dragons being tormented into murderous
patterns of behavior? More plots and plansto overthrow the status quo? He crouched and stared and
thought that all the sweet waters of the Earth must be stained with blood; he saw them welling and
spreading like agreat scarlet stain across al the face of this aged and afflicted world.

But from within the black basdt walls came neither Sgns nor sounds nor movement.

His own movements, as he backed off, lips bared, were —though he did not know it, did not have the
image, even, in hissublimina memory—for dl the world like those of adog in the presence of something
known to be deadly and dangerous but otherwise al unknown. And, like adog, he began to circle about
the thing of menace. And it was while so doing that he observed for the first time adragon.

With its green-black, black-green, green and black skin, its deep-set and faceted eyesflashing yelow
and green and blue and red, long neck and huge body, it looked no different than any other dragon. In
form and body, no different, that is. But immediatdly and immensely and frighteningly obvioudy it looked



very different than any dragon he had ever seen, and the differencelay in its manner. It did not moveina
mindless rush capable of being ingtantly diverted by awaving flag or the sound of ahorn. And neither did
it move in the relentless fashion of oneintent upon its prey and knowing just what and just where that
prey was. Least of al did it move dong like some great, grazing pea-brained cow.

Theword (it came to him in amoment that seemed to chill his skin) the word for this dragon was alert.
And the other world for it (the echo after the shot) was intelligent.

It came dowly dong, dowly and carefully, head turning from side to Side, tongue tasting the air. Now and
then it paused and it raised its head, dowly and deliberately, gathering in the detail s of sight and sound
and scent at dl levels. Thenit proceeded in its careful, one might almost say its measured, pace. Then,
too, in athird terrifying flash of understanding, Jon-Joras understood what now in retrospect seemed
blazingly obviousto him: that the paths which he had been treading through the forest were too wide by
far to have been made entirely by the narrow dots of deer’ s hooves. He had been walking,

card ess—amost—and certainly dl unknowing, in thedragons walk! He had been treading in the
dragons’ tracks! And now he had at once to retreat and to vanish, otherwise this careful questing beast
of adragon would certainly, soon, betreading in his, Jon-Joras's, tracks—!

But even as his tendons tensed to move him back and away, the dragon, as though in obedient command
to his, the man’s own fears, turned aside and moved away and in another moment was hidden in the
woods and in the towering thicket. Jon-Joras did not relax, gratefully or gracefully; he dumped and
amost fell over hisown swesting legs. He had come here in response to a stupid bravado, and now he
was trapped—at least twice-trapped. The patrolling flyer kept him captive herein oneway. And now, it
would seem, the patrolling dragon might (if he were not exceedingly careful) keep him captive in another.
If it didn’t kill him first. The rangething (the strange thing? and was al &se commonplace?) wasthat the
dragon had not looked fierce. Itsfear and itsterror came from other attributes entirely. This beast might
not charge him upright upon itshind legs. .. neither, though, wasit likely to be diverted by arag of ashirt
fluttering in the breeze, or some other trick of the sort.

Time enough some other time to wonder why this one dragon was so different. Time now al but
screamed aloud to be used to go asfar and asfast away from here as might be possible. He would head
back as slent-swift as ever he could to the generd areawhere he had |eft the stolen flyer. The patrolling
vessel might have gone away. Or its pilot might have landed it and come out himself to investigate. Or
Jon-Joras might smply regain the one he’ d used before and continue aterrain-hugging, tree-hiding tactic
until some better notion or occasion offered itsdlf.

Then helooked up and saw that, athough he had moved and the dragon had moved, the dragon wasin
front of him once again. He crouched. He dunk off to the left. The dragon, moving dowly and without
undue concern, moved in the same direction. He moved more quickly. So did the dragon. And now,
from agreat distance, overlaid with amultitude of memories, he heard the voice of Adorix spesking to
him at the estate, back when al waswell and all was amity and peace. They were the Kar-chee's
dogs... They hunted us... Wasthat what this one was doing now? Hunting him? With deliberate speed
and awful majesty? No... No... Not quite, not quite. Jon-Joras crept here and crept over there,
crawled, dodged, twisted, retreated, retreated. .. The dragon followed, followed, followed. But actudly it
was not at al that Jon-Joras was going where he wanted and the dragon merely following.

Actudly, Jon-Joras was going where the dragon wanted him to go, the way the dragon wanted him to
go. He wasn't being hunted. He was being herded.

And s0, through the greet, crouching, vine-heavy gate of the castle, Jon-Joras walked with douching
shoulders and with hanging head, and the dragon walked watchfully behind him.



The dragon had ceased to be a surprise and, when he saw it at last, the Kar-chee really came asno
surprise. It was not just that he had smelled it, the scent not faint and old and musty asit had been inthe
other, in the abandoned castle, but strong and fresh. But scent and, subsequently, sight, were but
confirmations of what logic—without either— had aready reveded. For if the dragons had been the
Kar-chee' sdogs and if here and if now a dragon was acting like adog, then—

It was the man who was the surprise.
—then there had to be Kar-chee to direct them.

But he did not expect to see the man and the Kar-chee together; he did not expect to seetheman at al.
Anymanat al.

One picture only had he ever seen, and then the carven figure in the frieze, dusty and webby and
observed from abad angle; but there wasn't and couldn’t be a second’ s question or doubt. The dull
black and ten-feet tal form, the comparatively tiny head, the huge anterior arms bent so that the hands or
paws were folded |oosely together upwards, the upper body danted and canted forward, seemingly
under the weight of itslimbs: unmistakably, the Kar-chee.

The man was colorless, ageless, dirty, face and figure loose where one would think to find them tight,
tight where they should have been loose. He sagged, blinked, mumbled his mouth and smacked hislips
and he said nothing. In his hands, hands held up hieraticaly as a Pharoah’ swith crook and flail, hethe
man held some curious arrangement of fans or fronds and sticks.

The dragon composed itself for rest and observation on the mossy, grassy terrace, ran its tongue out
once more, hissed a bit and made adight coughing, barking, grunting sound.

The Kar-chee snapped its head up and began to move itsalf in an odd way and made an odd sort of
rustling, clicking noise. And the man, in turn, cocked his head and looked away and the Kar-chee
stopped and the man looked at Jon-Joras, and, in a curious Sing-song voice he said, “ Oh, mmmm,
message, mmmm, so, It appearsthat he this man has not come here-place in, mmm, a proper, an
authorized, mmm, orderly fashion, purpose, mmm.” Click, click, rustle, rustle, click-clack. “Does-has he
the man a correct mmm intent, mmm in coming here-place, o, or isit mere, mmm, intrusion; what reply
isconveyed? Mmm, s0.”

Jon-Joras, astonished, allowed his mouth to fall open, said nothing. The Kar-chee clicked and rustled
and the interpreter, alowing hisdull and uninterested eyesto dide over the newcomer, said,
“Communicate with, mmm, he the man and obtain, mmm, mmm, thereply. So.” The voice changed a
triflein tone and timbre and the empty eyes appeared to try to concentrate. “Why did he the— No. Why
did you come?’

Thinking rapidly and fearfully for what might be an acceptable answer, even alie which—if not too
outrageous-might be carried off—Jon-Joras said, “ The overlords have sent me.”

Theinterpreter clicked and rustled his stick and hisfan or frond. The Kar-chee rustled and clicked, and
Jon-Joras stared at its gaunt, chitinous body.

“ “\What overlords?”
“Theoverlordsof dl the stars of men.”

“ “Why approached in furtive manner? ”



“Desired not to be seen by the other men who sometimes approach.”
“ *“Why desired not?”

“Lest they prevent the consultation.”

“ ‘Purpose of consultation? ”

Hereit was, and Jon-Joras could think of nothing safe to put forward. So he decided to leave thisto the
other, and so he said, “To discuss and discover what it isthat the Kar-chee most want, with aview to
adjusting matters.”

Silencefell. After amoment the Kar-chee clicked, then stopped, then rustled, and stopped. The
interpreter coughed abit and cleared histhroat. Then the Kar-chee “ spoke” rapidly and abruptly turned
and made off inits eerie, staking, waddling gait. Theinterpreter spat on the ground and rubbed his spittle
into it with hisfoot. He glanced up, grimaced, shrugged, seemed to hang and dangle on invisble wires
which, if cut, would let him collapse into ahuddle of puppet-cloth.

“What did he- What did it- What did the Kar-chee say?”’

“Mmm? Say? Said to give you food, take care of what you, mmm, will want...What will you want?’ the
old man asked, amost queruloudy. And added, “ Come, then. Come. Come on.”

Therank odor of the Kar-chee was thicker down below, but it waslargely replaced inthe old man’s
quarters, away off in adistant chamber down long and dusty echoing empty corridors, by the at least
equally rank odor of the old man himsdf and his quite indifferent housekeeping. New clothes were piled
inanichein thewall and old clothes mouldered on aheap in the corner and one nasty garment hung over
the sl of the high dit-window as though the effort of tossing it there precluded any attempt to correct the
poor aim and shove it on through. The old man sat down on hisfrowsty bed and coughed and rumbled
and spat. Then he stared blankly at his sudden guest, along while. From timeto time aflicker of
something passed over his dehumanized face and it twitched and made movements as though it were
about to expressinterest or another emotion. But before ever this was done, the face sagged into the
same blankness as before. Was he drugged, perhaps, Jon-Joras wondered.

“What' s your name?’ he asked.

Thisdid produce reaction; after al, the old man’ s function wasto serve as a channdl for questions and
answers to pass through and to repass through; he had to employ his own mouth and tongue and voca
cordsfor one of these passages, and his mind, no matter how mechanicaly, for both. “What's...” the
guestion seemed to sink into the sands of stupor and there be logt, but after amoment it welled up again,
abit diminished: “... name?” Blear eyeslooked up, dack mouth pursed and twisted, lips blubbered in a
short, abrupt sound which might have retained the ghost of scorn or pain or laughter: the scornful, painful
laughter which endsin alittle bubble of blood, seen or unseen: the hands fluttered in the briefest, dightest
gesture of pushing things away; then fell back and down.

There was a not-quite-mutter, a more-than-whisper, which might have been, “Never mind...”
“Wadll, but... Where do you come from?’

No. Not drugs. The old man’s mind had smply rusted away. Who could say how long he had been here,
aprisoner? A prisoner-at-large, but till a prisoner. He licked histhin lipswith a bluish tongue, stirred on
his dusty couch and looked about him. “Food,” he said. Sighed. Pointed. There wasasmdll pile of
camp-rations, and empty and part-empty containers lay where they had fallen or had been dropped,



adding the rotten-swest tainted smell of garbage to the other ill smells of the room. “Food,” he said again.

Jon-Joras got up and hel ped himsalf, paused with abit of something amost a his mouth. “They bring it
herefor you?’ he asked. And, answering his own question, said, “Y es. They bring you the food and the
clothes, too. The other men who come here—the ones who approach in a proper order. Who are they?
Who arethey? And what isthisal ab—"

Now the old man leaped up and scuttled across the dirty floor and sort of crouched before him, looking
up and breathing into his face afetid bresth and now hisface was distorted with feding and he grasped
Jon-Joras sarms and he said to him in awhisper like a scream, “ Oluc? Oluc? Y ou know Dondon-oluc?’

Remembrance sprang into the young man’s mind and must have ingtantly been reflected on hisface, for
the old onetightened histimid grip and made anguished little noises.

“Dondon-oluc and Tiran-lou,” said Jon-Joras. “And the huge old trees—"

“And Lou! And Lou!” the old man cried, in ajerky voice. “Oluc and Lou, ah! And the trees, the trees!
Thetrees...”

Hefdl into aheap of smeared and smattered clothes that cried and twitched and made dreadful, sobbing
noises. Jon-Joras was torn between pity and dismay and hope, and then the old man scuttled backwards
away from him and rose to adouch and stared at him with hisawful crumpled face askew and then
turned and ran, tottering, out of his nasty room and down the dim, black corridors and whimpered and
flapped hiswrinkled, dirty hands.

Jon-Joras stared after him. Run after him? No, no, he might get lost, and he had no desireto get lost here
in this place where the Kar-chee scent was forever strong, forever fresh. Wasthe old interpreter off to
revea something to hisalien masters? It seemed not likely. Likdier only that he had been al unsettled by
having some of the rust and dust of decadesfall in scales and flakes from his poor withered mind and
memory. Theyoung man put the bit of food into his mouth and looked out the tall dit-window. Outside,
downside, between the castle and the woods, the dragon patrolled. Alert, watchful, and with deliberate
lesure

“I'mafrad, I'mafraid,” theold man said. “I'm so afraid.” He spoke in hdting, stifled tones, again hisface
S0 closeto Jon-Joras's.

“Of what, Old Man?’

“I could be punished. Back there. Ah, back home. Why | came away. Ran. Left me here. Didn't dare,
don’'t dare. Afraid,” he wept.

“Confederation has atwenty-five year satute of limitations,” Jon-Joras reminded him. “And
Dondon-oluc and Tiran-lou, both, are confederate-worlds. Surely it must be longer than that, you' ve
been here?’

Bit by hit and scale by scae by flake, he was trying to do awork of repair. Vast holes had been
hopelesdy eaten away. The Old Man was ether determined to have no name or had smply lost that
intensdy important part of his persona. Nor would he, or, perhaps, nor could he, describe how or when
he had come here or who had taken him here—the who being certainly those till supplying, thethosein
contact with the Kar-chee. It seemed obvious, though, that whoever they were they had taken advantage
of hisfugitive status. An interpreter was certainly always needed here, the Kar-chee being incapable of



articulate human speech. There had been an interpreter here, of course, when the Old Man hall first
arrived. “The Poor Woman,” he called her. However awful thislife-in-death must be to aman, how
much more so must it have been to herl—whoever she was or had been. Poor woman, indeed. For
somewhile at any rate they had been some company for each other, she teaching him to understand the
Kar-chee “speech” and to reproduce it; and then she had died.

Longer than twenty-five years that he' d been here? Closer, probably, to fifty!
“Afraid dl changed, on Oluc. Oh, terrible—!”

“I wasthere just two years ago. It didn’t seem to be a place of the sort which changesfast. And the soil
was gtill asthick and rich and the treeswere dtill gigantic.” He reached into his memory for such names as
he could recall, trees, rivers, towns... the Old Man made dreadful attemptsto smile.

“Afrad of them, gtill, dways. Here”
“The Kar-chee?’

“Of them, too. But mogt afraid of this?” And again the dreadful terror-whisper. “ Suppose they go? The
Kar-chee. And take me with them!”

Enough, indeed, to make the mind of any man, even if young and even if strong and sound, freeze with
fear: the Kar-chee departing at long and ancient last for their lairs around the Ring Star's, black and cold
and devoid of man and the things which stood between man and madness: thiswas indeed just cause for
fear, to be taken dong and to tarry there forever.

Sowly, smply, repetitioudy, firmly, Jon-Jorastold the Old Man that he was in close contact with the
Confederation Delegate on Prime World, that he was aso the Private Man of an important outworld
ruler. That, whoever had brought him, the Old Man, here and kept him here, it was not Confederation.
And therefore it and they by definition were of lesser power and hence unable to withstand the wishes
and directives of Confederation. .. once Confederation knew.

“So the thing that must be doneisthis: | must get to ConfedBase or at least make contact with Delegate
Ansg, if | can get away from herein time to meet him when he comesto Peramis. In either case, you
see, | must get out of here.”

It was not to be done, it could not be done. The guardian dragons would not alow him to make an
escape. They would tear himin pieces. “But,” Jon-Joras protested to the protesting Old Man, “the
dragons here obey the Kar-chee, so—"

Now he wasto see the other side of the mirror, and itsimage was at first to be as obscure asits obverse;
for the interpreter knew only of the dragons*“here’ and of none other. “ The dragons,” he said, shaking his
head, “ are the Kar-chee...”

Jon-Joras stared. “But that' swhat Hue said!”
“Hue?

“Old Man, | don’t understand. | saw adragon. | saw aKar-chee. They were not the same. How can
you say that they are?” Explanations, though, were not forthcoming. Merely he repeated, They were the
same. So another question was asked. “What is the set-up between the Kar-chee—and these other
men? The other men do something for the Kar-cheeg, that is, they do something for you. They bring you
food and clothing. But what do the Kar-chee do for the other men?”



They kept guard. They let no other men through. They— the Kar-chee who were dso
dragons—destroyed any others who attempted to enter thisterritory. Why? Ah. Mmm. The muttered,
fragmented pieces of comment scarcely deserved to be caled information. But here and there and finaly
some piecesfell into place. The Old Man was terrified to approach the Kar-chee unsummoned. He had
never done o, dared not do so now. Did not even know where, in the maze below hisleve, it laired. But
hiswill-power, positive or negetive, had so long ago fallen into complete desuetude that he could not
resst Jon-Joras s mild but ingstent pressures.

They came out blinking into the sunlight and went to the rampart. The dragon presently came into view,
glanced at them, paced onward. With hands which trembled &t first, but soon fell into habitual and
pacifying actions, the Old Man fell to rattling and clicking and rustling his artificid but quiteintdligible
reproduction of the Kar-chee language. And the dragon paused and looked and it was plain that the
dragon listened.

And then, up from where? No matter. Up from wherever it had been, the Kar-chee came.

‘Message. If hethe man inquires if we the Kar-chee desire to depart, then he the man understands that
we the Kar-chee desire to depart and his the man’s question is no proper question.’*

‘ Always they the proper men offer future-when to depart we the Kar-chee to the proper place of we the
Kar-chee but never from first-when to present-when have they the proper men done so.” *

“ ‘If the message of he the man is properly communicated and properly understood, isit that he the man
declares that the proper men are not the proper men, but that he the man and hisfellows are the proper
proper men and that the never-kept promise will in present-when be kept? These the before-when
declared being the Overlords? ”

And Jon-Joras reiterated that those selected by dl the worlds and stars of men to run their common
affairswereindeed, through him, offering to return the Kar-cheeto their Ring Star lairs; and thisto be
done as near to immediately as could be managed. “Only,” he said, firmly, and reassuringly, “that this
man who communicates messages is not to depart with the Kar-chee but isto remain herewith us his
felows.” And he emphasized thiswith gestures and at length he put hisarm around the Old Man's
trembling shoulders, and added, “ For when the Kar-chee are in their own and proper places they need
never and will never communicate with men again, and so will have no need of him.”

The Kar-chee' sdull eyes showed nothing. And then, in an abrupt and shocking change of pronoun and
of phraseg, it said, “1 must consult with my other sdf. Await.”

There was asilence, and along silence. The Kar-chee above did not move and the dragon below did not
move. The Old Man trembled and trembled. The dragon hissed. The Kar-chee lifted itstiny head.
Overhead aflyer shot into view. Jon-Joras started, stared.

“ ‘Hethe manisat this present-when to go below and thereremain.” ”

Jon-Joras moved as quickly ashislegswould let him, and as heran he cdled out, “Don’t tell them
anything and don’t worry. Don't worry!”

He made hisway towards the Old Man’ sroom, but recollection of its dirt and disorder dissuaded him,
s0 he went to wandering in an off-corridor. A wink of light caught his eye as he passed one of the
chambers, and he turned to look. It was amirror, of the quaint hour-glass shape once so popular... how
long ago? On his own distant and orderly world, the beta-planet of Moussorgsky Minor, perhaps more
than a century ago. Allowing for the lag in time and transport and fashion. .. here?... who could say how
lesslong ago. Fashionable, yes. But only among women. He entered the room.



Dust had amost deprived the old mirror of reflective capacity, and dust cloaked and choked everything
in here. Y et, despite and underneath the dust, thingswere al arranged in order. A bed was neatly made.
Clothes hung in orderly rows. An antique desk still bore a scripter set with al asit had been left,
well-readied to use. It came to Jon-Joras with a shock and pang of pity that here had been the room of
the previous interpreter, “the Poor Woman.” He opened the scripter, dowly, ddicately, with even adight
touch of fear.

it should make no difference to me how things will go here, for well or ill, but as this unfortunate
young man must probably remain here for his own forever, it'swell that he has |earned as much
as | can teach him. And now there is no more reason | should delay Death, that importunate
suitor, any longer. He does but carry me across this dim horizon, and | hope it will be brighter
there.

He had no time to reflect on this. Somewhere up above someone was calling his name. It sounded
vaguely familiar, and awild surge of hope brought him amost to the door-Delegate Anse?>—Delegate
Anse s voice would not sound familiar, he had heard it only twice and was sure thiswasn't
it—Por-Paulo? It was not that voice a dl, the thought made awave of longing for his still-absent king
sweep over him, but it was not his voice—a prickle of unease dowed him up and kept him insde. Who
had been in the flyer and knew that he was Jon-Joras and knew that he was here? Aelorix? It was not
the Gentleman’ svoice, but it might still bethat of one of hisassociates. But why did it sound so familiar?

Perhaps, though, whoever it was did not know that he was here a al. He might be guessing, trying. ..
trapping. Well. If friend he was, then some delay would little matter. And if he were no friend...

Jon-Joras flitted through the back of the room and into the next one and thence to the next. The voice
seemed to be rather nearer, but he was sure it was till in the main corridor. His intention was to get
behind it and have alook at whomever it belonged to.

“Jon-Joras?’

“Jon-Jo-0-0-r-as...”

“Jon-Jor-as ... 7’

If it were afriend, why did he not announce and identify himself?

He was abouit to peer with considerable caution out into the corridor, when a voice, and not that voice,
said, close by and with disgust, “It sure tinksin here.” Jon-Joras hugged the webby wall.

L)

“ ‘Money never stinks,” " a second voice quoted.

“Freaky vermin,” thefirst one commented, unappeased. And then, “1 dways hate coming here...Where
isthat son of akarche'segg?’

The voices ebbed away. Now Jon-Joras did peer out. The two men met the third one, presumably the
first one, the one who had been cdling, at the turn of the corridor. They shook their heads. There
seemed, certainly, something familiar about his stance and movement, as there had been about hisvoice.
But he was friend to these other two, and they were no friends to Jon-Joras. Friends do not come
seeking friends with drawn weaponsin their hands. And besides—I always hate coming here, one had
said. So. These were the “proper men,” the men whose coming was regular and by arrangement, and
who had been coming here for decades. At least for decades. Who had provided at least two wretched
devils of interpreters. Had alied themsalves with the alien Kar-chees and with their murderous dragons.
Who?



| must consult with my other self. What of that, for aconundrum?

Nothing of that, for now. For now there was only the matter of keeping out of the way. Had the
Kar-chee, after consulting with its“other self,” decided not to trust Jon-Joras? Decided to turn the matter
over to thefamiliar, the“proper men”? Certainly it did seem so.

He came to another dit-window and looked out. There was no one and nothing to be seen. From the
dant rays of the declining sun it gppeared that he was now on the other side of the castle from where the
Kar-chee (was there only one Kar-chee? Did not its curious reference to the * other self” plainly indicate
therewas at least one other?) and its domestic dragon were. Jon-Joras sighed. Let him but once get off
thistroubled world, he would take good care never to return to it. Now, how wide was this window?

It was wide enough.

There were foot-holds enough, too, and aconveniently canting, danting tree. He made hisway to the
ground with no more difficulty than that provided by the constant fear of death, and then he crept into the
underbrush like alizard. He had gotten agood ways off and had raised himsdf from dl foursto that same
crouching or rather, stooped, walk, which had stood him in such good stead so early this morning, when
ashout came from behind him and atussock beside him exploded into agout of dust and earth.

They had seen him.

Xl

They kept on coming after him.
And, after them, came the dragon.
It was probably futile to try to escape them on foot.

They were fresh, he was weary. They were armed, he was not. And even if he could outrun them, there
was gill the dragon to contend with. .. not the chicken-witted wittold of the settled regions, but the
murderoudy intelligent great beast of The Bosky. Various old bywords went rushing through hismind. If
you can't go across, you must go around. If you can’t go across, you must go across. No, not those.
Hetried to bring his buttocks even lower than they were, and dragged himself, facefirgt, through
something nasty. If you can’t go across, you must go up. Probably there was no such byword at al. Or
hadn’t been... till now.

He went up and he went up the far side of the twisted old tree. Something had built anest or aden there
once, and it ill smelled rotten. Not matter. Such things had ceased to count long ago. He pulled hislegs
up after him and used the stinging twig-work as ablind to peer through. The men had not seen him, yet.
Neither, gpparently, had the dragon. It came running aong as he had never before seen dragons run:
lightly, and on dl fours, but as though it ran on itstoes and not upon the pads of itsfeet at dl. It made no
sound. It made no sound at al that Jon-Joras could hesar.

But the men below had heard something. Or had felt or scented or sensed something. One of them
whirled around and cried out. The others on the instant did the same. They scattered. And Jon-Jorasin
the tree redlized afew sudden things. For one, the dragon was not hunting him. For another, the dragon
was not hunting for or with the men. And for athird and lagt, it was hunting against them. It was clear
that they knew it, too.

This hunt was short-lived, for the weapons the men were carrying were not the loca modd hunt-guns.



They had not comeloaded for dragon; at least, he knew of no reason why they should have. And in any
event this one was not marked and was not even running erect so that they might guess at whereitsvita
spot, where the fatal shot, might be and might be placed. So far as Jon-Joras knew, they had only come
loaded for Jon-Joras, and his body rattled in a sudden spasm of fear when he saw one of them level the
thick and snub death-weapon and blow the dragon’ s head into amash of blood and brain and bone and
pulp that flew al about. And then, then, oh, how horrible! to see the dying dragon, the dragon that should
have been dead, till sumbling aong, and groping and clutching for its prey while dl the while fountains of
blood spurted from its broken arteries and torrents of blood poured from its severed veins. It was as
though the headless body till remembered whét its eyes had seen and still knew where to go and what to
do.

Pounding, now, pawing the stained grasses, it came on, came onward, still came on, whilethe man it
approached scrambled backwards and stumbled backwards as though not daring to turn his head; and
the other two retreated, took their stances again, and blew great chasms and abyssesinto it. Off inthe
woods another dragon called, briefly, abruptly, cut off in mid-cry. Were dl the dragons of The Bosky
being massacred?“... inthe egg, and out...” ? as, even now, this one, its spine exposed and smashed, fell
at last to the ground, which shook to receiveit. A short moment more the fore-limbs tore at the bloody
turf and tried to pull the bleeding mountain of flesh further. There was a spasm, aflurry, and the ravaged
hulk lay ill.

The three, shaking their heads, came cautioudy together and surveyed their kill. And the other dragon,
walking fully erect—walking fully erect'—and again with that curious stride upon thetips of its
toes—passed beneath Jon-Joras as he clung to the tree and peered in numbed more-than-fright through
the soiled integuments of the abandoned nest. Beneath him, beyond him, nodules swollenin sllent rage,
and then it bellowed the rage that made the forest quake asit fell upon them. And ripped and tore. One
died where he stood, one fired upwards and vanished into the giant, trap-like mouth even asthelimb his
shot had shattered dangled and spurted blood; and one fled, shrilling as he ran, and was amost
immediately followed down and dragged and torn and trampled. And so ended the last dragon hunt that
Jon-Joras was ever to see.

What happened next was less terrifying, but no less amazing. For the great beast, pushing aside the
corpse at itsfeet, with one of its forepaws seized hold of abranch and transferred it to the wounded limb
which grasped it convulsively but held it firm. Then it rooted out another. Then, turning around and
around, and looking up and looking down and looking dl about it, it began that beating together, that
clicking and rustling, which could only have been a deliberate attempt at imitating the methods of the Old
Man interpreter. It was capable of no other meaning than adesire to locate Jon-Joras. And adesireto
indicate that its desire was not hostile.

Quaking and trembling, he came down from the tree. The faceted eyesflashed a him. It moved off, he
followed, it turned and saw that he followed, and so it turned no more until at last they reached the castle.
But he had not followed until, forcing his quivering somach into obedience, he turned over one of the
mangled bodies on the bloody forest floor. Only one, but that one was enough. Jetro Yi. No wonder his
voice, hismanner, had seemed familiar. Flunky Jetro. He would bow and scrape no more.

Thusfar, the door onto the mysteries had opened. But up therein the castle, it had swung shutin a
manner forbidding it should or could ever be opened in any near time again. The Old Man, his poor
grimy forehead battered and blue where, presumably, the butt of agun had struck it, lay face upwards
and mouth open. He had been afraid and he had been rightfully afraid, but Jon-Joras was very glad that
he did not seem to be afraid any longer. 1t was ssmply too bad that his release had been solong in
coming.



The Kar-chee looked at him with huge dull eyes. It seemed, somehow, to be crooked. Jon-Joras |ooked
more closely and saw that it, too, was hurt. The three “proper men,” with Jetro Yi one of them, had done
afine day’ swork. It was poss ble to reconstruct it, almost as thought the gaunt, hurt creature was able to
tell him of it. They had appeared and spoken to the castle' s keeper. They knew that Jon-Joras must be
here, or—perhaps—they had only guessed that he might. Perhaps the timorous Old Man had somehow
givenit away.

They had demanded him, the one who stole their flyer, had caused the desth of the crew of the other, the
crashed flyer. Of courseit was not that aone or even mostly that which brought them after him. But—

Almogt certainly the Kar-chee had confronted them with their perpetualy broken promise. Had, likely
enough, demanded that it be immediately fulfilled. Had refused to surrender someone else who had
promised that promiseto fulfil. Blows were struck. They |eft the castle looking till for Jon-Joras and
certainly it had never been their intention to allow him to escape. He had aquick, over-vivid picture of his
own head struck by the same shot which had killed the first dragon out there in the woods. Thefirst
dragon, thefirst and second dragons. Like minor playersin an archaic play-drama. .. but their roles had
not been minor, but their roles had been and still were things of the mystery. He thought that, findly,
findly, he was beginning to understand. But with the Old Man dead (and perhaps, with his ruined mind,
even if he had not been dead), he could never be fully sure that he had understood or ever would,
entirely.

Asfor the Kar-chee—and he found it not hard to pity it now, wounded and aone, despite dl that itskind
had done so long ago to thisthe home of al man’ s race—it understood this much, at any rate: that only in
and through Jon-Joras it had hopes of survival and escape. Therefore it had sent the dragon, not only to
save him, but to bring him back.

Therefore it had sent its other sdlf!

Theflyer inwhich Jetro Yi and histwo fellows had come wasin the clearing where it had landed and
which smelled of the stdle fuel of its many prior comings. Perhaps forewarned againgt leaving it done by
Jon-Joras stheft of the other one that morning, they’ d left aman on armed guard. But he was dead now,
too, and from the shape (or shapel essness) of him, it would have been neither grace nor favor to himiif he
weredill dive. Jon-Joras, infinitely weary, glad of the excuse given him by the dow and limping
Kar-chee, dowed hisown walk. It was amost dark when they reached the craft. He put its lights on and
the two of them entered. Fortunately it was alarger craft than the one he' d made off with thismorning,
but even so the alien had to crouch, looking not less fearful because he was huddled instead of erect. But
there was no longer, so it seemed, fear between them. And Jon-Joras made awry smile at the thought
that perhaps the Kar-chee was even now reminding itsdlf that the fact that Jon-Joras had abad smell did
not mean that Jon-Joras was therefore bad!

He sttled into the drive-seat with agrateful groan of relief. He took the craft up and then he radioed into
ConfedBase, down on the underside of the Earth in asmall continent which the Kar-chees had raised up
around what had once been the Andaman Idands, and had ConfedBase connect him to Delegate Anse.

“How are you? Where are you? How have you been? Why did you go away from the hospitad 7’ the
guestions came pouring out.

Jon-Joras said, “I’'min astolen flyer up at 30,000 feet. | am very tired, but otherwise well. One group of
men tried to kill me early this morning. Another group of them—or maybe just another group—tried to
kill me late this afternoon. | have a Kar-chee with me, and—"

“You haveawhat?’ Anseinterrupted, in alow voice.



“A Kar-chee, he' sinjured, but I don’t know how much or how serioudy. Where should we meet you?
Sir? Delegate? Are you—"

“I’'mhere, yes. I'mjust thinking. I'm afraid that you' re still quiteill. The best thing would be for you to
put down in the nearest place you can. Would that be Peramis?’

Jon-Joras |ater found it easier to see things as Anse had seen them, but at that exact moment he saw
nothing incrediblein his own report. He did not make things any better by shouting that nothing would
persuade him to go anywhere near any of the four city-states or, for that matter, anywhere near any place
where dragon hunts were conducted. “ Think fast,” he wound up. “They may be monitoring thiscal right
now. They may try to bring me down.”

“Oh, dear,” said Anse. “Oh, oh, oh... Hold on. Hold on.”

Later, too, Jon-Joras redlized that the anxiety was not at al occasioned by belief, but entirely by disbelief.
At the moment, though, he found it somewhat gratifying. Anse came back in amoment, asked him how
hisfuel was, gave him acourseto set, and informed him that a specid fast-flyer was being sent out and
would pick him up in aslittle time as possible and bring him down to ConfedBase. And thisit did. That is,
it did not so much pick him up as scoop him up. Then it went down agreat ways and leveled out to alow
him to transfer. Part of the crew were Prime Worlders, and promptly went into something approaching
hysteriawhen they saw the Kar-chee. But the others had seen enough of diens even more
uncanny-looking than the Kar-chee, and, moreover, had no backlog of almost hereditary fear and hatred
concerning Prime World' s former conquerors. They even made educated guesses asto what it would est
and drink, and athough it did not do much of either, it did enough of both to relieve Jon-Joras smind. He
reproached himsdlf for not having thought of this, and was engaged in formulating ausdessand
incomprehensible gpology when hefell adeep Sitting up.

The sun was shining when he awoke, and, not reflecting that it was in the nature of things sun-time at
ConfedBase when it was night-time on the other side of the world, he thought he had had agood night’s
rest. He nodded amiably at the immense avenues of gorgeous flowering trees through which they passed,
and, hismemory of having seen them at the time of hisarriva here on Prime World becoming confused
with his seeing them now, he passed into a state where he was not very far from dreaming, and thought of
what he recalled having been through as being but singularly vivid visions seen dong the roads of deep.
Hewasin fact thoroughly adeep in avery few minutes, and so he remained for hoursyet to come. At
one point or a severd points he heard familiar voices and this comforted him and it was of no matter to
him at the moment if they were dream-voices or real-voices or what they were,

“| was certain that he was feverish or hallucinating or something of that sort—result, you know,
Confidentid Chief, of hispreviousillness”

“Wereyou?’ said the other voice, the voice which pleased him most to hear, dthough the voice itsdlf
seemed not pleased at dll.

There was a short pause; thefirst voice said, “Y ou know that we have little investigatory apparatus here.
There has never been any need for it. | saw him briefly when he came through here to make
arrangementsfor you and he said nothing of your special status then—"

“Hedidn’'t know anything about it. Go on—"

“I heard nothing further from him. Then your communication arrived, and | wondered that I’ d heard
nothing. | sent word out and wastold of hisbeing missng after attending an impromptu hunt which had
evidently been attacked by arogue dragon. So many had been killed... | offered areward... But il
nothing turned up. Then came his radio message and his, well, rather wild-sounding story. The physician



said hewas certainly ill. Then he vanished, as you know, from the physician’s care. And when he said
that he had been attacked twice yesterday and had stolen aflyer and had a Kar-chee on board with
him— Now, would you not, in my place, have thought—"

And the second voice said, “I am not in your place, Delegate. Nor are you in mine.” Then it asked,
“What do you think of hisstory now? Of dl of it, | mean?’

“A living Kar-chee? Here? After al these centuries? A living dodo or dinosaur would be less of amarve.
Much less. If that much of hisstory istrue—and it obvioudy isl— then all the rest of it could be true, too.
And what it al means, ismorethan | can guess. —Y ou?’

“Me?| have neither need to nor intention of guessing. When my boy wakes up he will tell me. Helooks
S0 thin and worn. And so young, So young, so very young...”

Thevoicesfdl away. And the young, young, very young man dept on and on. Now it seemed to him that
he was aware that he was deeping and this was pleasant. Somewhere outside was danger. Insde al was
safe. The Kar-chee was at the head of his bed and the dragon was at the foot of it and Por-Paulo sat
besideit, on the right, the side of honor, which was proper. For he was the proper man, the proper
proper man. It was apity that no one could tell thisto the Kar-chee. But perhaps he knew it anyway.

“Inaway, old Ma am Annawasright,” Jon-Joras explained over along and leisurely breskfast, after
having dept the clock around. “Because, in away, the dragons did turn into Kar-chees. And, in another
way, Hue was also right. Because, in away, the dragons were Kar-chee. Neither was atogether right
nor atogether wrong. | think that the truth—as nearly aswe can arrive at it—lies somewhere in between.
And | think that it goes along way towards explaining the whole history and mystique of the dragon
hunts. Whereto start?’

Widl-rested, well-washed, well- and cleanly-clothed once again, in dow contented process of becoming
well-fed, and two exceedingly important older men listening intently to his every spoken

word—Jon-Joras had reason to be as well-pleased with his present situation as, indeed, he was. He had
surprisesto spring... but then, surprises had been sprung on him aswell. And on an empty stomach, too.

Delegate Anse, asmdll, thin and precise man whaose pale hair was cut in the tonsure customary to his
native continent, had registered avery mild note of complaint on one of these latter matters. “1 don't
recal your teling me,” he had said, “that besides being the private man of Elected King Por-Paulo, you
were aso hisfree-born son.”

“Hedidn’'t know it, Delegate,” Por-Paulo said. He was abig man, grayhaired, prominent of nose and
jaw. “1 very much wanted to marry his mother, but she had—and hasher own ideas on this, as on many
subjects. She not only refused me, she chose to reserve the information. And according to our
hegemonid laws| could not reved it mysdf. But—" hiseyes, uplifted for abrief, gleaming ingtant, “they
don't apply here...”

Unspoken but understood was the intimation that thiswas at the least one of the reasons for his sending
Jon-Jorasto Prime World. And following after him. And Jon-Joras had only repested, bewildered, but
never in the least displeased, “1 didn’'t know. | didn’'t know. | dwayswondered. But | didn’'t know...”

The delegate dismissed the matter, asfar as he himself was concerned, with abrisk nod, and, “He being
free-born, the Nepotism Acts do not gpply...” then continued, “Y ou seem to have redlly done aquite
good jaob, Private Man. | commend you for it—and | commend you, Confidentia Chief, for your
choice”



Por-Paulo nodded rather absently, and continued to regard his natura son with the affection he had
previoudy been unableto express openly in hisclosdly, intensely regulated native hegemony. For
Jon-Joras, however, it had been another by no means unpleasant shock. Confidential Chief! Not only
was Por-Paulo hisfather—and it might be years before he could fully adjust to this: in the past, though
father had been inhibited, son had been totaly ignorant— but he was one of the one hundred “ shadow
rulers’ of the Confederation, chosen by ot from among the thousands of paramount executives!

Jon-Joras hoped, and rather expected that he would be able to digest both surprisesaswell ashis
breakfast. “Whereto begin?’ he repeated, now. “I wish the Old Man were ill alive. Then we d be able
to speak to the Kar-chee, and check my guesses againgt its own knowledge.”

Ansesad, “It might just be possble. It ssemsto methat Dr. Cannatin has arrived. Let’ shave himin.”

The egg-round, egg-bald archaeol ogist was not in the best of humors at having been abruptly removed
from hisdig and flown down to ConfedBase. “ Three pot-shards and half a glass medicine-bottle may not
seem like much to you,” he protested, “considering thetime I’ ve spent. But | can assure you of the value
and sgnificance of the—"

“I have no doubt—" Anse had begun.

“Not that the medicine-bottle is of aparticularly rare type,” Cannatin swept on dong. “No, on the
contrary, it’sfound with sufficient frequency to justify dating other artifacts by its presencein agiven
stratum. We are, however, gill not certain what the name of the medicine was. Hrospard Uu—you’ ve of
course read hismonumenta Tentative Glottochronology of the Ichthyopophagous Peoples of
Alghol—’

“Dr. Cannatin, we—"

“—Uucdamsit wascdled colacola. Dr. Pix, thelabia surd chap, on the other hand, insststhat cococo
isthe proper form. | should like an explanation of why | was bundled up and hustled down here, if you
please. Wdll?’

His annoyance vanished quickly enough on hearing the explanation. For, like al archaeologists of his
time, Cannatin was also alinguist. And, as Delegate Anse, who had examined hisrecords on hisarriva
on Prime World, knew, the scholar had at one time done excavations on the non-affiliated world of
Laradpergs, Off inthe Lace Pattern.

“Wasn't there—isn't there—" Anse asked, “acolony of Kar-cheein that place?’

Cannatin nodded, then at once shook his head. “ Kar-chee-like,” he corrected. “ Smaller. Gray. Not the
same. Similar. | did some work among— Why do you ask? Dare| hopethat at last I'm to be allowed to
try my hand on Kar-chee sites? I’ ve dways wanted to, but there were aways obstructions put in my
way. Nothing can redly be done here, as 1’ m sure you know, without the cooperation of the Hunt
Company. And the Hunt Company, for some reason... Well, | suppose they’ re not interested in anything
but hunting. En?’

He was incredul ous when they told him that aliving Kar-chee was present there at ConfedBase, that the
physicianswere doing their best to tregt itsinjuries, and that anything he knew or could surmise about its
morphology or habits or language—in short, anything about it—based on his knowledge of akindred
species, would probably be of consderable help.

“In-cred-ible!” he exclaimed. “Wonderful! Yes. Yes, yes, of course. | do know something of the subject.
We used alittle mechanica device to communicate with them, eectronic, smilar—or, at least, not grosdy



dissmilar—to the ancient telegraph instrument. And not utterly, remote, ether, to various drum-systems
of reproducing certain languages. I’'m sure | could rig one up with alittle help. Mind you, it'sno

magi cal-tel epathic gadget, it won't teach metheir talkee-talkee. But. .. on the basis of what | know about
apresumably cognate type of language, pluswhat we dl know, dl welinguists, | mean, on the question
of generd communications between intelligent species: | should be able to manage something. It will be
finefun to try, and, meanwhile, well, my pot-shards and medicine-bottleswill stay and wait for me.
Nobody else wants them.

“Take meto your Kar-chee,” he wound up. “And,” to Jon-Joras, “I’ [l be sure to mention you, with full
credits, young man, in the paper | mean to write about this.”

Jon-Joras, mouth full of marmaade, gestured to him to stay a second more. Hastily swallowed. Asked,
“Did the ones on Lara persis give the gppearance of living in symbiosis with another form of life?”

Cannatin frowned. “Hadn't thought of it in thoseterms,” he said, after amoment. “ Symbiosis,
commensdity... Therewasafuzzy little nothing of acreature that dl the Kishchefs seemed fond of—in
fact, we weretold it was as much as our life was worth to tamper with one of those fuzz-balls. Why?
Widl, I'll ask you later. Duty, duty.”

Itfitin,itdl fitin. | must consult with my other self. In the past, anong men, the possession by one
entity of more than one ego had been regarded with, generdly, fear and terror. They had spoken of
demoniac indwelling, of satanic possession, multiple persondity. Victims had been exorcized,
lobotomized, mulcted, hospitalized, incarcerated— If the Kar-chees, and their cognates, the Kish-chefs,
had ever in an earlier stage or age of their species, undergone similar experiences, could not be said.
What could be said, though —and Jon-Joras said it clearly—wasthis:

“There seemsto me to be three things certain. One, isthat every member of this specieshas at least two
€gos... saves... persondities. Maybe some have more, | don’'t know, the only one | spoke to
mentioned only one other self. Two, that they solved the problem, if indeed it ever was aproblem to
them, by finding another life-form to serve as host to the other persondity. This other life-form was, had
to be, one whose own intelligence—or should | say, intelligence-ego?—was sufficiently feeble to present
no obstacle. In the case of the Kish-chefs, this*mount’ was what he callsthe ‘fuzzy bals of nothing.” And
this brings us to number three: The ‘mount’ used by the Kar-chee was the creature we call the dragon.

“No wonder it seemed *that the dragons were the Kar-chee' sdogs.” The Kar-chee could bein one
place and one of his salvesin the Kar-chee body in that place; meanwhile, the other sdlf wasin the
dragon body, hunting down the comparatively feeble human. Aslong as the dragon body was being
‘mounted’ by aKar-chee ego, it was capable of acting intelligently. The moment it ceased to be
occupied, or, as |’ ve been saying, ‘mounted’, by a Kar-chee ego, it had nothing in charge of it but its
own low-grade, feeble intelligence. Which wasn't interested in humans, generaly spesking. See how al
the fragmentsfit together. Before the era of the Kar-chee: no dragons. After the Kar-chee reign: lots of
dragons. And atradition which absolutely associated the dragons with the Kar-chee but which, through
ignorance, was utterly confused asto what that relationship was.

“| see no other possibility but that the Kar-chee did bring the dragons with them. And in their campaign
of conquest they fought the humans here in both their sets of bodies. But the ones which the humans saw
the most of was the dragon set. The Kar-chee sets would have been mostly inside the walls of their
outposts—the castles, aswe cdl them—planning, directing, moving land and sea. All that. With no
humans around to observe. The humanswere al outside, being pursued by the dragons. So some of
them thought that the dragons were a sort of were-Kar-chee, or vice-versa, changing their shapes back
and forth. And some of them... and | takethisto be alater tradition. .. fused their memoriesand
assumed that the dragon-shape was the only shape. The dragons, then, to them, were the Kar-chee!



And of course, in away they were, only in amenta rather than a physica way, don't you see?’

It seemed odd that they were not bothered by the fact that the Kar-chee had certainly been at least the
equa of humanity in intelligence, while the dragons had the intdllectud ability of abarnyard fowl. But this
was beside the point. Which was, that the human race on Prime World had waged war upon a hideous
and hated enemy which had (although not exclusively) the form of the dragon. And right down to the
present day, the human race on Prime World was till waging war upon that enemy! It wasawar which
had never ceased, stylized, ritudized, former *enemy’ reduced to an animal, goaded into battle,
preserved chiefly that it might be destroyed: but war, nonethel ess. Revenge, it could be called revenge.
Racia sadism, it could be called that, too. And it would be equally correct to call it asymbolic
re-enactment of the liberation of Prime World. But in the end it still returned to the same point.

War.
The dragon hunt was war.

“It does,” Delegate Anse said, reflectively, running histhin hands over histhin, pae hair, when Jon-Joras
stopped; “it does seem to make sense. Much sense.”

Por-Paulo thrust out his chin, as he did when he was displeased, and pushed hislower lip out after it.
“Wadl...” hesad. “| supposeit could be argued that it serves a useful purpose and function of sorts.
There are plenty of pardlés. | believe that even up to the First Expansion Period here on Prime World
there were such ritua combats. ‘ Combats' | say. They weren't really. They never are, these sort of
things. It' sadwaysfixed, dwaysrigged. The beast isaways doomed. It’ s better to face the fact honestly
and not pretty it up with alot of lies about blowing off steam and reducing tensions and getting rid of this
and that, acting out anxieties, moment of truth. Piddle. There' san ancient word, | don’t know what
languageitis. Bazazz. All those argumentsare alot of bazazz. Unlessyou' re wiping out vermin or hunting
for meat to eat, the man who kills animal's does so because he likes to kill. And people who like to watich
do s0 because they like to see things being killed.

“I' hunt. But | know my own motives. And | know what keeps the Hunt Company in business. And,
gpesking of which—"

“Yes” said Anse.

“Yes—" said Jon-Joras. “ The Hunt Company as business. Which it isby definition. But wheress, in
placeslike Gare or Sundi, it fitsits purposesinto the local scenewithout interfering, hereit hasin effect
taken over the whole continent and frozen it solid and made everything and everyone dsefit into its
purpose. The Gentlemen as acaste areidedly suited for that, they make admirable insruments. They
want to live without cregtive toil, and the Hunt Company is delighted to help them do so. So decorétive!
It means nothing that most of the population has been turned into hel otry and that some of them—Hue, |
mean, and his followers—have even been driven into functioning insanity asarevulsion againg the Hunt
System and the Gentlemen caste. Hang them up by the heels and shoot them full of arrows... that’s
decorative, too for that matter.

“Of course not al the Gentlemen are deliberately base. But I’ ve seen what absolute devotion to the
principle can do to aman of the caiber of Adlorix. I’ ve seen what it can it do in the way of corrupting
officid justice, and | dmost died of it. But it never was quite clear to me that the Hunt Company wasn't
just riding the wave, that it wasin fact creating thewave. | did wonder that Jetro Yi always put me off
whenever | wanted to come over into The Bosky, but | thought he was just worrying about perhaps
losing acommission on one single hunt, or perhaps that he had caught akind of superdtitious fear of the
place asaresult of dl the storiestold about it.”



Delegate Anse was unhappy, and Delegate Anse had good cause to be. This had been going on under
his eyes and he had never seen it. Others, e sewhere, had suspected something of it—wherefore
Jon-Joras arriving in al innocence to make arrangements for Por-Paulo's hunt; Por-Paulo dl thewhile
acting on behdf of the Confidentiad Chiefsand their suspicions—but Anse had had no suspicions. It was
well enough to say that thishad al been going on for along, long time before he had arrived to take up
his residence on ConfedBase. Thiswastrue, and it was aso true that in adhering to the policy of
“non-interference in loca ways, rules, and customs’ he had only been carrying out Confederation
practice. Thetruth is not dways an absol ute defense. Anse had been ignorant of what had been going on,
and he ought not to have been ignorant. It is one thing to avoid grossinterference and it was another thing
entirely not even to know that something was going on which he might (and, then, might not) have been
judtified in not interfering with.

Anse had aproblem. But in this particular respect it was al Anse's problem.

“Companies have become corrupt before,” Por-Paulo said, in asort of growl. “The temptation is aways
there, and when the place it operatesin is both distant and primitive, the temptation is even greeter. |
don’'t know if we can stick the whole Hunt outfit with responsibility for thisrotten loca scene. It may
redly bethat therest of it knows nothing about the local branch working hand and glove with the
Kar-chee in keegping people out of The Bosky. Not much doubt asto why they weredoing it, |

SUPPOSE?’

Anse, still musing over his persond problem, had nothing to say. But Jon-Joras had. “Not much doubt in
my mind,” he said. “If The Bosky had been wide open, the plebs— Doghunters or Free Farmers, call
them what you like— the poor; there—they’ d have abandoned the city-statesin large numbers. And
rightly so. Now, of course, the Gentlemen don’t want that. Nor does the Hunt Company. They want the
rotten, picturesgue pattern preserved, never mind at what terrible cost to the mgjority of the population.
They want the Gentlemen on their estates and the archers and the bannermen and the musics and the
beaters and the whole archaic and hypocritical rest of it. And they want it cheap, too. Package dealsfor
rich officias and executives. They couldn’t haveit at the price they want, which isthe current price—the
current price as paid by the Hunt Company, that is; if they raise their mark-up, that’ s the Hunt
Company’ s business—but they couldn’t have it at the present priceif the population dropped because of
amigration into The Bosky. Sooner or later, those who' d be left would realize that there are no longer a
hundred men eager and waiting and ready to step into their shoes. And they’ d set a better sort of price
on themsdves and their services. They might even say, The Hdll with it! and dispense with offering thelr
sarvices dtogether.”

He pushed away his breakfast. His appetite was dulled, and he thought of the gray-haired “ chick-boys’
and the old “marky” with hisfingers eaten into twisted stumps from decades of smearing acid into
X-marks o that rich men could murder dragons and go and boast of it; this thought did nothing to
restore his appetite. “I don’t know how long this blockade of The Bosky has been going on. | don't
know who it waswho first got in touch with the Kar-chee and started it going. Or if there were more
Kar-chee then and thisisthe last, or—well, any of that. It brings up athousand questions. Wastherea
colony of them Ieft behind? Do they livelong, very, very long? | don’t know. Maybe with Dr. Cannatin
working on the communications, we' |l be ableto find out. Ohh, and—I did promise, whilethe Old Man
was dill dive (and there’ sanother strike againgt the Hunt Company, another black, black mark: giving
those interpreters over to alife-long exile and aliving deeth there. Locked up with beings so dien that
gradually they became all but de-humanized. Why! Thislast one, Old Man, | mean, he had been brought
al theway from Dondon-oluc! So someone there must have known about what was going on here...)

“But, as| say, | did promise that the Kar-chee would be taken back to the Kar-chee worlds, to the Ring
Stars. | hopethat my promise will be kept, Sr?”



Por-Paulo shifted in his seat and nodded. Then he blew out his cheeks. “1 don't at the moment know
how, boy. And its dragon, too? But I'm sure that it can be done. And so it will. Because— What—7?"

“Oh,” said Jon-Joras, “the thought just cameto me. It’ s that the Hunt Company isthe biggest rogue
dragon of them al. What' sto be done about that?’

He had some notions, and he expressed them, about annulling its charters and disqudifying its officids.
Por-Paulo grunted, muttered something about baby and bath-water. The best thing, he thought, wasto
do nothing and alow nothing to be done. Just let the word get around that the dragonsin The Bosky
were harmless, and nature—human nature—would take its course. “ Y ou just Sated rather clearly what it
was that the Hunt Company didn’t want to happen. Wdll, then. We ve drawn their teeth. The mere fact
that we know and that they’ | know that we know will seeto that. And al those thingswill just go ahead
and happen. And we'll just et them. The Company and their gentlemanly dlieswill hurt. All right. Let
them. They’ |l adjugt. It won't happen overnight.”

The flower-scented, salt-scented breeze came in through the screens. Jon-Joras moved and stretched.
He had aquick picture of sandy beeches and surfy waters and perhaps, probably, why not? female
company. But firgt. “And meanwhile, Sr? What of al those mismarked dragons wandering around? And
al the trained rogues? Are we to allow the hunts to go on when they might turn into massacres? In away,
| suppose, we could say, if any over-ripe Commissioners get smeared al over Belroze Wood that it
servesthemright. En?’

Hisfather pulled hisnose and pulled his chin and said Mmph afew times. “Wel, what do you suggest,
damnit?’ he demanded, after awhile.

Promptly, Jon-Joras said, “ That we not do nothing. That we do something. A ten-year moratorium, at
least, on hunting. That will not only alow the marked and mis-marked dragonsto die off, it will let the
Company and the Gentlemen do their hurting now. That way the pain will fal on those who deserveit
and not on their children and successors. In fact, I'm not sure that it might not be abad ideato send
trained crews to comb the woods and blow the heads off everything over hatchling size. That way would
make sure. And | certainly wouldn't let the movement into The Bosky and beyond go on haphazardly.
What’ sto stop some Gentleman who' s shrewd enough to see the handwriting on the wall from movingin
there himsalf? With his servants and hislittle private army, | mean, and carving himself out another little
feuda empire and getting ready to sart the wholething al over again?’

Again Por-Paulo grunted and fingered hisface. And now Delegate Anse unexpectedly had something to
say. Confederation, he suggested, could do more than continue its passive role. Thiswas after dl, Prime
World, the birthworld of mankind. Confederation had many debtsto pay here, and this was an excellent
place to begin. “We have ample experience in helping settlements get started in proper fashion,” he
pointed out. “We needn’t | et this one go higgledy-pig-geldy, root-hog-or-die, and
devil-take-the-hindmost. We can help those who want to move to help themselvesin the most efficient
fashion. And the same goes for those who want to stay. Infact, | rather think we' d better. There must be
lots of the Hue sort around. .. men whose sufferings have unhinged them to the point where they’ d rather
burn the house down than seeiit cleaned up. | rather think we' d al rather seeit cleaned up.”

The answer of Por-Paulo to thiswas oblique. “But | want to have apersond talk with Gentleman
Adorix,” hesaid. “And asfor that puissant poop, the Chairman of Drogue...” Hethrust out his chin and
hislip and he growled. Then he turned to Jon-Joras. “ Finish your breskfast,” he said.

Jon-Joras pushed the tray away. “1 don’t want any more,” he said.



ROGUE DRAGON?

Jon-Joras had come to Earth simply
to oversee arrangements for a dragon
hunt to amuse his king. These hunts |
were as much pageantry as sport—the |

~ dragons, brought to Earth centuries
~ before as pets of an alien race, were
powerful but slow-witted. o

But suddenly the dragons had become |
dangerous—quick, deceptive, a menace
to the nobles who hunted them. And
Jon-Joras found himself caught in the
middle of an uprising that could shake
the powers that ruled the star-worlds.




