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With each hyperstate jump, the distance between the two ships lessened significantly. Aboard the Star Wolf, the distress signal from the Norway was expected to become not only more distinct, but more detailed. Distress beacons were supposed to use “pyramid” coding, with successive layers of detail encrypted into the signal.


As a rescue vessel approached the source and the signal became stronger, the additional levels of information would become accessible and the rescuers would have a clearer idea of what kind of emergency to expect. Decoding the Norway’s beacon should have provided additional information about the nature of her emergency.


Should have.


Didn’t.


In this situation, the supplementary channels remained bafflingly blank. And the itch behind Korie’s shoulders became a full-blown rash, so much so that even Captain Parsons had to scratch. She grumbled her annoyance. “They want help, but they won’t give details. You’re right, Commander Korie. This has to be a high-security operation.”


“Extremely high security,” Korie noted. “Way out here, a month deep into the south end of the rift—this is the other side of nowhere—whatever it is they’re doing, they want it secret.”


On the forward display, the red star was already visible as a teardrop hung against the darkness. A pinpoint flare of blue-white flamed beyond, but the spiral streamer wasn’t apparent yet, only a soft pink glow surrounding the blue-white dwarf.


“We have our bearings,” reported Tor. “Ready for the next jump.”


“Initiate,” said the captain.


The Star Wolf jumped. And jumped again. And one more time. Soon, the object known only as IKE-34 was a wall of flame that filled half the visible universe. It occupied a volume of space equal to the orbit of Jupiter. Against the darkness, the blue dwarf could now be seen pulling a great streamer of flaming gas out of the tip of the crimson teardrop. The line of fire curled out and around, stretching across the visible sky like a rip; as it reached the disk-shaped well of the bright blue star, it began to spiral inward, around and around, the colors shifting more and more brightly as the crimson flames were gathered into the purpling corona. And yes, the scenery was spectacular. Better than spectacular. Astonishing.


From this angle, below the red star’s south pole, it wasn’t immediately apparent that the giant was also flattened at both poles; it was impressive nonetheless. Despite the Star Wolf’s distance—several billion kilometers—the massive size of the star created the looming perception that they were close enough to touch it. The perspectives of space create impossible visions, and this was one of the more impossible views. That long-dead poet had been right. Enjoy God’s handiwork in silence. Across the Bridge of the starship the crew worked wordlessly, but again and again their eyes were drawn to the forward display.


Eventually, the magnitude of the view became so intimidating and oppressive that Captain Parsons ordered the image muted down. “We don’t need the eye of hell looking down on us,” she remarked. “We’ve got work to do. Let’s turn that off.” She stepped down from the Command Deck, only three short steps into the well of the Operations Bay, but a whole other domain of command and control. She took a familiar position next to the astrogation console, just behind Tor’s left shoulder. “How long to close with the Norway?”


“Fifty-six hours. Coming in across the pole brings us in a lot faster—but the Norway’s in the plane of the ecliptic—a ‘Missionary Orbit.’ Coming up from under, we’ll have to accelerate constantly to catch up, correcting all the way in, and decelerate only in the last few hours. Tricky, not impossible.”


“And if those folks are in serious trouble . . . we still might not be in time,” said Parsons.


“They never should have parked so close to the star,” Tor replied. “They’ve made the rescue operation damn near impossible.”


“That may be the point,” said Korie, coming up beside them. “They wanted to make interception difficult. By staying within the gravitational corona they’re beyond the reach of hyperstate—no ship can jump in that close, neither friend nor enemy. The approach has to be made in normal space. The slow way. That gives them time to detect, scan, and evade.”


Parsons nodded. “Tactically, that was the right decision. In practice, it’s going to kill them. This’ll be another one for the textbooks. All right, take us in, Commander Tor.” She turned to Goldberg at the communication station. “Lieutenant? Do you have anything else yet?”



 

The stout, red-headed man at the console shook his head. “Sorry, Captain. The signal is still blank.”


“That’s what I expected.” She turned to Korie. “In a way, they’re doing us a favor. When the inevitable board of inquiry asks why there were no survivors, we’ll be able to point to the deficiencies of their orbit and their distress signal.”


“Failure to arrive in time,” murmured Korie. “That’s what they’ll say. Of course, we’ll be excused for that—but it’ll still be a black mark on our record.”


“Don’t sweat it,” said Parsons. “If this ship can carry the burden of blame for Marathon without flinching, it can easily handle a minor embarrassment like this one.” She turned away from Korie’s dour expression. “All right, let’s do the dance. We all know the steps.” She headed back up to the Command Deck, the raised dais at the rear of the Bridge. “Oh, Mr. Korie—one more thing.” She waited until Korie had joined her up behind the railing. In a more conversational tone, she asked, “Have you examined the manifest of the supplies we’re delivering here?”


“Yes, ma’am.” Korie waited for the captain to make her point.


“Notice anything interesting?”


“Quite a few things.”


“Such as?”


“Well, there’s a more-than-usual complement of biotechnical equipment and supplies, isolation gear, repulsor valves, magnetic bottles, and so on.”


“Your assessment?”


“It’s a no-brainer, Captain. They’re engaged in Class-X medical research. All that isolation gear says they’re dealing with extreme toxicity.”


The captain nodded. “That’s my thought too. We’ve got a mean, ugly bear here. Train your mission team carefully.” To his look, “Yes, I’m going to want you to lead it.”


“Not Brik? This should be his responsibility.”


“Think about it. If you were captain of a distressed vessel, how would you feel if the first person to your rescue was a Morthan . . .? And if your ship was involved in a Class-X operation and security was a major concern—would you believe a Morthan in an Alliance uniform?”


“Point taken,” said Korie, embarrassed that he hadn’t thought of it himself. But then, he’d been focusing on the more immediate problem—trying to figure out what the Norway was doing out here.


“I want you to be careful,” the captain added. “Feel free to break out any of the gear in that cargo you need to protect yourselves and the Star Wolf.”


“Already planning on it.”


“And don’t listen to Hall’s complaints about the charge-backs.”


“I never do.”


“How’s your itch?”


“Ferocious.”


“Good. Carry on.”


Korie felt comfortable with Captain Parsons—the first time he’d felt comfortable with a captain in a long time. It was a pleasant change to have his abilities not only respected, but depended upon. He nodded his assent and turned back to his headset to complete an earlier discussion with HARLIE, the starship’s intelligence engine. He and HARLIE had been sorting through the appropriate procedure books and manuals for dealing with medical emergencies, especially those involving possible contamination by unknown toxic substances. When he finished that, he headed forward to the Med Bay to confer with Chief Surgeon Molly Williger.


Dr. Williger was notorious as the shortest, ugliest woman in the known universe, but few people who served with her ever noticed that; all they saw was one of the best doctors in the fleet. Williger was just finishing a routine medical check on Crewman Brian Armstrong when Korie entered. Armstrong, a side of beef with a grin, flashed his smile at Korie as he pulled his shirt back on. “Hiya, sir.”


Korie nodded a curt acknowledgment. He rarely smiled. “Armstrong.”


“Sir?” Armstrong began eagerly. “I’d like to volunteer for the Mission Team. Dr. Williger says I’m in good shape. I can carry things. And I’m certified for security duties—”


“I can see you’re in good shape.” Korie noted Armstrong’s well-developed body. “But we’re going to need specialists for this operation.” Noting Armstrong’s immediate disappointment, Korie added, “But—I haven’t made any final decisions yet. I’ll keep you in mind.”


“Thanks, sir. Thanks Dr. Williger.” Armstrong grinned again and left. Williger and Korie exchanged amused glances.


“Gotta give him credit,” Korie said. “He wants to work.”


“He’s bored,” Williger said. “And he’s got this thing going with the Quillas.”


“I thought he was over that.”


Williger jiggled her hand in an “iffy” gesture. “Armstrong doesn’t understand intimacy. The Quillas are a fascinating mystery to him.” She added, “He knows how to be friendly, not close. He uses friendliness as a defense against intimacy. But apparently, the Quillas got to him anyway.”


“I saw your report.”


When he had first come aboard, Armstrong had enjoyed a quick liaison with Quilla Delta, not realizing that all of the other Quillas were telepathic participants. The discovery of a male Quilla—Lambda—had startled him. Later Armstrong and Lambda had become friendly, if not exactly friends. Then Lambda was killed in action—


“Armstrong hurts,” said Williger. “And he has no one to talk to about it. He’s taking it a lot harder than he shows. All this energy and enthusiasm is . . . denial and sublimation and overcompensation.” She sighed. “And then we brought two more Quillas aboard, one male, one female, and... well, Armstrong is jealous—”


“Jealous?” Korie looked incredulous.


“Of the male Quilla. Of the closeness the Quillas have. How much do you know about Quillas?”


Korie shrugged. “Haven’t really given it too much thought. They’re a religious order, dedicated to serving others, aren’t they?”


“Well, you should give it more thought than that,” Williger said. “They’re not just a religious order, they’re a conjoined mind in multiple bodies.”


“So? What does this have to do with Armstrong?”


“The Quillas had a private welcoming ceremony—and Armstrong was left out of it. How could he be included? When Quillas take a new member into the cluster, there’s a whole ritual of joining—very spiritual, but very physical as well. They have to tune themselves to each other. Usually it’s only a matter of a few days. This time it took over a week. Armstrong felt like they were shutting him out. On top of Lambda’s death—well, he’s confused and he’s hurting.”


Korie made a face. This was not something he wanted to deal with.


Williger glowered up at him. “I know—you don’t think self-esteem issues are your concern; they’re supposed to be mine. Or the Quillas’. But it is your concern, because he’s part of your crew. Armstrong needs something to do that lets him feel essential. Right now—he doesn’t.” The little doctor looked to Korie sharply. “That’s why he’s trying so hard to be everyone’s best friend. That’s all he knows how to do. He needs something else to be good at.”


“The problem is, he doesn’t have any skills. He’s not our smartest crewmember.”



 

“I thought you had him in a training program.”


Korie sighed. “He passes his tests, but his scores are always just barely passing. He’s doing just enough to get by. I need more than that. I can’t risk putting him anywhere essential. That’s why I keep rotating him.”


“Maybe you should trust him with a little responsibility. Maybe he’ll surprise you.”


“I don’t see any evidence to suggest it.”


“Uh-huh,” Williger said sharply. “And maybe he’s feeling the same thing you are, Commander. All you want is your chance too.”


Korie glanced over at her. He did not like being reminded of the fact that he was not yet wearing captain’s stars on his collar. He held back his immediate response, exhaled instead. “That’s not what I came down here for, Doctor. We need to finalize our plans for the medical mission team. We need to plan their training—we have to assume the Norway is an extremely toxic environment.”


Williger noted Korie’s deliberate change of subject with a curt “Fine.” Then she added, “I’m going with you. And I’ll want Brian Armstrong too.”


“No, you aren’t,” Korie said. “The captain doesn’t want to risk you.”


“But she’ll risk you . . .?”


“I’m expendable. You’re not. You’ll monitor from the Bridge, or from Med Bay. You can still have Armstrong, if you want.”


“I suppose this is not negotiable.”


“That’s correct.”


“Well . . . all right.” She sighed acceptance. “I tried. Listen, if the situation is really bad over there, we’ll need to use the forward bay as an auxiliary receiving room. I assume you’ll be docking at the nose?”


“That’s the recommended procedure.”


“I want enhanced scanners on your helmets, with high-med software. I’ll give you Chief Pharmacist’s Mate Berryman as your senior corpsman. Hodel and Easton are also certified. Take them. You won’t reconsider Armstrong?”


“Not this time, no. I was thinking Bach and Shibano.”


Williger frowned. “Shibano’s a cowboy—and Bach hasn’t been certified yet for medical missions.”


Korie ran a hand through his hair. How to say this without sounding paranoid? There was no way, so he just said it. “We don’t know what’s over there. I need security people.”


“Yeah, I heard about your itch. Half a dozen people came in asking for skin-rex lotion.” Her expression was wry. “It must be catching, eh?”


“I certainly hope so.”



 



Lambda
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Armstrong sat alone in the mess room. Thinking. His cup of chocolate sat cold and forgotten in front of him. On some unspoken level, he understood what his problem was. And now, today, for some reason, he was almost ready to speak it—if not to anyone else, at least to himself.


It wasn’t loneliness. It was that thing on the other side of loneliness.


He could talk to people, he could make friends, he could get people to spend time with him, and he usually didn’t have any problems with women either. He’d had more than his share of sexual exercise. And even a relationship or two. So, no, it wasn’t loneliness.


It was that other thing. About belonging. About being a part of something—not just a plug-in module, replaceable, discardable—but something more essential. Something with identity. He wanted to know that what he did was useful and important, and even necessary to the success of the ship. And the war.


It was a need that he couldn’t explain, and he felt frustrated every time he thought about it—this feeling that he had to be something more. But there was nothing particularly special about Brian Armstrong. He was big, good-looking, a little goofy, likable, mostly capable, and just like several billion other men in this part of the galaxy. If he died right now, there would be no evidence that he was ever here, except a few records in the Fleet rolls. There would be no artifact, no object, no person, no heritage, nothing remarkable to indicate that Brian Armstrong had passed this way; nothing to say that Brian Armstrong had left the universe a better place than he found it. And despite his genial, easy-going nature, Brian Armstrong found this thought intolerable. It wasn’t death he feared; it was being insignificant.


He just wanted to . . . make a difference. That was all.


Quilla Delta sat down opposite him. She placed one blue hand on top of his. He glanced up, met her eyes, forced a half-smile, pulled his hand away, then looked back down at his lap.


“You are not happy, Brian,” she said. “That makes us sad.”



 

Armstrong didn’t answer. To answer would have meant discussing the things that he didn’t discuss with anyone. If Lambda had lived, maybe he would have. He had thought about it a lot, what he wanted to say to Lambda. Lambda had seemed to know something of his confusion—


“Lambda is not dead,” Delta said. “Everything that Lambda was, everything that Lambda knew—it still lives inside us. Only the body is gone. Not the soul. Not the spirit.”


“I can’t believe that,” said Armstrong. “I’ve studied a little bit about Quillas. About massminds. I know that there’s a kind of synergy that happens. But there’s no way the soul of an individual can leave a body and take up residence in a networked collection of other bodies. It’s just not possible.”


“Yes, it is,” said Delta in a different voice. A voice that Armstrong recognized in spite of himself, and he looked up with a start. “Everything that I was when I was alive I still am. I’m just living inside a different body now. I told you that Quillas are immortal, Brian. This is why I became one. Because I was like you. And I was unhappy that way.”


Armstrong started to lower his eyes again, then changed his mind and looked into Quilla Delta’s face. Her skin was the most beautiful shade of blue. Her eyes were shadowed with magenta; her lips were almost the same shade. Her quills were a bright red Mohawk across her bald blue scalp. She had a slim, boyish quality and yet she was as feminine as a rosebud. He thought she was the most beautiful and the most irresistible female he had ever seen. She was also the most affectionate—he knew that there were no personality differences between one member of a Quilla cluster and another, but nevertheless he still felt she was the most affectionate. Maybe he was projecting his own feelings, maybe not. It didn’t matter. He couldn’t deny her anything.


He licked his lips uncomfortably. They were dry. His whole mouth was dry. “I, um, have to go.” He started to rise. But as he did, he saw that they were no longer alone. Quilla Beta, Quilla Alpha, Quilla Gamma, and the two new ones, Quilla Theta and Quilla Omega.


Omega was a tall, blue man, taller even than Lambda had been. He stepped forward now. “Brian Armstrong, we know the source of your unhappiness. We are sorry for having caused you pain.”


“It’s not your fault,” Armstrong said.


“But it is our responsibility. We know that you felt distanced when we expanded our cluster. We know that you felt shut out of our closeness. This makes us sad. Our closeness should not be a barrier. It is not a prize that we keep to ourselves; it is a gift that we share with others.”



 

“You can’t help it,” Armstrong said to all of them, trying to avoid looking at Omega. “It’s just the way you are. You’re all one mind. And I’m not. I’m not part of you. I’m just me. So just by existing the way you are, I’m automatically shut out. It’s my fault for presuming that I could ever be anything more than another John. I was stupid.”


“No,” said Delta. “Not stupid.”


“Whatever. Listen, thanks for all the . . . attention. It was fun, okay? But like the song says... I was looking for love on all the wrong planets. It was a mistake. I’m sorry that Lambda’s gone. I liked him. I like all of you, but uh . . . can’t we just be friends now, something like that?”


Omega blocked his exit. “Lambda lives in me too, Brian. Listen. This is what Lambda wants to say to you. ‘Ever since the first day you have been running from us. Your few conversations with Lambda were the only time you stopped running. It was the only time you treated any of us like a person. The rest of the time you acted like we were bodies, here only for your sexual pleasure. Did you think your callous behavior wasn’t hurtful to us? Perhaps it is you who owe us an apology.’”


“Yeah, well—maybe I do. I’m sorry for treating you all like—like objects. Sex toys. Freaks. I dunno. Whatever. I was wrong. May I go now?”


“Brian—” This time Gamma stepped in front of him. “We ask only one thing. Just please stop running from us.”


“Okay. I’ll stop running. May I go now?”


Quilla Delta stepped in close. “We miss Lambda too,” she said. “His body fit right. Almost as nice as yours. Sometimes we cry for him—for that missing piece of ourselves. Do you cry for him, Brian? I think you want to. If you do, it’s all right.” Without waiting for his answer, she put her arms around him and gently pulled him to her. He stiffened, but she refused to let go. He closed his eyes, but she still refused to let go. Instead she held him—and held and held and held him. Did she want him to cry? He didn’t know. He didn’t feel like crying now. He didn’t know what he felt—this wasn’t a familiar situation.


The other Quillas wrapped their arms around them, and now Armstrong felt himself being passed from body to body. He couldn’t tell which of them was holding him. He opened his eyes only once and saw that he was being hugged by Omega, then closed them again until it didn’t matter anymore whose arms were wrapped around him. And still they passed him around.


“Listen to me,” a soft voice whispered in his ear. It sounded like Lambda again. “When you’re ready to talk . . . we’ll be ready to listen. Give us that chance, Brian? Please?”


Despite himself, he nodded.


And that was enough. That was all he needed to do. When they finally let him go, he felt different—and he was different. He looked from one to the other of them and realized he’d taken on a terrifying new responsibility. Honesty.


 



History
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Contrary to popular expectations, the invention of faster-than-light travel did not create an age of enlightenment. Quite the opposite.


Imagine the human species as a vast stew of ideas, opinions, neuroses, ideologies, beliefs, religions, pathologies, illnesses, cults, and paradigms—a sea of competing world-views, models of reality at war with each other; an ecology of memes, each one struggling for living space in the heads and hearts of human beings.


The introduction of cost-effective FTL access to other worlds gave each of these memes access to the living space it wanted. The result was an explosion of humanity in all directions: each ship filled with idea spores and belief cuttings and world-view seed-carriers—all those little ships filled with infectious opinions and belief systems, each and every person a host for his part of the larger energizing meme. It wasn’t humanity that emigrated to the stars; it was the memes.


Humans live and breed for their beliefs; often they sacrifice everything for the thoughts they carry. History is a chronicle of human beings dying for their convictions, as if the continuance of the idea is more important than the continuance of the person. The ideology becomes more important to the carrier than his own ability to be human.


All the disparate models of reality, each one demanding its own space to dominate and thrive, drove their bearers outward—the memes drove men like parasites riding in their minds—and the human species spread its motes across space like a field of dandelions exploding in a tornado, creating a million new places for memes to thrive and a billion new memes to live in them.


Interstellar travel fractured and fractionated the human race. A thousand new religions. A hundred thousand new schools of scientific thought. A million new worlds, each one with its own dominant meme. Most of the memes were benign: “Love one another. Judge not, lest ye be judged. Do unto others as you would have others do unto you.” Some were not: “Our book is the only true book. Our God is the only true God. Our belief is the only true belief. All others are false . . . and must be eradicated.” Some were untested: “We need a place to live where we won’t have the oppressions of others keeping us from being who we really are.”


The problem that each of these colonizing memes ran into was reality. Every single world that human beings stepped out onto presented its own particular set of challenges—capping the volcanoes for geothermal energy, cracking the ice to make oceans, releasing water from the mantle to make air, mining heavy metals for industry, securing a power supply from the wind and the water and the sun, getting enough oxygen into the air, cooling the atmosphere with shadow fields, warming the seas with core taps, designing crops that could survive, dealing with hostile organisms, determining both long- and short-range weather patterns, constructing safe shelters, putting up satellites, establishing global communications, designing a working government.... Compared to the last challenge, of course, all the others were easy. You could always tell when a planet was viable—but nobody was ever convinced that a government was fine. Any government.


And as each set of memes left the pure ideological vacuum of space and collided with the hard soil of reality, the laws of evolution kicked in. Each new world worked its own conditions, and the memes were given the same choice as every other survival-oriented entity: adapt or die. Those that adapted, evolved. And, inevitably, mutations occurred. The planets themselves added their own flavors to the mix, creating new memes in the ecology of ideas. Over time, the rigors of the environment always took precedence—in every case, the flavor of the planet eventually overwhelmed everything else, becoming the dominant taste in the stew.


Human colonists—carriers of the memes—were caught in the middle, as usual. Humanity changed. Adapted. Evolved. Mutated. And redesigned itself accordingly—creating new memes and new explosions of trade and colonization. Humanity’s memes drove it outward, forcing it to become something new on every planet it touched. Humanity spread throughout the galaxy like a rapidly evolving intelligent cancer.


On some worlds, a particularly seductive meme took hold—the idea that if humanity now had the power to redesign itself, then humanity should redesign itself. Imagine . . . a truly efficient and capable human being. Imagine a human who was “more-than” human. The “More-Than” meme was more than just “another good idea.” For some, it became a cult, an obsession, an ideology—a religion. For some, it became a holy war.


Some of the More-Thans seceded from the Covenant and headed out beyond the frontier—and not just beyond the frontier, but to the far side of the rift, a natural barrier to further human expansion. Humanity—unimproved humanity—would be unlikely to challenge the rift. Or so the More-Thans believed. They were wrong, but they believed it anyway.


The Morthan meme, mixed with the isolationist meme, was a dangerous combination. And those who espoused it were clearly unfamiliar with the evolutionary consequences that befell isolated populations on islands, in preserves, or separated on distant planets—or perhaps they felt that because they understood the laws of nature, they were somehow immune to their effects.


Countering the Morthan meme was another one: the meme of Alliance, the idea that the human family, despite all its diversity and difference, was still evolved from the same basic stock and was therefore still a family, and that whatever new shapes or ideologies might occur across the galaxy, the fundamental relationship of a common heritage was enough of a foundation on which to build an Alliance of trade and cultural exchange.


As disastrous as the meme of isolation was to the Morthans, equally disastrous was the meme of a universal family of humanity that could include and celebrate every separate form of behavior and belief. Memes are survival-oriented. Memes tolerate only memes that are sympathetic or complementary. Memes cannot tolerate antithetical ideas.


But memes don’t die, humans do.


Humans, as the carriers of ideas, as the servants of ideologies, shed their blood whenever two memes came into conflict.


And the conflict between the Alliance meme and the Morthan meme promised to be the most terrible of all.


David Gerrold’s Blood and Fire is available from your local bookstore,


or at www.benbellabooks.com




The Trouble With Tribbles


the birth, sale, and final production of one episode


David Gerrold




A Word to the Fore—


This book is the story of a television script, where it came from, how it was written, and how it was eventually filmed and finally got onto the air as an episode of STAR TREK.


It’s a peek into the techniques of writing for television, and it’s a piece of lore about a popular TV show. But more than that, it’s the story of how I began my career as a writer. And what I learned in the process.


And it’s a book about STAR TREK.


The episode was “The Trouble With Tribbles,” and from the very beginning it was an atypical example of television production.


But then again—STAR TREK was an atypical TV series.


For example, STAR TREK was the hardest series on the air to write for. Too many professional TV writers didn’t understand science fiction—they couldn’t handle the format. They didn’t realize that science fiction is more than just a western with ray guns.


And the science fiction writers were almost defeated by the show too. They knew their science fiction, but they had to learn the exigencies of television production. Some of them couldn’t handle a medium that kept interrupting itself for commercials, insisted on exactly—no more, no less—fifty-six minutes worth of story, and needed three minor climaxes and a major one, no departures from form please.


These were the voyages of the good ship Enterprise and her crew: Captain Kirk, the interstellar womanizer; Mr. Spock, the pointy-eared logician; Dr. McCoy, specialist in sarcasm; Lieutenant Uhura, a really gorgeous communications officer; and Ensign Chekov, a Russian hotshot at the helm. Each week this band of intrepids (and four hundred and thirty other odd crew members) set out to spread truth, justice, and the American way to the lesser corners of the galaxy. Usually, they succeeded—once in a while, they deserved to.


 

STAR TREK was never a big hit in numbers—at least not in the numbers that meant anything to NBC: Nielsen, Arbitron, etc.—but it has undeniably carved itself a place in American folklore of the twentieth century.


STAR TREK has become a new mythology, and STAR TREK fandom has become a Phenomenon, almost a cult. The worldwide devotion of the show’s followers sometimes borders on the fanatical.


There must be a reason for it.


I like to think that it’s because STAR TREK was—despite its faults, and there were many—an imagination stretcher. It tickled people’s minds, it made them think—and most of all, it looked toward the future with a hopeful and optimistic eye. STAR TREK’S very existence said, “There will be a future! And we must learn how to make it the best of all possible futures!”


And because of that, STAR TREK was for the young and for the young at heart—the people who would live in the future and the people who looked forward to it with anticipation and hope. STAR TREK provided a dream, and the viewers responded with intensity and enthusiasm.


One of the ways they responded was with story ideas and script outlines. In just one year, STAR TREK received more than six thousand scripts, outlines, and stories from would-be STAR TREK writers.


Six thousand!


At best, a television show will buy thirty stories in a season.


On numbers alone, the odds against any new writer breaking into STAR TREK were 200 to 1. The odds against any particular new writer selling them a story were 6000 to 1. Or more. Remember, he’s competing with more than just the other would-bes, he’s also competing with all the professionals who are trying to sell their stories too. And the professionals have the edge—after all, it’s their game.


And yet, the hopefuls keep trying.


It must be more than just the money—there are easier ways to get rich. It must be more than the credit too—who notices a TV writer? I suspect it’s the desire to share in TV’s special magic—a desire to be one of the magic-makers themselves. Every season, year after year, hundreds of amateur writers mail thousands of amateur manuscripts into the Hollywood studios. The process is continual. But there was something about STAR TREK that attracted more of them than any other TV show in history.


Maybe it was STAR TREK’S own particular kind of wizardry that intrigued them, or maybe it was the unlimited scope of imagination that the show’s format allowed, or maybe it was the special rapport of the characters and actors who played them—but it had to be more than just the desire to break into the promised land of TV writing.


I believe that it was just plain wanting to get closer to your favorite TV series.


Once a week wasn’t enough—you had to have more of STAR TREK, more! So you sat down and wrote your own stories—you acted out your private fantasies and put them on paper. And then even that wasn’t enough, you had to share them—so you put them into an envelope and mailed them off to Gene Roddenberry at Paramount Studios in Hollywood and hoped that He too would recognize how special this dream of yours was—and He would reach down from the bridge of the Enterprise and say, “Yes, this is an official STAR TREK adventure. Yes, we’ll share it with the rest of the world.” He would anoint you and lift you up to join the ranks of STAR TREK’S exalted—the special dreamers! And you would glow forever—because now you too were one of the people who actually made STAR TREK!


The intensity of those who wanted to make that big leap was incredible. It still is. (They’re still writing their STAR TREK stories even though there’s no longer a STAR TREK to sell them to. But that doesn’t stop them, not at all. To a real Trekkie, STAR TREK goes on forever.)


The difference between myself and all those other hopefuls is simple—I was the one who made it. (Hey, who’s that gawky kid rubbing shoulders with the Vulcan?)


And the reason I made it is that I was training to write for STAR TREK long before there ever was a STAR TREK to write for. I had always been a reader of science fiction; I had always wanted to write it. I had wanted to make movies and work in television as well. And that’s what I studied to do. STAR TREK provided the opportunity. And this is the story of it.


Some of these incidents are fun; some are funny—and several of them are very special. (And there’s one in particular which makes me feel very, very good every time I think of it—but I’m saving the telling of that one for the end.)


So, this book exists for a lot of reasons, but mostly for fun—I want to answer all of the questions that STAR TREK fans keep asking me. I want to tell the story of my very first sale as a professional writer. And I hope to bring back some of the sense of wonder that we all felt the first time we saw the Enterprise hurtling through space.
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CHAPTER ONE


From Winnie the Pooh to Aristotle
or
Getting Ready for Opportunity’s Knock


In 1966, I was a rabbit.


I mention that fact in passing, only to explain why I missed most of STAR TREK’S first season.


I was in my last year as a Theatre Arts student at San Fernando Valley State College (now Cal State at Northridge), and we were doing a children’s show called Winnie the Pooh. I was the rabbit. Uncle Rabbit, that is; I wore a flowered waistcoat, wire-rimmed glasses, and a watch-chain with a little carrot-shaped fob. Under that, I also wore a six-foot rabbit costume and about twenty pounds of padding, tights and make-up.


 

STAR TREK’S first episode was telecast on Sept. 8, 1966. It was “Man Trap,” written by George Clayton Johnson. (My private name for that episode is “The Incredible Salt Vampire.” I’m not being flippant; it just makes for quick mental identification.) I watched that episode eagerly—and also schizophrenically. Half of me was delighted that at last there was going to be another good science fiction show on television (there hadn’t been one since the demise of “Twilight Zone”)—and half of me was nit-picking, looking for things wrong with the show. (I found what I thought were a couple of real blunders too, but I was wrong.)


“The Incredible Salt Vampire” was my first exposure to STAR TREK—it was also to be my last for several months, a fact which produced no small amount of annoyance and a high degree of chafing at Thursday night rehearsals.


We rehearsed Winnie the Pooh for six weeks straight, from seven to ten every weekday evening. Then we had two weeks of “tech” rehearsals and dress rehearsals and lighting rehearsals, and then we had a month of performances on weeknights and weekends, and then we took the show on tour for two or three months of weekends to various schools and playgrounds throughout the Los Angeles area, so naturally we had to have regular brush-up rehearsals—


What I’m getting at is that I missed the next twenty episodes. At least.


I knew that STAR TREK existed, but that was about it. My chances to see the show had been limited, and I had no idea whether it had developed into a good show or a bad one. What I did know about STAR TREK were bits and pieces that had come to me through friends—and that was even more maddening because their opinions were so subjective.


I mean, it was like being Moses, and being taken to the top of the mountain—and then not being allowed to look at the Promised Land, instead having to listen to someone else describe it in highly emotional terms. To put it mildly, it was frustrating as hell.


Look, let’s go back to the beginning. The very beginning.


I have been a science fiction fan for as long as I can remember. I grew up in the Van Nuys, California, Public Library, checking out the limit—ten books a week. My childhood companions were Robert A. Heinlein and Isaac Asimov and Theodore Sturgeon and Henry Kuttner and C. M. Kornbluth and Frederik Pohl and—well, you get the idea.


The first paperback books I ever bought were Earthlight by Arthur C. Clarke, and an Ace double novel: One Against Eternity (The Weapon Makers) by A. E. Van Vogt, and The Other Side of Here by Murray Leinster. And also a Dell collection called Six Great Short Novels of Science Fiction. I was just starting junior high school at the time—and it was like the opening of a whole new world. Suddenly there was Robert Sheckley and Phillip Jose Farmer and Alfred Bester and William Tenn and Ray Bradbury and Robert Silverberg and Gordon R. Dickson and Poul Anderson and Richard Matheson and—


—and then I discovered the magazines. Fantasy and Science Fiction, Galaxy, If, Worlds of Tomorrow, Astounding (which later became Analog), and also a couple which are only memories today: Venture and Beyond. I was in high school by now, and my friends included Kurt Vonnegut and Brian Aldiss and Harry Harrison and John W. Campbell and Robert Bloch and H. L. Gold and Tony Boucher and L. Sprague DeCamp and Zenna Henderson and James Gunn and Daniel F. Galouye and Fritz Leiber and oh, yeah—a fellow named Harlan Ellison. I knew them only as names on the bindings of battered library books, or names on the covers of bright paperbacks, or names in the tables of contents in the magazines—but I knew those names. And they were magic. Those were people who were dreaming—and they were allowing me to share their dreams. How could I not help but think of them as my friends? They were letting me into their heads.


If I had to pick out one factor which has had the most influence in determining the shape of my life today (with the possible exception of sex), I would choose science fiction. Books, novels, short stories, movies, comic books, what have you—if it dealt with anything even slightly out of the ordinary, I had to see it, do it, or own it. (I have never quite forgiven Walt Disney for not completing Tomorrowland before he opened up Disneyland to the public in 1955—talk about disappointments...)



 

I can remember dragging my father to the worst possible B-pictures on Tuesday evenings because that was the last night they would be played and I just had to see Not of This Earth and The Incredible Shrinking Man and When Worlds Collide and It Conquered the World and Them and Tarantula and House of Wax and (*sigh*) Forbidden Planet.


I remember the day we got our very first television set—and it opened up not just Howdy Doody and I Love Lucy, but Tom Corbett, Space Cadet and Space Patrol and Tales of Tomorrow and the occasional Playhouse 90 or Studio One science fiction drama.


And I collected. I filled one whole wall of my room with books, then started on a second. Then I started packing them in boxes and filled the garage.


I took over my mother’s 8mm movie camera and started making my own animated monsters—jerkily moving puppets and cartoons. I started drawing storyboards and reading voraciously on film techniques—not just to know how they were done, but so I could do them myself. I began to ache for the money and resources to do the kind of science fiction movies that I wanted to see, but no one else was making. (I still have a short piece of film left over from that period—and to me, it represents a triumph of will over technique. It’s an 8mm widescreen color shot of me standing next to my work desk and reacting to a little animated monster about three inches high—which in turn was looking up and reacting to me. Despite the crudeness of the animation, I’m proud of this shot because there’s neither matte line nor jerkiness, and absolutely no way at all to tell how the shot was done.)


I used to read a book a day. Like vitamins. I would take them to school and read them in class. School bored me—I was too busy exploring the universe to care about conjugating verbs. And I was discovering that I knew more odd little bits of information about the world than my teachers did. (Like a math teacher at Van Nuys High who made fun of me in front of the whole class because I asked him to explain the terms googol and googolplex. They’re mathematical terms for a couple of umpty-ump numbers—I still don’t know for sure—but he’d never heard of them, so he just said, “Well, that’s what you get from reading all that science fiction—”) (From that day on, I stopped listening to the man. I ended up with a D in the course and had to repeat it in summer school.)


I used to haunt the newsstands and bookstores. I would make a point of stopping by Van Nuys’ biggest stand every Tuesday and Thursday mornings to see if there were any new titles; and later on, I used to go down into Hollywood to the big stand at Hollywood and Cahuenga (it’s still there)—and if there was anything on the racks I hadn’t read yet, I would go burrowing for the copy that was in the very best condition. I collected and read and dreamt my way through junior high school and high school (first Van Nuys, then U.S. Grant) and six years of college. I was one of those kids who are called “walking encyclopedia” and “Einstein” and “egghead” and a lot of other things, less nice. I tried to ignore them. I didn’t believe in fighting—can you imagine a pacifist in junior high school? In 1958? I got beat up a lot. But I felt superior because of all the wondrous things I had in my head, given to me by my special friends in the books and magazines—things that all those mundane-type people would never know. Never. They just couldn’t get the message—and I wasn’t going to try to share my private dreams with them because I didn’t want to have to defend those dreams. And even so, I still had to. “Are you still reading that crap?” Science fiction just wasn’t respectable. It still isn’t very. Most people still equate science fiction with space opera, something for the kids, and smirk a bit about their intellectual “superiority.”


But it was a normal condition of adolescence, and everyone solves the problem of growing up in his own way. Somewhere along the line, a little boy was deciding who he wanted to be and what he wanted to do—and one of those things would be to someday, somehow, join the ranks of the “special dreamers.”


In short, science fiction was not just a casual decision for me. I did not stumble accidentally into it.


It was the logical culmination of a self-induced conditioning process—and I thank whatever deity I may be presently holding dear for my existence in an environment which allows such a wide variety of opportunity and choice. (Say what you will about the faults of the United States of America—this country’s high degree of technology and industry, as well as its literacy, makes it possible for a wide variety of subcultures to exist and flourish. And if you don’t believe me, go back and reread Future Shock by Alvin Toffler.)
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