The Operator
In a harsh environment, you find tough organisms. In a really savage environment, the only
ones |eft are also smart!
CHRISTPHER ANVIL
[llustrated by George Wilson

Therats and greevilswere gnawing in their burrows as Jm Felding, histeeth chattering, joined Dave
Hunsacker at the cast-iron stove.

"Shove over," said Fidding. "Don't hog the whole thing."

Hunsacker coughed, and spat phlegm in abasin on ahigh split-log stool. He shifted grips on the pole
that ran crosswise of the cabin, and rested his head on his hands as the blessed heat flowed up from the
stove. From near his ear, came a sgrueek-creeg-greak noisethat set histeeth on edge.

"Damn the pests," he growled, and was sorry held spoken. Hisvoice came out in a half-whisper that
reminded him how hefdt.

Felding drew ashuddering breath, and murmured, "Thank God we'vefindly got afoundry, anyway.
We needed this stove, and the freight by supply ship would have sunk us.”

Hunsacker, afraid to try hisvoice again, gave agrunt of assent.

"Snow's mdting out there," said Fidding. "Theair can't be below freezing, canit?'

"Unh," said Hunsacker, turning to get the heat from another angle. It wasimpossible to get enough,
but too much would make his skin tender, even though too much wasn't enough, either.

"Well," said Fielding, "I had on my fur boots, wool socks under that, long johns, fleece undervest, fur
vest, and fur jacket, long fur leggings, two wool hoods and afur hat, and | was shaking dl over beforel
got hafway to Pete's. Seemed like around forty below to me. There wasn't any wind, either.”

Hunsacker grunted, and with an effort cleared histhroat. "While you were at it, you should have
heated a stone—put it in your pocket.”

"Youreright. | didn't think of it."

"How's Pete?!

"Heésgot it, too."

"Bad?'

"He saysit's nothing. Y ou know Pete. He was shaking too bad to go out to hiswoodpile. | carried in
enough to last him through tomorrow. | think that'swhere | got this headache.”

"He should have got a stove. He can't keep that fireplace in wood."

"He clamsyou can put in bigger pieces.”

"How far did you go?"

"Out to the overlook.”

"No wonder you're shaking."

"That isn't any distance.”

"It iswhen you've got the grakes. Ease back, you've taken half the space aready.”

"Sorry. Wdll, | was curious.”

Hunsacker roasted some more, then Fielding's last comment penetrated to his consciousness. It
reminded him of alittle quirk in hisfriend's makeup.

Hunsacker cleared histhroat again. " Curious about what ?'

"Unh?' said Fielding. He changed position and swore. "Do we have to stand and bake like lizards on
rocks? I've got work to do."

"Go do it, then. Before you leave, what was it you were curious about?'

"| just saw it out of the corner of my eye.”

Hunsacker waited. Fielding said no more. Hunsacker swore mentally, but saved hisvoca cordsfor
harder work.



"Saw what out of the corner of your eye?"

"That wasjugt after | left Terrill's"

"After you left Terill's™

"y egh”

"l didn't know you stopped a Terrill's™

"Abewas having afight with hiswife"

Hunsacker started to turn his head, but a hammering headache burst into consciousness. He
coughed, and spat up aquantity of phlegm. Then he had to blow his nose. He put his head back in place,
eyes shut, and the greak-sgrueek-creeg-sgreek noise came through clearly.

"Y ou stopped at Terrill's?" said Hunsacker.

"Not for long. Abe and hiswife were embarrassed. Thought | might have overheard them.” Fielding
snorted. "Y ou could have heard them haf-a-mile away. One of thelogs of their cabin powdered, a bunch
of pack-badgers camein while they were adeep, and got into their stores.”

Greak-sgreek, went the greevils by Hunsacker's ear, sgrueek-greak, asthey reduced the hard
wood to tunnels of dust. From acorner of the room came a grak-grak-grak noise asarat ateitsway
adongthejoin of thelog.

Hunsacker shivered, started to speak, then concentrated on amore important fact: He had started to
shake, despite the fact that he was practically on top of the stove.

Heworked the leather glove from the hip pocket of hisleggings, opened his eyes cautioudy, and
crouched, to turn the stove-door handle, and look in. He was greeted by awhite powdering of ash over
abed of glowing coas. He reached out to the stack of dry wood heaped againgt the wall, selected some
smdll pieces, put them in side-by-side on the codls, laid others crosswise atop them, and put some
medium-sized pieces on top of that.

Felding murmured, "Heat seemsto be letting up. What kind of apprentice firemen we got, anyway?'

"I've been too busy trying to find out what it was you saw after you left Terrill's.”

"Didn't | mention that? Thereis somekind of camp down there."

Hunsacker growled, "Down where?'

"Y ou can see it from the overlook.”

Hunsacker noted the smal flames spurting from the smaller pieceslaid atop the codls, and shut the
stove door. Cautioudy, he stiraightened.

Feding sad, "Watch it!" and steadied Hunsacker by the elbow.

A spdl of redling dizziness passed over.

"Thanks." Hunsacker got his grip on the pole, waited amoment, and said, "How come you saw
something from Terrill's that led you to go to the overlook? Terrill'sisahaf-mile this sde, anyway, with
big woodsin between."

Fielding's manner was carefully offhand.

"Therewasagirl looking down from the trail when | came out of Terrill's.

Hunsacker didn't move.

Greak-sgrueek went the greevilsin the pole by hisear.

"A girl," said Hunsacker cautioudly.

"Yeah. Just a the head of thetrail, where it bends downhill. She turned when | came out, and went
back into the woods."

Methodically, Hunsacker considered whether Fielding might be alot sicker than he seemed. But, in
that case, he wouldn't have made it back.

Felding cleared histhroat. " She was wearing some kind of form-fitting one-piece ouitfit, witha. . .
like abubble over it. | stared at her, and took astep in that direction. Well, you see the picture. | had on
al that fur and leather, and some of it isn't exactly in the best of condition. Anyway, she got out of there.
Pretty littlething."

Fielding's voice thickened dightly, and he coughed and spat, and was Silent.

Hunsacker asked himsdf whether hisfriend had gone ssumbling and shouting after her. 1t would be
interesting to go out and check the tracks—if he dared to |leave the stove.



Fielding, apparently redlizing the mental picture he had created, said, "I aready had the shakes.
Terrill's cabin was cold asice; worse than outdoors, because the sun hadn't warmed it up. | plodded
after thegirl, but | tell you, I didn't rush. | wastoo busy checking to seeif the trees kept their shape. |
thought maybe I'd gone through the fever and hit the delirium ahead of schedule.”

"Did you see her agan?'

"Not once. Her tracks were funny, too—as if shewalked on the snow. But of courseit was too soft
to support her weight."

"Not in the woods, necessarily. Where the sun didn't hit it, it might still be hard—provided it was
compacted to start with."

"Then thiswasn't compacted too much, because | went right through it."

"When she turned away, did she have any kind of pack on?"

"I don't know. She turned out of the sun into the shade, and I'd just come out of Terrill'sso | didn't
seethat any too clearly.”

"Didyou tdl Terrill about it?"

Fielding snorted.

"What for? He's got awoman.”

Hunsacker considered the situation. Since the pack-bears had got Barrow, Hunsacker was
theoreticaly the settlement's|eader. The fact was occasionally acknowledged when a colonist, stuck with
aproblem he couldn't work out himsalf, brought it to Hunsacker. There was aso an occasiona
deference, or an air of defiance, traceable to the fact that in avague kind of way Hunsacker represented
authority. To try to assert the authority would have been too ludicrousto think about, but neverthelessit
imposed on him some obligations.

"Where she comesfrom,” he said carefully, "that may not matter.”

"It mattersto me. That'swhat | care about.”

"I mean,” saild Hunsacker warily, "thiswoman may represent as much of athreat to us as anything
de"

Felding started to object, then gave agrunt of assent. "Could be. Pretty, though.”

"Could you see the camp from the overlook?!

"Easy. Just the ship, and two tents maybe fifty feet from its base. They were smdl tents.”

"What kind of ship?"

"One of these base-standers. | guessthey cal it ayacht.”

"Any hatch openinit?’

"Not that | could see from where | stood. | was shaking too bad to think about going around to the
other side. This camp was down in that big clearing below the overlook. Not the one at a distance, but
right below."

Hunsacker cleared histhroat. "Nice spot. The pack-bears hole up for the winter at the base of the
bluff.”

"Sure. When the mdit hits, they'll come out.”

"And they'll be famished.”

"Right. That makesit nice when they smdll flesh.”

Hunsacker thought it over. Obvioudy, he had yet to extract the full story from Fielding. He spat
phlegm, and eased his head around into a position that served to minimize the headache.

"What happened when you looked down on this camp?’

"Nothing, at first. | was shaking al over, thinking about this pot they'd picked to camp in, when one
of the tents opened up. Another girl, wearing some kind of skimpy two-piece outfit, came out, saw me,
went back in for asecond, came out, and knocked about a quarter-ton of snow out of the trees onto my

"Y ou mean shefired & you?'

"At me, or over me. | didn't stick around to make sure.”

Hunsacker consdered it from various angles.

"So there are two girls?"



Felding said dryly, "That'sthe only reason I'm telling you about this, friend.”

"What did the second one look like?"

"Beautiful. Thefirst was pretty, so far asyou can judge at aglance. The second was beautiful, so far
asyou cantell in one brief look."

"Y ou saw her twice."

"I'm not talking about the second time. Anybody that firesat meisugly. | figure you can havethe
second one, and I'll take the first one. Just as arough start to the negotiations.”

"See any men around?'

"Nope.”

"Anything we might decide, these girls could chop into mincemest.”

"I know that. Wefound that out back before the pox."

"We were green. Spoiled by civilization, and didn't know it."

Sgrueek-greak went the greevils at Hunsacker's ear, asif adding their bit to the conversation.

"What," said Hunsacker, to get hismind off hismemories, "were Terrill and hiswife fighting about?

"About which one was responsible for the pack-badgers getting in. That was the standby. They
threw al kinds of other stuff in, too. Y ou could hear them way down thetrail. They should have
treenailed some sticks and leather over that hole first, and stuffed some hay inside, and they could have
had thefight in private. Asit was, their voices came right out the opening. Their kidswere crying, and she
was grabbing up this one and that one, and telling them to look at their father and see who was
responsible for their being stuck in this godforsaken place, and he was telling her to shut up, he could
only take so much, and one of them was smashing up furniture—there's another of those logs they better
take alook at, because when they hit it, dust spurted out onto the snow. Anyway, they put things
together fast when | came up coughing and clearing my throat. When they opened up, the place looked
about as neat asany." Fielding paused, then added, "I they'd fixed that log first, they probably wouldn't
have had afight. The sght of that would drive anyone nuts.”

"Probably so cold in there from that hole that they didn't get up to start the fire, so the kids started
whimpering, and then they found the hole, and the provisons missing, and that did it."

"Whatever sarted it, they've got the fight to add to what the badgers did. It'sa smple question of
survivd to avoid that."

"Y ou think back before the pox, and tell me how many of usavoided it.”

"Not many. And alot didn't survive, ether.”

Hunsacker again struggled to get off the subject.

"Both of these girls had on bubble outfits, en?"

"Thefirst onedid. | could seeit reflect—glint—in the sun. The second one | don't know abouit.
Why?'
"Unlessthey've changed them since weve been out here, there'sjust athin plastic layer filled with
warm air by abackpack heater. That'sfine aslong asthe platic isdl right. But what happensif she steps
too close to aneedle bush?'

"Ripthe pladtic."

"And the only protection under this bubble was alittle thin cloth?"

Felding grinned. "Protection? Decoration.”

The stove suddenly popped and snapped as the wood caught.

Hunsacker nodded sourly.

"Green. They're as green as we were when we got here, maybe worse. They've paid their money for
some dude-camping outfit, and they think they're as safe asin a park on their home planet. Meanwhile,
they're going around eighty percent naked on apart of the planet where the women have been cut by a
third for two years; but, of course, they're enlightened, so that doesn't matter. Those two girls could be
the worst disaster to hit this place since the pox.”

That night, after the fire had been left to gnaw itsway through the big dry chunk he had worked in
atop the coals, Dave Hunsacker lay awake, lying on his side, the packbear robe and adown comforter
over him, and heat flowing around him from the cloth-wrapped rock at hisfeet, and the cloth-wrapped



rock that helay curled around. Despite the heet, he shivered involuntarily, but that didn't stop his
thoughts.

Two girls camped aone on the packbear flats. Two girlsfrom civilization. Two girlswho fired on
crude unkempt colonigts, or fled at the Sight of them. Then weird pictures began to flit before his eyes, so
he knew the delirium had started. Acrossthe room, he could hear the frame of Fieding's bunk rattle, and
knew that he had it even worse. After al that exposure, the grakes would speed up, and Fielding would
go through the whole sequence in aday and anight, where Hunsacker had done his best to stretch the
thing out for two days. It wasn't the headache, the shaking, and the chillsthat bothered him the wordt. It
was the delirium. It had atendency to focus on some strong emotional experience, and stay withiit, to
work variations and contrasts that became so intense as to threaten aman's power of endurance.
Afterward, the memory faded, which wasfine afterward, but no consolation beforehand. Hunsacker held
hismind on the two girls, struggling to make the delirium take some new track, to forceit to yield him
pictures of the packbear flats, or Terrill's cabin, from which Fielding had seen thefirst girl.

Just then, the picture came clear. Thelow fern tree, green againgt the white of the snow, and green
againg the grayish brown of the dightly weathered logs, sifted down snow asthe wind blew around
Terrill's, and LilaTerrill, her pretty face framed in the white fur hood, called out, "Dave! Lou! Hey, don't
you dare go by until you see thisdinky new fur outfit Abe made for mel" Shelaughed, and breathed out
acloud of frosty breath. "Oh, isn't everything wonderful 7' Eyes sparkling, shelooked up at the trees, at
the sky bright-blue through the green branches edged in white, at the white snowflakes drifting gently
down. "And they told us we were crazy to risk anew planet! They were the crazy ones!”

The scene vanished.

The lump of dirt landed on Lou's upturned face, the spots half-hidden by the flour she used to
conced from Dave thefact that she had it, so that he would let her go on working with him asthe cold
settled its teeth in and the fireplace sucked the cold through every track where the pack badgers nightly
dug out the clay in search of agap big enough to get through.

"Thereisno help available," crackled the communicator, and the voice came through clear and sharp.
"We can't risk personnel. We suggest that you smply avoid exposure, rest in bed in awarm room, avoid
all exertion, take frequent hot, swedt, citrus drinks, and seeto it that the patients have plenty of fresh air
and sunshine, but are not directly exposed to the cold. A steam or eectricaly heated solar shelter will be
ided. Regular records of body temperature, taken orally, should be kept for future reference, and—"

The snow blasted through the hole where the window had been torn out, sifting down the dope of the
drift like afast-shifting living curtain, scattering acrossthe floor, to be picked up and whirled around the
cabin by the hurricane blast that came in under the door where he had shoveled it clear when the snow
stopped yesterday, and the sun came out, and they knew the storm was over.

"Lou," hecried, "why didn't you wake me up! Y ou've got to rest!”

"You were sotired,” shesaid. "Y ou worked so hard yesterday.”

Then the clump of dirt landed on Lou's upturned face, where she had put the flour to hide the fact
that shewas sick.

Abe Terrill said, "Lilasgot it. | could see the spots yesterday. And now today she's got this awful
cold, too. She shakes dl thetime, and | can't get it hot enough for her. | can't get through the snow to get
the wood back fast enough. You and Jm have both lost . . . | mean, you're both alone. If you could
move in together, and split the work, would it be dl right if | took the extrawood you've got piled? | was
s0 busy working on other thingslast fall | got behind cutting firewood. | never thought we could have a
storm likethis. I've got to get wood somehow! I'll carry it up mysdlf. Look, it'll be good for you, too, it'l
keep you from going crazy thinking about it, and the work will belighter.”

Hunsacker groaned and turned over, and his forearm touched a corner of the rock where histossing
had pulled the cloth away. He struggled out of the delirium.

"Lou?" he murmured, and there was no answer. He sat up in darkness dimly lit by moonlight. From
across the cold cabin came racking sobs. But it was aman sobbing.

Hunsacker groped backwards and forward, trying to locate himself in time. The whole sequence



mentaly unredled to the end, and he lay back, the pain as fresh and new aswhen it had happened. He
shivered, and the snow whirled, and he looked dizzily around, resting the saw on thelog.

Lou wastherelaughing.

"Comeon," shesaid. "Stop cutting wood for awhile. A little more, and you'll be aregistered termite,
just likewevegot in our walls™

"Did you ever see snow, woman? | want to cut wood now, while | can get it. And those aren't
termites. They're greevils. Learn the patois of the planet if you want to communicate with me."

"Why should I communicate with atermite? Abe Terrill hastime enough to make hiswife afur outfit,
no less. Now, that's what | cal adaptation to the environment.”

The clump of dirt landed on Lou's upturned face. The bitter cold sapped his strength and made him
regret every minute wasted in the pleasant days of fal, when the snow was amere ornament.

Dave turned over, and the ddirium shifted its grip, and came at him from anew angle, bringing afresh
memory before him as, acrossthe dimly moonlit room, Jm Fielding cried out, and neither man heard the
other.

Toward morning, it beganto let up.

Dazed, Hunsacker struggled awake, to rest dizzily on his elbows amongst the tangled covers.

"Merciful God!" said Hunsacker.

The memories flooded his mind, and then at once began to fade.

From across the cabin, Fielding spoke in a croaking voice.

"Youdive?'

"l guess0."

"That'sthelast time| concentrateit al in oneday.”

The memories of the delirium were evaporating fast, and suddenly Hunsacker felt ravenous.

"Pretty bad?' he said.

Felding said grimly, "'l got contrasts and ironiesthistime | never dreamed of before. There was even
one—" He paused. "Good. | can't remember it."

"It'snot dawn, but I'm getting up. Y ou?"

"Yeah. I'd be afraid to go back to deep after that. Besides, I'm alittle hungry.”

"You light thelamp. I'll take care of thefire."

"OK."

* k% %

Roughly two hours later, the sun was just casting shadows across the gray surface of the snow.
Hunsacker and Fielding, heavily dressed againgt the cold, lay stretched out in the snow, looking down on
the slent camp below the bluff.

"Laerisers” murmured Feding.

"Where they come from, this could be the middle of the night." Hunsacker eased dightly to hisleft, so
that hisgun, ingdeitslong fur case, didn't pressinto hisside.

"What'sthat?' murmured Fielding.

From down below came the faintly echoing sound of light footsteps crunching through the snow.

In the dim shadows, asmall figure, heavily dressed, and carrying something large and long on its
shoulders, cameinto sight at the edge of the clearing. There was a sound somewhat like sand dumped
from a sack asthe figure dropped what it was carrying, and it sank in grainy snow.

Felding murmured, "What's that?'

"Lookslikealog."

"Toohig."

"Could be pithwood. That's light enough.”

"| think you'reright. What would they want with that stuff?*

Thelight, reaching into the woods, showed it more clearly, and Hunsacker corrected himself.

"Rotten pithwood.”

"Maybe they know more than we think. Y ou suppose they're planning to smoke out the bears?'

"Dont ask me. Which oneisthis?"



The two men watched the smdll figure, carrying what looked like a double-bitted ax in one hand,
dowly gtart up adoping dender ramp extruded from the yacht. The surface of the ramp was free of
snow, but whoever it was dipped on stepping onto the ramp, and nearly fell.

Felding murmured, "1 think it'sthe onel saw firgt. Isthat ax sheathed?'

"Not that | can see”

A beam of sunlight was now streaming through the trees, to light the tops of the tents, and the lower
haf of the yacht. Thefigure, wearily climbing the ramp, passed through thelight, which flashed on the
blades of the ax.

Fielding grunted. "Where she dipped, | could havelost my haf of thisbargain. What's she carrying
thething barefor?'

Hunsacker watched the girl lean the ax against the Side of the ship while shefdlt in her pockets. The
way sheleaned the ax against the ship wasto set the end of the ax handle on the doping ramp, and rest
the head of the upright ax againgt the side of the ship.

Felding muttered to himsdlf.

She paid no further attention to the ax, but paused to blow on her cupped hands and work her
fingers. Again shefelt through her pockets.

She stamped her fedt, asif to start the circulation.

The ax head began to dide, dong the hull of the ship, picked up speed, then the ax flipped over the
sde of the ramp, to vanish in the snow below.

Felding let hisbreeth out with ahiss.

She had some kind of small box in her hand now. Sheturned an intensaly bright light on the side of
the ship, then held something cylindrical againgt the ship. A sizable door dowly opened out at the head of
the ramp, the door swinging wide againgt the ship.

The girl started dowly in, paused, came back, looked blankly around on the ramp, looked at the
door, and then turned wearily and went inside. Asthe door started to close, afeminine voice called,
"Where have you been?"

"Log."

The door shut, and Fielding uttered pungent profanity.

Hunsacker rested his head on hisforearm, and shook with silent laughter.

"Logt," growled Fielding. He stared at the track lit in the snow by the sun, and that was bound to be
visble by the girl's handlamp, or by moonlight.

"Well," growled Fieding, "I guessthey don't know what they're doing.”

"Probably panicked,” said Hunsacker, keeping his voice low. He paused, studying the tents.

A faint vibration sent avery light powdering of snow sifting down the dope of the nearer tent. Some
sort of fastening in the front opened up, and atdl girl wearing, apparently, atwo-piece bathing suit,
stepped out and looked around. She sent an intent glance over the heads of the two men, who lay
motionlessin the confusion of light and shade.

"That one," growled Fielding, "isyours. But now, thistotalsup to three.”

The girl turned away, and saw thelog.

"Good! Phyl did get somewood!"

A shapely blond girl looked out of the tent, and gave a scream of delight. "Now we can havea
cookout!"

"Four," grunted Fieding.

There was adrumming sound, and snow flew from the other tent. Gales of girlish laughter echoed
around the clearing. Two more girls burst out and rolled in the snow, pounding each other with handfuls
of snow. The laughter abruptly changed to cries of dismay.

"Oh! It's cold! Stop, Stacey. Please stop.”

Theselatest two plunged through the snow to the base of the ramp, and ran up, to bang on the side
of the ship.

"Open up! We're freeang!"

Felding growled, " Sx of them.”



"Sofar,” said Hunsacker.

From somewhere down beow came awhistle, then amasculine voice cdled, "Hey, hey!™

Fielding and Hunsacker, moving only their eyes, glanced around.

Floating over the clearing a the extreme end, from the direction of the more distant clearing, came a
dish-shaped grav-skimmer, that now swooped forward, to hover over the ramp. In the grav-skimmer
werefour meninther early twenties. One was wearing aloincloth, one akind of ol d-fashioned bathing
auit, one apair of green form-fitting trousers creased up the front, and imitation deerskin jacket fringed on
the bottom and aong the cuffs. Onewas wearing a set of brief silver trunks, and gold paint apparently
intended to show off hislarge muscles.

Thetwo girls on the ramp screamed in mock panic. One of them shouted, "The pirates are after us!
Hep!"

Fielding belched, and muttered profanity.

Hunsacker dertly sudied the reactions of the girls, noting that thetall girl had an unreadable
expresson. The shapely blonde looking out of the tent went back inside without saying anything. The
door of the ship opened, and a neat intelligent-looking brunette glanced out coolly, wearing what
appeared to be some sort of dark lounging pajamas.

Hunsacker, still not moving his head, glanced back at the grav-skimmer, noting, asit idly turned, the
snout of some kind of wegpon that jutted up at an angle.

Fielding growled, "How much younger than usisthiscrew?"

"Four or fiveyears, | think. Why?"

"For just aminute there, | felt about ninety yearsold.”

On the grav-skimmer, the male figure wearing the breech clout pointed at the girl in the doorway of
the space yacht. He half-crouched, and clapped his hand on his knee.

"Ha, ha, ha," he shouted, his voice creating a peculiar crowing sound that reverberated around the
clearing. "Ha, ha, hee, hee, hee, ho-ho-ha. Look at that, fellers, a lay degl”

The girl stepped ingde and the two girls on the ramp ran in. The door swung shut.

From the direction of the other, more distant, clearing, came aloud croaking sound, rapidly repested.
A second grav-skimmer floated into view. This one carried five more men, two heavily dressed and
slent, the other three dressed as for amasquerade. One of the latter called out jubilantly.

"Hey, we got fun later! This planet'sgot col onistsl™ He pronounced "colonigts’ with apeculiar jeering
emphasis.

"Colonigts," shouted one of the occupants of the first skimmer, mimicking the tone.

Hunsacker studied the angled gun on this second skimmer.

Felding murmured, "This looks nice, doesnt it?!

"Doesn't it?" With no extramotion, Hunsacker undid the fastenings of his gun-cover.

"Colonigtdl Colonists!" the men were chanting in the clearing, with the exception of the sllent twoin
the second skimmer.

Thetdl girl went back into her tent.

Hunsacker said, hisvoice low: "It looksto me asif that gun has atarget-seeking sight—the gun on
that skimmer turned toward us."

"l seit”

Hunsacker |eft the wrapper just covering his gun, and carefully pressed the carrying straps back out
of reach in the snow, lest he forget and try to pick it up by the straps out of habit.

Down below, the chanting had reached a pitch and volume that strained the voices of the chanters.
Their voices cracked, and then there was a sudden silence.

From somewhere came alow muffled questioning bark.

Hunsacker squinted at the sky. The sun, now above the horizon, was warming the snow-covered
landscape with aburning heat that was undiluted by any cloud cover, wind, or redly cold air. Down in
the clearing below the bluff, the heat was bound to become more intense as the day went on, since the
bluff would reflect the heet of the sun back into the clearing.

Therewas asoft shush of snow behind them, instantly followed by Terrill'svoice, pitched low.



"Itsme...Abe"

Hunsacker, who had tensed himsdlf, relaxed at the familiar voice.

Terrill gave alow laugh. There were further shush-shush sounds, and he lay down full length, and
crawled up beside Hunsacker.

"If I'd been abear, 1'd have eaten you both."

Felding, hisvoicelow, said, "Take alook at this gun, Abe, but keep your head down."

Terrill squirmed around, and gave alow fervent grunt.

Hunsacker glanced aside, to see Fieding flip the cover back over hisgun. The gun wasreversed
ingdeitswrapping, the snout aiming back down thetrail, the butt lightly depressed in the snow; a squeeze
of the trigger would have sent the bullet waist-high over the place where the trail began to leve out
behind them.

Fielding murmured, "I hate things cregping up on me from behind.”

Terrill murmured, "1 was going to bear-bark a you for the fun of it. I'm glad | didn't follow that
whim. What have we got here, anyway?'

Hunsacker said, "Take alook. Maybe you can tdll us."

Fidding sad, "It'salittle hard to explain.”

Terrill peered down at the clearing, where the two skimmers had set down, and the occupants, still
standing in the skimmers, were talking to one another with expansive gestures. There seemed to be some
kind of disagreement between those dressed asif for amasquerade, and the two wearing heavy winter
dothing.

"Wdl," said the one wearing a heavy coat, "you do it if you want. Count me out."

" Scared? Of washouts?'

"| keep seeing that woman's face when she picked up the baby. Shelooked straight at me."

"Sowha?'

"I'm not getting in that spot again.”

"That was an accident.”

"I'm not getting in aspot where that accident can happen again.”

"That baby would have died anyway."

"How do you know?"'

"Colonigt mortdity is better than eighty percent.”

"That's overal. We don't know about that baby."

"What's the difference? They don't relate. They're out of the socioeconomic system. They're
washouts. Hell, they're only human by courtesy. We don't have to worry about what happensto them.”

"It'sdl yours. | don't get anything out of it but nightmares.

"It'slikeif you crack up anything. Y ou want to do it again right away. That makesit dl right.”

"Not me. That woman said something with her eyes, and | can't forget it.”

"We could take you, whether you want to go or not. Wecould . . . kind of . . . makeyou do it,
whether you want to do it or not.”

Therewas an ugly slence, then the first voice carried, very low.

"You'll make me?’

The silence stretched out, then broke in anervous laugh.

"l wasjust kidding, Barn. But—"

"I'mnot going."

"O.K. So, OK."

"Hack fedsthe same way. We both aren't going. We al agreed before we came, we wouldn't tell
each other what to do. We're gticking by it."

"O.K., Barn. | wasjust kidding. Look, here we are arguing about what? A bunch of mudfeet. Y ou
do what you want. But therere nine of us, and only eight girls. So how do we work that out?"

"Leaveit uptothegirls They'l figureit out someway."

"O.K., Barn. Hey, who's got the battlewagons?”

The collison broke up in nervous laughter, and shouts of, "Whao's got the battlewagons?' Someone



began handing out something too small to make out as they milled around in the two skimmers, bending
over to pick up small pipeswith curved sems and smal bowils, into which they put whatever it was that
had been handed out, and then lit the pipes.

From somewhere came a gruff peremptory questioning bark, muffled but ingstent, with overtones of
ill temper.

Terrill murmured, " The damned fools are in the middle of packbear flats, and it'sawarm day.”

Fielding looked around at Hunsacker and murmured, "Well, Dave, what do we do?"

Hunsacker kept his mouth shut.

Terrill twisted toward him, to murmur, ™Y ou're the Settlement Leader, Dave.”

Hunsacker growled, "Wherés the problem?”

Felding murmured, "We need women, and there are eight of them. Right under usin the bluff, there's
awhole pack of bears, and you can hear the sentinels getting short-tempered. When the day gets
warmer, those packbearswill come out. They'll et anything in sight, plant or anima. When they come
out, they'll spot the girls.”

Hunsacker grunted. "They've got their protectors down there. Look at the armament on those
Kimmers”

"Will it gop arushing bear?'

"How would I know if it will gop him?But it will kill him."

"What do we do about the girls?'

Terrill putin, "A few well-placed shots while that bunch is doping themsalves up, and we will end the
thing."

"Don't kid yourself,” said Hunsacker. "The racket from afew well-placed shotswill bring those bears
out of therein arage. On top of that, that yacht probably has an automatic device recording—and maybe
broadcasting to a satellite—everything that happens around it. And, on top of that, what do the girlsdo
whilewere picking off this bunch?*

Terrill said, "Where are these girlsyou're talking about? | don't see any girls.”

Fielding said, "There are two of them in that tent nearer to the ship. And from what's been said, there
must be haf-a-dozen more in the ship. Weve only seen four of those.”

"Good lookers?’

"What?"

"Arethegirls pretty?

"Yes, but green.”

"They'll get over that."

"Say," sad Fedinginalow drawl, "I thought you were married.”

Terrill didn't answer for amoment. "1 was thinking of Pete. He's over at our place helping out so
much lately, | . . . wel, I'm glad to see some more women around here."

Hunsacker said dryly, hisvoicelow, "I don't think they came hereto settle.”

Felding sad, "Well, what do we do, Dave?'

Hunsacker said nothing. He was il trying to fit the pieces together.

Terrill murmured, without conviction, "We could warn them about wherethey are”

Hunsacker squinted at the clearing.

"How?' said Fidding, hisvoicelow and sarcadtic.

"Stand up and yell to them.”

Fielding growled, "I dmost got my head split yesterday, because one of the girls saw me. We're
supposed to warn this bunch?’

Down below, the men were sprawled in odd positions, in the skimmers and on blankets stretched on
the snow, the sun now plainly glinting from the bubbles of their warm-suits. Each was drawing on his
pipe, hisface blissful, save for the one who'd been caled Hack, who had alook of horror. The one
wearing siver trunks and gilt, played with the controls of the gun with histoes, twitching his bicepsand
admiring it Sdewise as he let smoke drift out his nose.

"O.K.," said someone, hisvoice now strong and assured. "Now, | say, let'stake alook at the local



washouts.”

Terrill sad, "Where do they get this'washout' business?’

"Giveadog abad name" murmured Felding, "and kill him."

Someone else spokein the clearing, hisvoiceflat. "And | say Hack and Barney Baby come with us.
Or we break their heads."

"Y eah. Maybe Barney wantsto be awashout. How about it, Barn-head?"

The cold voice answered, "Anybody wantsto force me getsit in the guts. Who'sfirg?"

"Yeah? Tough, huh? Jump him!"

Half-a-dozen of the masguerade figures sprang up, and aviolent struggle began.

Hunsacker watched intently, his mind amaze of caculations.

Fielding growled, "Do we stand by whilethisgoeson?

Just then, it all fit together. Hunsacker growled, " Spread out to either side, and stay low. Dontt fire
until they shoot firgt, then aim to get any at those guns. | think those are automatic guns. If the bears come
out, kill any that start toward that tent nearest the ship.”

Terrill and Fielding wormed backwards, and eased rapidly to either side.

Hunsacker studied the scene below.

Theflalling knot was till struggling. "Barney™ was plainly putting up aformidable res stance, and now
"Hack," throwing the pipe away, stood up.

The gilded figure by the gun bresthed out a cloud of smoke, and came easily to hisfeet, swaying
dightly. He reached out, gripped Hack around the throat, and jerked him backwards.

Hunsacker wormed sidewise, leaving his gun whereit was, and stood up, unarmed.

He shouted, ™Y ou down there! Look up! Look up herel™

From somewhere in the bluff below him came a short-tempered muffled ugly bark.

Up off the snow, the day felt hot already, and a current of heated air seemed to be rising up the face
of the bluff.

Studying the guns on the skimmers, Hunsacker was sure now they were automatic.

"Hey!" shouted someone below. "A mudfoot!"

"L ook, a colonig!"

Hunsacker, without turning his head, glanced sidewise, to fix the location of hisgun.

The gilded figure dropped the motionless Hack, stood up, faced the bluff, and flexed his muscles.

Barney, staggering to hisfeet asthe othersturned, stood breathing fast and deeply.

The door of the space yacht started to come open, and then shut again.

Hunsacker ingtantly shouted, "I want to warn you! Y ou're in danger!”

"You're in danger, washout!"

Hunsacker kept his mind on what he had to do.

"I'm in no danger here. Y ou've landed in the wrong place! Listen tome!”

Barney was now bregthing alittle more evenly.

"Ligentotheguy," hesaid. "Hestrying to tell you something." His voice waslow, and hiswords
came out between breaths. As he spoke, he was |ooking directly at Hunsacker, his gaze intense.

Hunsacker seemed to catch some significance in the look, and without conscious intent, his glance as
he looked back showed approval.

One of the masquerade figures glanced around to say jeeringly, "Y ou don't sound so tough, any
more, Barnhead. Better start doubling up on the wagons. O.K., gun the slob down!"

The hesat rising up the face of the bluff made Hunsacker, in his heavy furs, dmost faint. He noted the
masquerade figures diving for the guns of the skimmers, saw Barney plant his booted foot in the belly of
the gilded giant, and then Hunsacker dove for cover.

Therewasaszzling crack like alightning bolt passing over his head, and then the heavy double
boom as Fidlding and Terrill opened up.

Hunsacker eased his gun out of itswrapping, amed carefully, and fired from one side of asmdl low
evergreen growing near the edge of the bluff. The roar of the gun al but deafened him asthe charge,
meant to throw a dug that could stop packbears, dedgehammered his shoulder through the heavy



dothing.

Below, two of the opposition were down, but one of the two guns was swinging around by itself.
Having been once aimed more or less correctly, it would seek the target, using heat and metal-detectors.

Hunsacker fired at the center of the detector.

Therewas ablinding flash, adesafening crack!

Helay dazed, vaguely conscious that that one had been meant for him aone.

He seemed to spird through akind of blacknessto see the night sky, and then the blaze of sun on
snow through his eyelids. He opened his eyes, and peered down. Through the dullness of deefened ears
came what sounded like the squealing of many pigs.

Then the scene came into focus.

Huge bearlike forms eight to ten feet high at the shoulder, with teeth like daggers, boiled acrossthe
clearing directly into the murderousfire, reached the skimmers, to rip and smash and crush, and then fall
dead. Behind them, more poured from the burrows. There was, as Hunsacker's hearing started to return,
the hideous rumbling snort of famished packbears rending their prey.

Hunsacker felt in his pocket, and got out earplugs made of a corklike bark. He twisted the plugsinto
his ears, and then methodically began to pick off any bears that ambled away from the shambles toward
the tent nearest the ship.

The bears, bloodied and snorting, looked around, and suddenly redized they were being hit from
somewhere out of reach. With grunts and snorts, they surged across the clearing, in their haste gathering
momentum in the direction that would normaly have got them clear in the shortest possibletime, but that
now took them straight to where the space yacht stood.

With aseries of clangs and crashes, the bears caromed off the yacht. One apparently stepped on the
double-bitted ax under the snow. It let out abellow of rage, tore achunk of the outer metd off the ship,
and waded into the complications within.

Hunsacker studied the guns on the skimmers warily. One was twisted into a pretzel. The other had
the detector smashed, and wasn't moving. He got up cautioudy. Nothing happened. He glanced around.
Fielding and Terrill were out of sight, but holding their fire. Hunsacker glanced down the sheer face of the
bluff. It was possible to go down that sheer drop. He had done it when they were first here. Alertly, he
noted the tough-rooted fern bushes growing out here and there from crevices, little ledges, and invisible
places of attachment. He looked again at the clearing below, where nothing now moved, looked again at
the fern bushes, put hisgun in itswrappings, put the earplugsin his pocket, and swung over the edge.

Hiswhole perspective changed abruptly. Heat seemed to billow past himin waves. The clearing
seemed athousand feet below. The ledge above was a comforting nest of safety. The bluff was suddenly
peopled with additiona hibernating packbearsthat had yet to awaken, and were rousing themselves as
he dipped and scrambled by, seizing the bushes, and working awkwardly but rapidly lower, aswith
ripping popping sounds the tough rootlets tore loose, and he shot past to the next handhold.

All he had to do, he knew, was to gather too much momentum, and he would plummet to the bottom
and smash on the rock rubble piled at the base of the bluff, behind which the packbears had excavated
their cavesin the soft layer some twelve feet thick that was dantingly exposed to the weather there, and
toward which Hunsacker seemed now to have been dropping forever, and yet getting no closer.

And then suddenly it was only three more dips and grabs, two more, one more—and with athud and
adesperate dance over the rocks and through the fern brush that sprouted up through them, he ssumbled
out into the clearing, to plunge awvkwardly through the snow.

A cold femininevoice said, "Stop right there.”

He tripped, went down in the snow, head first, and lay still for afew moments thinking through what
he had planned, and finding it till solid and sound asfar as he could make it solid and sound. Then he sat
up, but did not rise. He would look more helpless sitting in the snow.

Thetdler of thetwo girls, dressed in askiing outfit that covered her from head to foot, Sghted the
rifleat him. The blond girl, dso well covered, stcood with her hand at her mouth beside thetal girl.

Dave said exasperatedly, "Why did you have to camp here? There are packbear dens at the base of
that bluff, and for al you or | know, there are still afew hibernating bearsin therejust waking up.” The



likelihood of thiswas small, but it wouldn't hurt to mention it. "On top of that, once they quench their
thirst, those bears are likely to be back here."

Her grip on the gun didn't waver. Inacold, deadly voice, she said, "Y ou turned them on us.”

Dave wondered uneasily just how shrewd this girl might be. But he allowed his face to show only
indignation and the beginnings of anger.

"l what ? Were you in that tent when they were snorting and rumbling around out here, or weren't
you?'
Shedidn't answer, and she didn't shift her am. The blond girl glanced at her nervoudy. Dave glanced
at the blond.

"Wereyou in the tent, or weren't you? Maybe | was wasting time picking the bears off when they got
near the tent.”

The blond girl swallowed, and glanced again at thetdl girl with the gun.

Daveignored the girl with the gun, and spoke to the blond girl, "Keep out of theline of fire. Don't get
between your friend and me—but go take alook at some of those bears near the tent."

"I'mafrad.”

"They won't hurt you. They never play dead. They ether run, or fight to the finish. Go close enough
to seetheir backs, and tell your friend if thereisn't ahole blown through the fur at the base of each one of
their necks"

Theblond girl hesitated, glanced at thetall girl, glanced back at Dave, then turned, and waded
through the snow toward the tent. Thetall girl reluctantly lowered the gun, but continued to watch Dave
with alook of cold dertness. Dave looked away at the base of the bluff, then searched the woods behind
the battered yacht. Thetal girl glanced up at the sky searchingly, and then sharply back at Dave.

The blond girl cdled, "Hestdling the truth, Chloe. Theresalot of . . . of fur and flesh blown away at
the back of their necks.”

Thetdl girl looked directly at Dave, the gun lowered but till ready.

"Y ou turned them loose on us, and then killed the ones that went near thetent, in order toget rid. . .
of "

She glanced at the remains of bodies around the two skimmers.

Dave again wondered how shrewd this girl might be.

"If I had donethat, | think | could make acasethat it wasin self-defense; but will you kindly tell me
how |, or anyone else, could control these man-eaters?'

"They didn't hurt you."

"l wasn't thereto be hurt.”

She half-raised the gun.

"l saw you come out of there right behind them.”

For an ingtant, Dave was | eft groping. Then it dawned on him that it was not pure shrewdness on her
part that had led her to the right answer, but partly ignorance. She thought he had been in the caves with
the bears, because she had seen him come from the same direction. Still, she seemed dert and intelligent.

He glanced up at the face of the bluff.

"Look at that bush, halfway down the bluff. See how it hangs off-center? Now look up at the top,
amost aboveit, but at the top of the bluff. See where the snow is broken. It's smooth to either side, but
just thereit's broken. What do you suppose made that? Now, look down between those two places, and
do you see how therés adightly zigzag line of bushes at different dants—nearly every one pulled dightly
out of line. There, below, near the bottom, there's one with alimb broken. The undersideis lighter than
the upper sde. See how it's broken off? What do you suppose did that? Now, at the base of the bluff, |
don't know if you can recognize it, but— No, too many bears have been through there. See, the top of
that bush below the line down the face of the bluff. It's been broken. But | doubt, with al that
trampling—"

"l seeit,” shesaid. Shelooked at him curioudy, and glanced again at the sky. She looked back at
him quickly, with awondering look.

"Areyou saying you didn't turn them loose on us?"



"I'm saying | was at the top of that bluff when they came out, and nothing you could give me, or pay
me, would have put me insde those denswith them. Do you know what it would be likein there? Y ou
seem to think they're some kind of domestic animal. They aren't. Asfar asthey're concerned, ahuman
being isfood.”

"But—what made them come out?"

"Thisisawarm day. They only hibernate during the cold wegther. Any loud noise on aday likethis
will make them restless. Therewas alot of loud noise down here.”

"But...but...If youknew this, why didn't you warn us? To just leave us here, knowing that, was
the same thing as turning them loose on ugl™

Daveignored theillogic in this, and noted her changing attitude. He said, |etting his voice show hurt,
"Wetried to. And got shot at for our pains.”

"We," shesaid. Shelooked adertly around.

Dave reminded himsdf thet the girl was shrewd.

He said with atrace of sarcasm, "Were you under theimpression that I'm al aone on this planet?’

"Why don't your friends show themsdves?’

She hdf-raised the gun, and looked around searchingly.

Theblond girl said nervoudy, "Chloe—"

Dave said shortly, "You fired at him yesterday.” Cautioudy, Dave stood up. If Fidding thought life
with thisgirl would be pleasant, he could try it. But, at any rate she wasn't aming the gun at him. Again
shelooked at him dertly, then glanced at the Sky. He decided to waste no time putting the next part of his
planin action, and swayed dightly on hisfest.

The blond girl gavealittle cry, and started toward him.

"Keep back," hewarned. "Don't . . . don't come near me. I've been sick.” He took awavering step,
then fdl inthe snow.

Aningant |ater, someone turned him on his back, and was cradling him gently, as another voice
shouted—and this was a masculine voice, tense and authoritative.

"Leave him done. We won't shoot him. Get everyone out of that ship!”

Davelet himsdf fdl back, then someone planted akiss on hisforehead.

There, that was morelikeit. But thiswasn't over yet. He kept hisface blank, and lay dackly
motionless. He could hear thetall girl explaining what had happened to someone, and then therewerea
series of short sharp authoritative questions. When she explained how Dave had come down the bluff,
whoever was doing the questioning dismissed the possibility brusquely. The girl angrily restated it. Again,
whoever was doing the questioning brushed the ideaaside. Sarcadtically, the girl pointed out each
individua bent branch, twisted bush, and mark in the snow at the bluff top that Dave had pointed out.
Therewas aslence at the end, then Dave could hear the sound of feminine voices, from the direction of
the yacht.

Dave opened his eyes. Someone said sharply, "He's awvake, Captain!™

Dave dowly sat up.

Poised in midair before him were two more dish-shaped grav-skimmers, these somewhat larger than
the others, marked with a blue stripe around the rim, and bearing ayellow shield at intervals. In white
|etters on the blue were the words. SPACE POLICE. In the skimmerswere heavily armed menin
uniformsroughly smilar to those of the Space Force, but with different inggnia

Dave could have done without this complication, but he had taken the possibility into account. Now
he readied his defenses.

The second skimmer was dready starting to lower itself asthe girlslooked up, some supporting
others who were apparently faint from the gridy scene around them. To jar thingsinto motion, Dave
turned and started to walk unsteadily away.

"Hat!" came the shouted order. "Turn around! Where do you think you're going?'

Daveturned and held his hands at his mouth to make a megaphone.

"Wevebeen sck! | didn't want you to get it."

"Sck?' Theman with captain'singgniastared a him.



Dave glanced at the girls.

"| tried to warn them."

The captain glanced around. The blond girl wasright in the middie of the others. The only one
ganding aside, looking a Dave with avery peculiar expression, wasthetal girl with the gun.

The captain |ooked back.

"Sick with what ?'

"Well, weve had the pox, but—"

"Pox," shouted the captain. He whirled. "Raise that—" He reached out and seized a power
megaphone.

"LIFT THAT SKIMMER! LIFT SKIMMER, | SAY! THISPLANET HASTHE POX!"

Dave shouted, "Were over it now! Weve. .. Were over it!"

The captain made asignd, pam upward, sweeping his hand sharply up, and both skimmersrose fas.
Asif remembering something, he looked back down at Dave, and spoke through the megaphone, his
voice dready faint because of the speed with which the skimmerswererising.

"Take plenty of liquids—citrus fruit—avoid exposure—keep the patients warm—keep complete
records. Good luck. Bury those ratsthere. Other vigitors are permanently restricted to the planet. Ship
sdvageto thefirst clamer. Impoundlogand. . ."

Hisvoice faded out, and Dave waved, dipped in the snow, let himsdlf fall to one knee, then got up
and looked up again, careful to keep hisface free of any expression but alook of anxiousness. The
skimmers were too small now to be seen except as dots, but it didn't follow that their scanners could not
record his every motion and every line of hisface. There, now they dwindled off to the south, and
vanished entirdly. Hewas over that hurdle. But there were till the possible recorders on the yacht itself.

Helooked around to seethetal girl sanding directly before him, studying him with awondering
look. He glanced around &t the bluff and the forest, and then back &t the girl.

"Those packbears may be back anytime. It might be agood ideato—"

From the top of the bluff came the warning crack of arifle. Apparently the bears were dready
coming back.

"Get into that skimmer," he said, getting into the other—which had the workable gun. " Stay right
behind me. Y ou don't want to set down in the wrong place again. Y ou take haf of the girls, and I'll take
the other haf."

Thetdl girl glanced back at the forest, and motioned the girlsinto the skimmers. Dave briefly sudied
the smplified controls, experimented with them for amoment, then siwung the skimmer swiftly up, the
sheer face of the bluff dropping down and falling back fast as he streaked aong the face toward the east.
He glanced back, saw that the other skimmer was no longer following but was sarting to swing avay
from the face of the bluff. He whipped his controls around, and shot for the trees between here and the
more distant clearing. The second skimmer whirled to race him, asthe girlslooked urgently around,
ganing dtitude asforest and small clearings flashed past below, and then Dave began to gently lower the
skimmer as a hole through the snow-laden trees appeared. The skimmer behind instantly followed his
example. He glanced at the girls clinging to the handholds, then whipped his skimmer up and dashed
through the treetops, sending a shower of snow flying out behind him.

Directly in front of him, another space yacht appeared, sitting upright on its base. From behind and
below came shrieks, and a short burst of anger. Dave landed beside the space yacht, put hishand on its
cold flank, and said, "By theinterstdllar laws of salvage, | claim this abandoned ship and its effectsfor my
settlement, to be held in common, and disposed of in accord with the decision of the settlement's
duly-appointed leader or his successor, or in whatever lawful way may be duly determined by the
members of the settlement.”

He glanced up, and saw the second skimmer, hegped with snow, settle dowly to the ground. He
glanced at the ill pardyzed girlsin hisown skimmer, stepped out, put his hand again on the yacht, and
repeated what he had just said.

Thetdl girl looked at him with smoldering eyes.

"Y ou don't missabet, do you?"



"Madam," said Dave politely, "I've done my best to keep the bears from killing you. Asfar as| know,
| haven't hurt you, or threatened you. But if you want to be angry with me, thereis nothing | can do about
it, | guess”

"Very neat." She smiled, bit her lip, and said, "All right, take usto your settlement's duly-appointed
leader." Sheturned away. "Phyl, for thelove of Pete, will you shovel some of this snow out, but—
Wetch it! Just the snow! Here, I'll hover. Y ou'd better reach out and get that."

Assheturned, Dave had the leisure to observe that the girl was attractive, as Fielding had said.

Helooked al around, saw nothing that should pose any thresat, considered the location of this second
clearing, then looked around the interior of the skimmer. It was bloody, with severa holestorn throughit,
but by pure luck nothing important seemed to have been hit. As helooked searchingly around, he noted a
thing like alittle cylinder—something like ahand-held microphone. He picked it up, examined it
curioudy, and noted asmal nearly round lens at the end, with abutton at the Side. He remembered the
girl who had set down the ax awkwardly, and felt in her pocket for something small, that she had then
held against the ship, after which the door had opened out. He glanced at the side of this ship, and
spotted what looked like asmall lens, about the size of the end of a man's thumb.

He glanced at thetall girl, and said, " Could you come here aminute?"

She hesitated. "Y ou'd better take me to whoever'sin charge of your settlement.”

He nodded. "Just come over here, and in theory you'll be taking to him."

She waded through the snow. "What do you mean, 'in theory"?"

"Things are pretty informa unlesstheréstrouble.”

She glanced thoughtfully at the girls.

"If you're the settlement's leader, you've got trouble.”

"I was thinking the same thing. Now, | take it you're pretty familiar with this ship, so maybe you
can—"

Her eyesglinted.

"They followed us," she said. "There werefifteen yachts on this excursion, but after what happened
the last time, we broke up. We didn't want anything to do with them."

"After the heroes smoked battlewagons, and proved how tough they were?'

She nodded. "It was all right up to that point. It was a pleasure trip. We have been trying to get back
to the same viewpoint, but I'm afraid we would never have madeit.”

"Y ou redlize you're marooned here."

"Y ou misrepresented what you'd had. | was watching you."

"If | misrepresented, you said nothing to correct me.”

She reddened dightly, then said, "Theré's such athing as watching avery cool operator, and
wondering just what he hasin mind. And then finding out too late.”

"The point is, the Space Police have you down as exposed to pox. Try and leave here, and thereésa
good chance they'll pick you up on their screen and put you right back down.”

"What do welose by that?'

"Time and energy. And, it would beillegd for you to take thisyacht."

She nodded. "Since you've clamed it. And, of course, it'sal down in the automatic log. Well, what
do you want to do? We can't take the other one. Y our bears tore the aft section to pieces.”

"Not ours. The bearsarewild."

"Theresultsare the same.”

"That'swhat I'm trying to explain,” he said. "Y ou're marooned. Naturaly, well try to help you—"

"Why can't you get in touch with these Space Police, using the communicator in this ship, and explain
that we haven't been exposed to this pox, whatever it is."

"Because," he said serioudy, "I'm not certain you haven't been.”

"|sthat what you just had?'



"No. | didn't say it was what we just had."

"But you knew that blockheaded captain would jump to conclusions.™

"He may have beenright. | hope not.”

"No matter what | say or do, you keep right on going,” she said exasperatedly. "And you're dways
one step ahead. All right, we're marooned here. Doesn't that create something of a problem for you?”'

"| was about to suggest that we open up the settlement’s new ship, here, so you can dl goinand
have shdlter, a least. Then we can figure out what to do next."

"All right. Let'sdoit." She waswatching him curioudy.

Hunsacker cast abrief glance at the yacht, and nodded. He floated up in his skimmer, and she
promptly followed in the other skimmer. He studied the key, held it againgt the lens-like depresson in the
sde of the yacht, worked the small recessed button in the side of the key, and stepped back to give the
girlsagood view of whatever this nest might have to offer.

The door sivung dowly back.

Around him, there was a gasp.

From theinterior, there loomed through thick smoke akind of huge brassy motionless toad with
redly-glowing eyes. Chainswith weird attachments dangled through the murk from some overhead hook.
There was an overpowering stench of filth and incense.

The skimmers swayed as their passengers sat down.

Dave glanced around at thetall girl, and now his gaze caught atrace of motion from the distant block
the colonists called |ceberg Mountain. From here could be seen what seemed to be speckstraveling
acrossthe distant snowfields, the specks enlarging and shrinking one after the other.

Hesaid, "If you'd rather stay with us, instead of here, weld be glad to have you.”

There was amurmur of eager agreement.

Dave shut the door of the yacht, studied the sky overhead, and turned to the girl, still watching him
dertly from the other skimmer.

"Keep your eyes open. If you look around at that mountain, you can see what looks like specks.
That'saflock of akind of giant bird that wintersin the south. They gtick together when they're flying
north, but they have scouts at a distance that watch for food. Any one of uswould do."

She looked intently at the distant mountain, and nodded.

Dave said, "Stay right behind me, and be ready to go into the thickest part of the forest if you see one
of them diving. And stay low. Don't go above any of those taller trees, back in the thick forest. There'sa
thing in some of them that will try to knock down anything thet fliesaboveit.”

Davetook acareful look all around, then led the way low and fast across the open ground, dotted
with clumps of smdl trees, that connected the two clearings.

Asthey emerged into the clearing below the bluff, where the smashed space yacht stood, there was a
gruff warning bark.

Dave saw the bears, glanced up, and there, far overhead, was a peck, drifting in the blue sky.

"Hang on," hewarned, and the bluff, with its tough shrubs clinging to cracks and crevices, dropped
past asthey climbed.

From below came aweird cough and whistle that the bears used asasignal. The purpose of this
noise was a source of controversy amongst the colonists, but asthe lip of the bluff dropped past, Dave
lost no time getting the skimmer back into thick forest. He landed amongst the thick-boled treeswith thelr
dead lower limbs radiating like spokes, and looked around searchingly.

The second skimmer set down nearby, and he gestured to thetall girl to come closer yet.

"Well haveto switch theload around. If that thing comesin here, one of these skimmershasto be
ableto fight, and move fast. The only way to do that isfor the two of usto bein one skimmer, and
everyone dseinthe other.”

She nodded, and afew moments later the change was made. A dazzling line that sprang out as he
squeezed the trigger demondtrated that the gun till worked.

A quick check near the edge of the bluff showed no sign of danger, and Dave recovered hisgun,
gpparently left therein itswrapping by Fielding and Terrill in case he should need it. Their tracksled back



down thetrail toward the loose cluster of cabins that made up the settlement.

Shewatched dertly. "Y ou were tdling the truth. But there were three of you, not two."

He eased back into the forest.

"l didn't say there were only two of us."

"Youtried tolead meto think it."

He glanced at her, noting again that she was pretty and well made, though dressed to conceal the
fact. But while he noted this, he was conscious of something else, that had more impact in this part of the
universe

She used her head.

Hetried to scan the sky, wondering where that speck had gone, but the trees blocked hisview.

"All isfair," hesad casudly, "inloveand war."

She started to speak, stopped, colored dightly, and looked exasperated.

"Do you ever gop thinking?'

From far downhill, the sound echoed through the forest.

FLACK!

There was a distant scream, an urgent shout. Belatedly, a shot ran out.

He eased the skimmer carefully through the trees.

She looked around. "What was that?'

"That'swhat happens here when you stop thinking."

What—"

"Theflit . . . the bird that was overhead." He glanced around. "The only time you dare stop thinking is
inside the cabin with the window shuttered and the door barred, your gun cleaned, loaded, and ready a
hand, and either agood fire or the chimney stone down to block the flue. There are places where not
thinkingisaway of life. It'saluxury here."

"What happened?"

"My friends were probably telling what had happened up here. Theflit . . . thebird, that is. . . was
dropping after us, saw it couldn't make it, saw the crowd, and changed its angle of descent. That 'flack’
noiseiswhat you hear when it opensitswings after along plunge from practicaly out of sight overhead.”

They werefar back in the trees now, following the direction of the downhill trail, and the second
skimmer swung carefully around a bristling tree trunk to follow them.

Shelooked al around, then said suddenly, "It must be that you need women in your settlement.”

He smiled. "An accurate deduction. How did you know that?"

"When | see someone use bearsto eliminate pirates, germsto frighten Space Police, and the pirates
bad housekeeping to move the women into his settlement, it's naturd to think he needs them there.
Otherwise, we'd be far away by now."

"We do need you. But what you just saw was ninety percent luck.”

She glanced dertly around, then looked a him with asmile.

"You cantell area operator by the fact that what he does creates abigger effect than anyone would
expect. He sneezes, and a bridge falls down."

Dave sneezed, and looked around. The forest looked back blandly. He glanced at her.

"Nothing happened.”

She nodded. " A top-rank operator often conceals thefact.”

"If you seeit, it'snot concedled.”

She looked around at the forest. "The real proof isthat you borrowed strength when you needed it.
Y ou smashed the pirates using the strength of the bears, and in effect you gave the Space Police orders
by borrowing the authority of their blockheaded captain. And you didn't tell usto come here, and so
make us resentful; you put usin aplace where we were glad to come, due to the force of our own
resctions.”

"Ninety percent luck.”

"It'sthe other ten percent that makes the difference. It takes a score of ninety-nine to get somethings
done."



He noted a dender sapling that climbed between two larger neighboring trees. The interlocked
branches of the larger trees sagged under the weight of snow.

Carefully, he eased the skimmer into the confined space between the outthrust dead lower branches
of the largest tree, and the sapling.

"Asfor borrowing strength,” he said, "tell me some other way to get anything done. When aman fells
atree, does he drag that huge mass of wood, bark, and foliage to the earth? No. Gravity doesthe
work. When he wants people to cooperate, can he compel them to be cooperative? Of course not. He
appealsto someinterest that will move them. The interest doesthe work. If he flies aspaceship, isit his
muscle that moves the ship? Why, no, he had to find away to get some atomsto cooperate, and it's
their power that movesthe ship. The strength that helps him, asyou say, is borrowed strength. But what
€lse can he use? He has to borrow strength. The fun starts when he forgets, and imaginesit's his."

She thought amoment.

"But at least, you don't deny that you are an operator?”

He bumped the sapling lightly. A clump of snow plummeted down to the Sde, distracting her
atention.

"Not me," he smiled, and brought the new coloni<t to the settlement.



