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Itsallinthemind . . .
of Willilam Tenn—and that
makes you fortunate—anyone else
might go clear out of his skull.

For here you have everything from
a cruel little comment on family
training for the bomb shelter to
smart but decadent snails who
come down from Betelgeuse to
con Earth.

Everything from reality to wildly
improbable hilarity. (Not to
mention the magnificent “Mascu-
linist Revolt” which we can’t bear
not to not mention again.)

And as if to point the moral for his
wide-ranging thesis, Mr. Tenn
also gives you an average world,
a world of no extremes, a world
that specializes in mediocrity. It’s
horrifying but, logically, it aver-
ages out. Because at least dog
lovers the world over will love
this story.

But behind the verbal jibes, needles,
barbs, harpoons, and humor there
is a mind with something real to
say.

It’s really almost unfair that any-
thing which is so much fun should
also leave one thinking. On the
other hand, it doesn’t have to. As
we said,

Itsall in the mind. . . .
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AUTHOR’S NOTE:

Most of these stories are social satires, thinly disguised
as science fiction. They have generally encountered what
satire deserves: trouble—occasionally they have effected
what satire attempts: change.

“Generation of Noah” was rejected across the board by
the general-fiction magazines in 1949 (“a shade too fantas-
tic”). Eight years later it was rejected by a movie producer
who was interested in filming some of my work (“far too
prosaic for today’s audiences”).

“The Dark Star” was published just as the Space Age
was about to enter formal history. It has had, I have been
told, a peculiar effect upon Projects Mercury and Gemini,
the announcements of which came years later, of course.
Publicity for both projects emphasizes that all the astro-
nauts are fathers. I wonder: would this be an example of a
self-unfulfilling prophecy?

My own two favorite stories are “Null-P” and “The
Masculinist Revolt.” For a long time there seemed to be
only three people in the world who thought “Null-P” a
good story: myself, Damon Knight who purchased it for
his fine, short-lived magazine Worlds Beyond in 1950, and
August Derleth who used it in an anthology. Everybody
else ignored it. Then, a decade after its first publication,
“Null-P” was applauded by Kingsley Amis in his critical
study, New Maps of Hell. Anthology requests began com-
ing in from everywhere and references to it now appear in
the most unexpected places. All right—maybe it isn’t that
good, but certainly it couldn’t have been that bad either
for ten long years. Joyce Cary, in A Fearful Joy, has him-
self a long bitter chuckle at the power fashion holds over
intellectuals.

The same applies to “The Masculinist Revolt,” except



that the happy ending is not yet in. I have lost one agent
and several friends over this story. A woman I had up to
then respected told me, “This castration-nightmare is for
a psychiatrist, not an editor”; and a male friend of many
years put the story down with tears in his eyes, saying,
“You’ve written the manifesto. The statement of principles
for all the guys in the world.” My intention was neither
castration-nightmare nor ringing manifesto: it was satiric,
very gently but encompassingly satiric. I may have failed.

1961, the year in which the story was written, was well
before the hippies created a blur between the sexes on
matters of clothing and hair styles. The first few editors
who saw the piece felt that 1990 was a bit too early for
such major changes as I described. My own feeling now is
that I was subliminally aware of rapidly shifting attitudes
toward sexual differentiation in our society, but that what
I noticed as an anticipatory tremor was actually the first
rock-slide of the total cataclysm.

—State College, Pennsylvania
March, 1968



GENERATION OF NOAH

HAT WAS the day Plunkett heard his wife screaming
guardedly to their youngest boy.

He let the door of the laying house slam behind him,
forgetful of the nervously feeding hens. She had, he real-
ized, cupped her hands over her mouth so that only the
boy would hear.

“Saul! You, Saul! Come back, come right back this
instant. Do you want your father to catch you out there on
the road? Saul!”

The last shriek was higher and clearer, as if she had
despaired of attracting the boy’s ‘attention without at the
same time warning the man.

Poor Ann!

Gently, rapidly, Plunkett shh’d his way through the
bustling and hungry hens to the side door. He came out
facing the brooder run and broke into a heavy, unathletic
trot.

He heard the other children clatter out of the feed house.
Good! They have the responsibility after Ann and me,
Plunkett told himself. Let them watch and learn again.

“Saul!” his wife’s voice shrilled uphappily. “Saul, your
father’s coming!”

Ann came out of the front door and paused. “Elliot,”
she called at his back as he leaped over the flush well-
cover. “Please, I don’t feel well.”

A difficult pregnancy, of course, and in her sixth

11



THE WOODEN STAR

month. But that had nothing to do with Saul. Saul knew
better.

At the last frozen furrow of the truck garden Plunkett
gave himself a moment to gather the necessary air for his
lungs. Years ago, when Von Rundstedt’s Tigers roared
through the Bulge, he would have been able to dig a
foxhole after such a run. Now, he was badly winded. Just
showed you: such a short distance from the far end of the
middle chicken house to the far end of the vegetable
garden—merely crossing four acres—and he was winded.
And consider the practice he’d had.

He could just about see the boy idly lifting a stick to
throw for the dog’s pleasure. Saul was in the further ditch,
well past the white line his father had painted across the
road.

“Elliot,” his wife began again. “He’s only six years old.
He—”

Plunkett drew his jaws apart and let breath out in a
bellyful of sound. “Saul! Saul Plunkett!” he bellowed.
“Start running!”

He knew his voice had carried. He clicked the button
on his stopwatch and threw his right arm up, pumping his
clenched fist.

The boy had heard the yell. He turned, and, at the
sight of the moving arm that meant the stopwatch had
started, he dropped the stick. But, for the fearful moment,
he was too startled to move.

Eight seconds. He lifted his lids slightly. Saul had be-
gun to run. But he hadn’t picked up speed, and Rusty
skipping playfully between his legs threw him off his
stride.

Ann had crossed the garden laboriously and stood at
his side, alternately staring over his jutting elbow at the
watch and smiling hesitantly sidewise at his face. She
shouldn’t have come out in her thin house-dress in
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GENERATION OF NOAH

November. But it was good for Ann. Plunkett kept his
eyes stolidly on the unemotional second hand.

One minute forty.

He could hear the dog’s joyful barks coming closer, but
as yet there was no echo of sneakers slapping the high-
way. Two minutes. He wouldn’t make it.

The old bitter thoughts came crowding back to Plunk-
ett. A father timing his six-year-old son’s speed with the
best watch he could afford. This, then, was the scientific
way to raise children in Earth’s most enlightened era.
Well, it was scientific . . . in keeping with the latest discov-
BEIES; .

Two and a half minutes.. Rusty’s barks didn’t sound so
very far off. Plunkett could hear the desperate pad-pad-
pad of the boy’s feet. He might make it at that. If only he
could!

“Hurry, Saul,” his mother breathed. “You can make
1A

Plunkett looked up in time to see his son pound past,
his jeans already darkened with perspiration. “Why
doesn’t he breathe like I told him?” he muttered. “He’ll be
out of breath in no time.”

Halfway to the house, a furrow caught at Saul’s toes.
As he sprawled, Ann gasped. “You can’t count that,
Elliot. He tripped.”

“Of course he tripped. He should count on tripping.”

“Get up, Saulie,” Herbie, his older brother, screamed
from the garage where he stood with Louise Dawkins, one
pail of eggs between them. “Get up and run! This corner
here! You can make it!”

The boy heaved to his feet, and threw his body forward
again. Plunkett could hear him sobbing. He reached the
cellar steps—and literally plunged down.

Plunkett pressed the stopwatch and the second hand
halted. Three minutes thirteen seconds.
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THE WOODEN STAR

He held the watch up for his wife to see. “Thirteen
seconds, Ann.”

Her face wrinkled.

He walked to the house. Saul crawled back up the
steps, fragments of unrecovered breath rattling in his
chest. He kept his eyes on his father.

“Come here, Saul. Come right here. Look at the watch.
Now, what do you see?”’

The boy stared intently at the watch. His lips began
twisting; startled tears writhed down his stained face.
“More—more than three m-minutes, poppa?”

“More than three minutes, Saul. Now, Saul—don’t cry,
son; it isn’t any use—Saul, what would have happened
when you got to the steps?”

A small voice, pitifully trying to cover its cracks: “The
big doors would be shut.”

“The big doors would be shut. You would be locked
outside. Then what would have happened to you? Stop
crying. Answer me!”

“Then, when the bombs fell, I’'d—I’d have no place to
hide. I'd burn like the head of a match. An’>—an’ the only
thing left of me would be a dark spot on the ground,
shaped like my shadow. An’—an’—”

“And the radioactive dust,” his father helped with the
catechism,

“Elliot—" Ann sobbed behind him. “I don’t—"

“Please, Ann! And the radioactive dust, son?”

“An’ if it was ra-di-o-ac-tive dust ’stead of atom bombs,
my skin would come right off my body, an’ my lungs
would burn up inside me—please, poppa, I won’t do it
again!”

“And your eyes? What would happen to your eyes?”

A chubby brown fist dug into one of the eyes. “An’ my
eyes would fall out, an’ my teeth would fall out, and I'd
feel such terrible terrible pain—"

“All over and inside you. That’s what would happen if
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GENERATION OF NOA}

you got to the cellar too late when the alarm went off,
you got locked out. At the end of three minutes, we pul,
the levers, and no matter who’s outside—no matter who—
all four corner doors swing shut and the cellar will be
sealed. You understand that, Saul?”

The two Dawkins children were listening with white
faces and dry lips. Their parents had brought them from
the city and begged Elliot Plunkett, as he remembered old
friends, to give their children the same protection as his.
Well, they were getting it. This was the way to get it.

“Yes, I understand it, poppa. I won’t ever do it again.
Never again.”

“I hope you won’t. Now start for the barn, Saul. Go
ahead.” Plunkett slid his heavy leather belt from its loops.

“Elliot! Don’t you think he understands the horrible
thing? A beating won’t make it any clearer.”

He paused behind the weeping boy trudging to the
barn. “It won’t make it any clearer, but it will teach him
the lesson another way. All seven of us are going to be in
that cellar three minutes after the alarm, if I have to wear
this strap clear down to the buckle!”

When Plunkett later clumped into the kitchen with his
heavy farm boots, he stopped and sighed.

Ann was feeding Dinah. With her eyes on the baby, she
asked, “No supper for him, Elliot?”

“No supper.” He sighed again. “It does take it out of a
man.”

“Especially you. Not many men would become a farm-
er at thirty-five. Not many men would sink every last
penny into an underground fort and powerhouse, just for
insurance. But you’re right.”

“I only wish,” he said restlessly, “that I could work out
some way of getting Nancy’s heifer into the cellar. And if
eggs stay high one more month I can build the tunnel to
the generator. Then, there’s the well. Only one well, even
if it’s enclosed—"
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THE WOODEN STAR

“And when we came out here seven years ago—" She
rose to him at last and rubbed her lips gently against his
thick blue shirt. “We only had a piece of ground. Now, we
have three chicken houses, a thousand broilers, and I
can’t keep track of how many layers and breeders.”

She stopped as his body tightened and he gripped her
shoulders.

“Ann, Ann! If you think like that, you’ll act like that!
How can I expect the children to—Ann, what we have—
all we have—is a five-room cellar, concrete-lined, which
we can seal in a few seconds, an enclosed well from a
fairly deep underground stream, a windmill generator for
power and a sunken oil-burner-driven generator for emer-
gencies. We have supplies to carry us through, Geiger
counters to detect radiation and lead-lined suits to move
about in—afterwards. I’ve told you again and again that
these things are our lifeboat, and the farm is just a sinking
ship.”

“Of course, darling.” Plunkett’s teeth ground together,
then parted helplessly as his wife went back to feeding
the baby.

“You’re perfectly right. Swallow, now, Dinah. Why,
that last bulletin from the Survivors Club would make
anybody think.”

He had been quoting from the October Survivor and
Ann had recognized it. Well? At least they were doing
something—seeking out nooks and feverishly building
crannies—pooling their various ingenuities in an attempt
to haul themselves and their families through the military
years of the Atomic Age.

The familiar green cover of the mimeographed maga-
zine was very noticeable on the kitchen table. He flipped
the sheets to the thumb-smudged article on page five and
shook his head.

“Imagine!” he said loudly. “The poor fools agreeing
with the government again on the safety factor. Six min-
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GENERATION OF NOAH

utes! How can they—an organization like the Survivors
Club making that their official opinion! Why freeze, freeze
alone . ..” :

“They’re ridiculous,” Ann murmured, scraping the bot-
tom of the bowl.

“All right, we have automatic detectors. But human
beings still have to look at the radar scope, or we’d be
diving underground every time there’s a meteor shower.”

He strode along a huge table, beating a fist rhythmically
into one hand. “They won’t be so sure, at first. Who wants
to risk his rank by giving the nationwide signal that makes
everyone in the country pull ground over his head, that
makes our own projectile sites set to buzz? Finally, they
are certain: they freeze for a moment. Meanwhile, the
rockets are zooming down—how fast, we don’t know. The
men unfreeze, they trip each other up, they tangle franti-
cally. Then they press the button, then the nationwide
signal starts our radio alarms.”

Plunkett turned to his wife, spread earnest, quivering
arms. “And then, Ann, we freeze when we hear it! At
last, we start for the cellar. Who knows, who can dare to
say, how much has been cut off the margin of safety by
that time? No, if they claim that six minutes is the safety
factor, we’ll give half of it to the alarm system. Three
minutes for us.”

“One more spoonful,” Ann urged Dinah. “Just one
more. Down it goes!”

Josephine Dawkins and Herbie were cleaning the feed
trolley in the shed at the near end of the chicken house.

“All done, pop,” the boy grinned at his father. “And
the eggs taken care of. When does Mr. Whiting pick ’em
up?”

“Nine o’clock. Did you finish feeding the hens in the last
house?”
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THE WOODEN STAR

“I said all done, didn’t I?” Herbie asked with adoles-
cent impatience. “When I say a thing, I mean it.”

“Good. You kids better get at your books. Hey, stop
that! Education will be very important, afterwards. You
never know what will be useful. And maybe only your
mother and I to teach you.”

“Gee,” Herbie nodded at Josephine. “Think of that.”

She pulled at her jumper where it was very tight over
newly swelling breasts and patted her blonde braided hair.
“What about my mother and father, Mr. Plunkett? Won’t
they be—be—"

“Naw!” Herbie laughed the loud, country laugh he’d
been practicing lately. “They’re dead-enders. They won’t
pull through. They live in the city, don’t they? They’ll
just be some—"

“Herbie!”

“—some foam on a mushroom-shaped cloud,” he
finished, utterly entranced by the image. “Gosh, I’'m sor-
ry,” he said, as he looked from his angry father to the
quivering girl. He went on in a studiously reasonable
voice. “But it’s the truth, anyway. That’s why they sent
you and Lester here. I guess I'll marry you—afterwards.
And you ought to get in the habit of calling him pop.
Because that’s the way it’ll be.”

Josephine squeezed her eyes shut, kicked the shed door
open, and ran out. “I hate you, Herbie Plunkett,” she
wept. “You’re a beast!”

Herbie grimaced at his father—women, women, wom-
en/—and ran after her. “Hey, Jo! Listen!”

The trouble was, Plunkett thought worriedly as he car-
ried the emergency bulbs for the hydroponic garden into
the cellar—the trouble was that Herbie had learned
through constant reiteration the one thing: survival came
before all else, and amenities were merely amenities.

Strength and self-sufficiency—Plunkett had worked out
the virtues his children needed years ago, sitting in air-
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GENERATION OF NOAH

conditioned offices and totting corporation balances with
one eye always on the calendar.

“Still,” Plunkett muttered, “still—Herbie shouldn’t—"
He shook his head.

He inspected the incubators near the long steaming
tables of the hydroponic garden. A tray about ready to
hatch. They’d have to start assembling eggs to replace it in
the morning. He paused in the third room, filled a gap in
the bookshelves.

“Hope Josephine steadies the boy in his schoolwork. If
he fails that next exam, they’ll make me send him to town
regularly. Now there’s an aspect of survival I can hit
Herbie with.”

He realized he’d been talking to himself, a habit he’d
been combating futilely for more than a month. Stuffy
talk, too. He was becoming like those people who left
tracts on trolley cars.

“Have to start watching myself,” he commented.
“Dammit, again!”

The telephone clattered upstairs. He  heard Ann walk
across to it, that serene, unhurried walk all pregnant wom-
en seem to have.

“Elliot! Nat Medarie.”

“Tell him I'm coming, Ann.” He swung the vault-like
door carefully shut behind him, looked at it for a mo-
ment, and started up the high stone steps.

“Hello, Nat. What’s new?”

“Hi, Plunk. Just got a postcard from Fitzgerald.
Remember him? The abandoned silver mine in Montana?
Yeah. He says we’ve got to go on the basis that lithium
bombs will be used.”

Plunkett leaned against the wall with his elbow. He
cradled the receiver on his right shoulder so he could light
a cigarette. “Fitzgerald can be wrong sometimes.”

“Uhm. I don’t know. But you know what a lithium
bomb means, don’t you?”’
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THE WOODEN STAR

“It means,” Plunkett said, staring through the wall of
the house and into a boiling Earth, “that a chain reaction
may be set off in the atmosphere if enough of them are
used. Maybe if only one—"

“Oh, can it,” Medarie interrupted. “That gets us
nowhere. That way nobody gets through, and we might as
well start shuttling from church to bar-room like my
brother-in-law in Chicago is doing right now. Fred, I used
to say to him— No, listen Plunk: it means I was right. You
didn’t dig deep enough.”

“Deep enough! I'm as far down as I want to go. If I
don’t have enough layers of lead and concrete to shield
me—well, if they can crack my shell, then you won’t be
able to walk on the surface before you die of thirst, Nat.
No—I sunk my dough in power supply. Once that fails,
you’ll find yourself putting the used air back into your
empty oxygen tanks by hand!”

The other man chuckled. “All right. I hope 1 see you
around.”

“And I hope I see . ..” Plunkett twisted around to face
the front window as an old station wagon bumped over
the ruts in his driveway. “Say, Nat, what do you know?
Charlie Whiting just drove up. Isn’t this Sunday?”

“Yeah. He hit my place early, too. Some sort of politi-
cal meeting in town and he wants to make it. It’s not
enough that the diplomats and generals are practically glar-
ing into each other’s eyebrows this time. A couple of local
philosophers are impatient with the slow pace at which
their extinction is approaching, and they’re getting together
to see if they can’t hurry it up some.” ’

“Don’t be bitter,” Plunkett smiled.

“Here’s praying at you. Regards to Ann, Plunk.”

Plunkett cradled the receiver and ambled downstairs.
Outside, he watched Charlie Whiting pull the door of the
station wagon open on its one desperate hinge.
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GENERATION OF NOAH

“Eggs stowed, Mr. Plunkett,” Charlie said. “Receipt
signed. Here. You’ll get a check Wednesday.”

“Thanks, Charlie. Hey, you kids get back to your
books. Go on, Herbie. You’re having an English quiz
tonight. Eggs still going up, Charlie?”

“Up she goes.” The old man slid onto the crackled
leather seat and pulled the door shut deftly. He bent his
arm on the open window. “Heh. And every time she does
I make a little more off you survivor fellas who are too
scairt to carry ’em into town yourself.”

“Well, you’re entitled to it,” Plunkett said, uncom-
fortably. “What about this meeting in town?”

“Bunch of folks goin’ to discuss the conference. I say
we pull out. I say we walk right out of the dern thing.
This country never won a conference yet. A million con-
ferences the last few years and everyone knows what’s
gonna happen sooner or later. Heh. They’re just wastin’
time. Hit ’em first, I say.”

“Maybe we will. Maybe they will. Or—maybe, Charlie,
a couple of different nations will get what looks like a
good idea at the same time.”

Charlie Whiting shoved his foot down and ground the
starter. “You don’t make sense. If we hit ’em first how can
they do the same to us? Hit ’em first—hard enough—and
they’ll never recover in time to hit us back. That’s what I
say. But you survivor fellas—" He shook his white head
angrily as the car shot away.

“Hey!” he yelled, turning into the road. “Hey, look!”

Plunkett looked over his shoulder. Charlie Whiting was
gesturing at him with his left hand, the forefinger pointing
out and the thumb up straight.

“Look, Mr. Plunkett,” the old man called. “Boom!
Boom! Boom!” He cackled hysterically and writhed over
the steering wheel.

Rusty scuttled around the side of the house, and after
him, yipping frantically in ancient canine tradition.
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THE WOODEN STAR

Plunkett watched the receding car until it swept around
the curve two miles away. He stared at the small dog
returning proudly.

Poor Whiting. Poor everybody, for that matter, who
had a normal distrust of crackpots.

How could you permit a greedy old codger like Whiting
to buy your produce, just so you and your family
wouldn’t have to risk trips into town?

Well, it was a matter of having decided years ago that
the world was too full of people who were convinced that
they were faster on the draw than anyone else—and the
other fellow was bluffing anyway. People who believed
that two small boys could pile up snowballs across the
street from each other and go home without having used
them, people who discussed the merits of concrete fences
as opposed to wire guardrails while their automobiles
skidded over the cliff. People who were righteous. People
who were apathetic.

It was the last group, Plunkett remembered, who had
made him stop buttonholing his fellows at last. You got
tired of standing around in a hair shirt and pointing
ominously at the heavens. You got to the point where you
wished the human race well, but you wanted to pull you
and yours out of the way of its tantrums. Survival for the
individual and his family, you thought—

Clang-ng-ng-ng-ng!

Plunkett pressed the stud on his stopwatch. Funny.
There was no practice alarm scheduled for today. All the
kids were out of the house, except Saul—and he wouldn’t
dare to leave his room, let alone tamper with the alarm.
Unless, perhaps, Ann—

He walked inside the kitchen. Ann was running toward
the door, carrying Dinah. Her face was oddly unfamiliar.
“Saulie!” she screamed. “Saulie! Hurry up, Saulie!”

“I'm coming, momma,” the boy yelled as he clattered
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down the stairs. “I'm coming as fast as I can! I'll make
it!”

Plunkett understood. He put a heavy hand on the wall,
under the dinner-plate clock.

He watched his wife struggle down the steps into the
cellar. Saul ran past him and out of the door, arms
flailing. “I’ll make it, poppa! I'll make it!”

Plunkett felt his stomach move. He swallowed with
great care. “Don’t hurry, son,” he whispered. “It’s only
judgment day.”

He straightened out and looked at his watch, noticing
that his hand on the wall had left its moist outline behind.
One minute, twelve seconds. Not bad. Not bad at all. He’d
figured on three.

Clang-ng-ng-ng-ng!

He started to shake himself and began a shudder that
he couldn’t control. What was the matter? He knew what
he had to do. He had to unpack the portable lathe that
was still in the barn.

“Elliot!” his wife called.

He found himself sliding down the steps on feet that
somehow wouldn’t lift when he wanted them to. He stum-
bled through the open cellar door. Frightened faces dotted
the room in an unrecognizable jumble.

“We all here?” he croaked.

“All here, poppa,” Saul said from his position near the
aeration machinery. “Lester and Herbie are in the far
room, by the other switch. Why is Josephine crying?
Lester isn’t crying. I'm not crying, either.”

Plunkett nodded vaguely at the slim, sobbing girl and
put his hand on the lever protruding from the concrete
wall. He glanced at his watch again. Two minutes, ten
seconds. Not bad.

“Mr. Plunkett!” Lester Dawkins sped in from the cor-
ridor. “Mr. Plunkett! Herbie ran out of the other door to
get Rusty. I told him—”
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Two minutes, twenty seconds, Plunkett realized as he
leaped to the top of the steps. Herbie was running across
the vegetable garden, snapping his fingers behind him to
lure Rusty on. When he saw his father, his mouth stiffened
with shock. He broke stride for a moment, and the dog
charged joyously between his legs. Herbie fell.

Plunkett stepped forward. Two minutes, forty seconds.
Herbie jerked himself to his feet, put his head down—and
ran.

Was that dim thump a distant explosion? There—
another one! Like a giant belching. Who had started it?
And did it matter—now?

Three minutes. Rusty scampered down the cellar steps,
his head back, his tail flickering from side to side. Herbie
panted up. Plunkett grabbed him by the collar and
jumped.

And as he jumped he saw—far to the south—the um-
brellas opening their agony upon the land. Rows upon
swirling rows of them. ...

He tossed the boy ahead when he landed. Three min-
utes, five seconds. He threw the switch, and, without
waiting for the door to close and seal, darted into the
corridor. That took care of two doors; the other switch
controlled the remaining entrances. He reached it. He
pulled it. He looked at his watch. Three minutes, twenty
seconds. “The bombs,” blubbered Josephine. “The
bombs!”

Ann was scrabbling Herbie to her in the main room,
feeling his arms, caressing his hair, pulling him in for a
wild hug and crying out yet again. “Herbie! Herbie! Her-
bie!”

“I know you’re gonna lick me, pop. I—I just want you
to know that I think you ought to.”

“I’'m not going to lick you, son.”

“You’re not? But gee, I deserve a licking. I deserve the
worst—"
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“You may,” Plunkett said, gasping at the wall of click-
ing geigers. “You may deserve a beating,” he yelled, so
loudly that they all whirled to face him, “but I won’t
punish you, not only for now, but forever! And as I with
you,” he screamed, “so you with yours! Understand?”

“Yes,” they replied in a weeping, ragged chorus. “We
understand!”

“Swear! Swear that you and your children and your
children’s children will never punish another human be-
ing—no matter what the provocation.”

“We swear!” they bawled at him. “We swear!”

Then they all sat down.

To wait.
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BROOKLYN PROJECT

T HE GLEAMING bowls of light set in the creamy ceiling

dulled when the huge, circular door at the back of the
booth opened. They returned to white brilliance as the
chubby man in the severe black jumper swung the door
shut behind him and dogged it down again.

Twelve reporters of both sexes exhaled very loudly as
he sauntered to the front of the booth and turned his back
to the semi-opaque screen stretching across it. Then they
all rose in deference to the cheerful custom of standing
whenever a security official of the government was in the
room.

He smiled pleasantly, waved at them and scratched his
nose with a wad of mimeographed papers. His nose was
large and it seemed to give added presence to his person.
“Sit down, ladies and gentlemen, do sit down. We have no
official fol-de-rol in the Brooklyn Project. I am your
guide, as you might say, for the duration of this experi-
ment—the acting secretary to the executive assistant on
press relations. My name is not important. Please pass
these among you.”

They each took one of the mimeographed sheets and
passed the rest on. Leaning back in the metal bucket-
seats, they tried to make themselves comfortable. Their
host squinted through the heavy screen and up at the wall
clock, which had one slowly revolving hand. He patted his
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black garment jovially where it was tight around the mid-
dle.

“To business. In a few moments, man’s first large-scale
excursion into time will begin. Not by humans, but with
the aid of a photographic and recording device which will
bring us incalculably rich data on the past. With this
experiment, the Brooklyn Project justifies ten billion dol-
lars and over eight years of scientific development; it
shows the validity not merely of a new method of investi-
gation, but of a weapon which will make our glorious
country even more secure, a weapon which our enemies
may justifiably dread.

“Let me caution you, first, not to attempt the taking of
notes even if you have been able to smuggle pens and
pencils through Security. Your stories will be written en-
tirely from memory. You all have a copy of the Security
Code with the latest additions as well as a pamphlet
referring specifically to Brooklyn Project regulations. The
sheets you have just received provide you with the re-
quired lead for your story; they also contain suggestions as
to treatment and coloring. Beyond that—so long as you
stay within the framework of the documents mentioned—
you are entirely free to write your stories in your own
variously original ways. The press, ladies and gentlemen,
must remain untouched and uncontaminated by govern-
ment control. Now, any questions?”’

The twelve reporters looked at the floor. Five of
them began reading from their sheets. The paper rustled
noisily.

“What, no questions? Surely there must be more inter-
est than this in a project which has broken the last pos-
sible frontier—the fourth dimension, time. Come now,
you are the representatives of the nation’s curiosity—you
must have questions. Bradley, you look doubtful. What’s
bothering you? I assure you, Bradley, that I don’t bite.”

They all laughed and grinned at each other.
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Bradley half-rose and pointed at the screen. “Why does
it have to be so thick? I’'m not the slightest bit interested
in finding out how chronar works, but all we can see from
here is a grayed and blurry picture of men dragging
apparatus around on the floor. And why does the clock
only have one hand?”

“A good question,” the acting secretary said. His large
nose seemed to glow. “A very good question. First, the
clock has but one hand, because, after all, Bradley, this is
an experiment in time, and Security feels that the time of
the experiment itself may, through some unfortunate com-
bination of information leakage and foreign correlation—
in short, a clue might be needlessly exposed. It is sufficient
to know that when the hand points to the red dot, the
experiment will begin. The screen is translucent and the
scene below somewhat blurry for the same reason—
camouflage of detail and adjustment. I am empowered to
inform you that the details of the apparatus are—uh, very
significant. Any other questions? Culpepper? Culpepper of
Consolidated, isn’t it?”

“Yes, sir. Consolidated News Service. Our readers are
very curious about that incident of the Federation of
Chronar Scientists. Of course, they have no respect or pity
for them—the way they acted and all—but just what did
they mean by saying that this experiment was dangerous
because of insufficient data? And that fellow, Dr. Shay-
son, their president, do you know if he’ll be shot?”

The man in black pulled at his nose and paraded before
them thoughtfully. “I must confess that I find the views of
the Federation of Chronar Scientists—or the federation of
chronic sighers, as we at Pike’s Peak prefer to call them—
are a trifle too exotic for my tastes; I rarely bother with
weighing the opinions of a traitor in any case. Shayson
himself may or may not have incurred the death penalty
for revealing the nature of the work with which he was
entrusted. On the other hand, he—uh, may not or may
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have. That is all I can say about him for reasons of
security.” '

Reasons of security. At the mention of the dread
phrase, every reporter straightened against the hard back
of his chair. Culpepper’s face lost its pinkness in favor of
a glossy white. They can’t consider the part about Shayson
a leading question, he thought desperately. But I shouldn’t
have cracked about that damned federation!

Culpepper lowered his eyes and tried to look as
ashamed of the vicious idiots as he possibly could. He
hoped the acting secretary to the executive assistant on
press relations would notice his horror.

The clock began ticking very loudly. Its hand was now
only one-fourth of an arc from the red dot at the top.
Down on the floor of the immense laboratory, activity had
stopped. All of the seemingly tiny men were clustered
around two great spheres of shining metal resting against
each other. Most of them were watching dials and switch-
boards intently; a few, their tasks completed, chatted with
the circle of black-jumpered Security guards.

“We are almost ready to begin Operation Periscope.
Operation Periscope, of course, because we are, in a sense,
extending a periscope into the past—a periscope which
will take pictures and record events of various periods
ranging from fifteen thousand years to four billion years
ago. We felt that in view of the various critical circum-
stances attending this experiment—international, scientific
—a more fitting title would be Operation Crossroads.
Unfortunately, that title has been—uh, preempted.”

Everyone tried to look as innocent of the nature of that
other experiment as years of staring at locked library
shelves would permit.

“No matter. I will now give you a brief background in
chronar practice as cleared by Brooklyn Project Security.
Yes, Bradley?”

Bradley again got partly out of his seat. “I was wonder-
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ing—we know there has been a Manhattan Project, a
Long Island Project, a Westchester Project and now a
Brooklyn Project. Has there ever been a Bronx Project? I
come from the Bronx; you know, civic pride.”

“Quite. Very understandable. However, if there is a
Bronx Project you may be assured that until its work has
been successfully completed, the only individuals outside
of it who will know of its existence are the President and
the Secretary of Security. If—if, I say—there is such an
institution, the world will learn of it with the same shatter-
ing suddenness that it learned of the Westchester Project. I
don’t think that the world will soon forget that.”

He chuckled in recollection and Culpepper echoed him
a bit louder than the rest. The clock’s hand was close to
the red mark.

“Yes, the Westchester Project and now this; our nation
shall yet be secure! Do you realize what a magnificent
weapon chronar places in our democratic hands? To ex-
amine only one aspect—consider what happened to the
Coney Island and Flatbush Subprojects (the events are
mentioned in those sheets you’ve received) before the uses
of chronar were fully appreciated.

“It was not yet known in those first experiments that
Newton’s third law of motion—action equalling reaction—
held for time as well as it did for the other three
dimensions of space. When the first chronar was excited
backward into time for the length of a ninth of a second,
the entire laboratory was propelled into the future for'a
like period and returned in an—uh, unrecognizable condi-
tion. That fact, by the way, has prevented excursions into
the future. The equipment seems to suffer amazing alter-
ations and no human could survive them. But do you
realize what we could do to an enemy by virtue of that
property alone? Sending an adequate mass of chronar into
the past while it is adjacent to a hostile nation would force
that nation into the future—all of it simultaneously—a
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future from which it would return populated only with
corpses!”

He glanced down, placed his hands behind his back
and teetered on his heels. “That is why you see two
spheres on the floor. Only one of them, the ball on the
right, is equipped with chronar. The other is a dummy,
matching the other’s mass perfectly and serving as a coun-
terbalance. When the chronar is excited, ‘it will plunge four
billion years into our past and take photographs of an
earth that was still a half-liquid, partly gaseous mass
solidifying rapidly in a somewhat inchoate solar system.

“At the same time, the dummy will be propelled four
billion years into the future, from whence it will return
much changed but for reasons we don’t completely under-
stand. They will strike each other at what is to us now and
bounce off again to approximately half the chronological
distance of the first trip, where our chronar apparatus will
record data of an almost solid planet, plagued by earth-
quakes and possibly holding forms of sublife in the man-
ner of certain complex molecules.

“After each collision, the chronar will return roughly
half the number of years covered before, automatically
gathering information each time. The geological and histor-
ical periods we expect it to touch are listed from I to
XXV in your sheets; there will be more than twenty-five,
naturally, before both balls come to rest, but scientists
feel that all periods after that number will be touched for
such a short while as to be unproductive of photographs
and other material. Remember, at the end, the balls will
be doing little more than throbbing in place before coming
to rest, so that even though they still ricochet centuries on
either side of the present, it will be almost unnoticeable. A
question, I see.”

The thin woman in gray tweeds beside Culpepper got to
her feet. “I—I know this is irrelevant,” she began, “but I
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haven’t been able to introduce my question into the dis-
cussion at any pertinent moment. Mr. Secretary—"

“Acting secretary,” the chubby little man in the black
suit told her genially. “I’'m only the acting secretary. Go
on.”

“Well, I want to say—MTr. Secretary, is there any way
at all that our post-experimental examination time may be
reduced? Two years is a very long time to spend inside
Pike’s Peak simply out of fear that one of us may have
seen enough and be unpatriotic enough to be dangerous to
the nation. Once our stories have passed the censors, it
seems to me that we could be allowed to return to our
homes after a safety period of, say, three months. I have
two small children and there are others here—"

“Speak for yourself, Mrs. Bryant!” the man from Secu-
rity roared. “It is Mrs. Bryant, isn’t it? Mrs. Bryant of the
Women’s Magazine Syndicate? Mrs. Alexis Bryant.” He
seemed to be making minute pencil notes across his brain.

Mrs. Bryant sat down beside Culpepper again, clutching
her copy of the amended Security Code, the special pamph-
let on the Brooklyn Project and the thin mimeographed
sheet of paper very close to her breast. Culpepper moved
hard against the opposite arm of his chair. Why did every-
thing have to happen to him? Then, to make matters worse,
the crazy woman looked tearfully at him as if expecting
sympathy. Culpepper stared across the booth and crossed
his legs.

“You must remain within the jurisdiction of the Brook-
lyn Project because that is the only way that Security can
be certain that no important information leakage will oc-
cur before the apparatus has changed beyond your present
recognition of it. You didn’t have to come, Mrs. Bryant—
you volunteered. You all volunteered. After your editors
had designated you as their choices for covering this ex-
periment, you all had the peculiarly democratic privilege
of refusing. None of you did. You recognized that to
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refuse this unusual honor would have shown you incapa-
ble of thinking in terms of National Security, would have,
in fact, implied a criticism of the Security Code itself from
the standpoint of the usual two-year examination time.
And now this! For someone who had hitherto been
thought as able and trustworthy as yourself, Mrs. Bryant,
to emerge at this late hour with such a request makes me,
why it,” the little man’s voice dropped to a whisper, “—it
almost makes me doubt the effectiveness of our Security
screening methods.”

Culpepper nodded angry affirmation at Mrs. Bryant
who was biting her lips and trying to show a tremendous
interest in the activities on the laboratory floor.

“The question was irrelevant. Highly irrelevant. It took
up time which I had intended to devote to a more detailed
discussion of the popular aspects of chronar and its pos-
sible uses in industry. But Mrs. Bryant must have her little
feminine outburst. It makes no difference to Mrs. Bryant
that our nation is daily surrounded by more and more
hostility, more and more danger. These things matter not
in the slightest to Mrs. Bryant. All she is concerned with
are the two years of her life that her country asks her to
surrender so that the future of her own children may be
more secure.”

The acting secretary smoothed his black jumper and
became calmer. Tension in the booth decreased.

“Activation will occur at any moment now, so I will
briefly touch upon those most interesting periods which
the chronar will record for us and from which we expect
the most useful data. I and II, of course, since they are the
periods at which the earth was forming into its present
shape. Then III, the Pre-Cambrian Period of the Protero-
zoic, one billion years ago, the first era in which we find
distinct records of life—crustaceans and algae for the
most part. VI, a hundred twenty-five million years in the
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past, covers the Middle Jurassic of the Mesozoic. This
excursion into the so-called ‘Age of Reptiles’ may
provide us with photographs of dinosaurs and solve the
old riddle of their coloring, as well as photographs, if we
are fortunate, of the first appearance of mammals and
birds. Finally, VIII and IX, the Oligocene and Miocene
Epochs of the Tertiary Period, mark the emergence of
man’s earliest ancestors. Unfortunately, the chronar will
be oscillating back and forth so rapidly by that time that
the chance of any decent recording—"

A gong sounded. The hand of the clock touched the red
mark. Five of the technicians below pulled switches and,
almost before the journalists could lean forward, the two
spheres were no longer visible through the heavy plastic
screen. Their places were empty.

“The chronar has begun its journey to four billion years
in the past! Ladies and gentlemen, an historic moment—a
profoundly historic moment! It will not return for a little
while; I shall use the time in pointing up and exposing the
fallacies of the—ah, federation of chronic sighers!”

Nervous laughter rippled at the acting secretary to the
executive assistant on press relations. The twelve journal-
ists settled down to hearing the ridiculous ideas torn apart.

“As you know, one of the fears entertained about travel
to the past was that the most innocent-seeming acts would
cause cataclysmic changes in the present. You are proba-
bly familiar with the fantasy in its most currently popular
form—if Hitler had been killed in 1930, he would not
have forced scientists in Germany and later occupied
countries to emigrate, this nation might not have had the
atomic bomb, thus no third atomic war, and Venezuela
would still be part of the South American continent.

“The traitorous Shayson and his illegal federation ex-
tended this hypothesis to include much more detailed and
minor acts such as shifting a molecule of hydrogen that in
our past really was never shifted.
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“At the time of the first experiment at the Coney Island
Subproject, when the chronar was sent back for one-ninth
of a second, a dozen different laboratories checked through
every device imaginable, searched carefully for any con-
ceivable change. There were none! Government officials
concluded that the time stream was a rigid affair, past,
present, and future, and nothing in it could be altered. But
Shayson and his cohorts were not satisfied: they—"

I. Four billion years ago. The chronar floated in a
cloudlet of silicon dioxide above the boiling earth and
languidly collected its data with automatically operating
instruments. The vapor it had displaced condensed and
fell in great, shining drops.

“—insisted that we should do no further experimenting
until we had checked the mathematical aspects of the
problem yet again. They went so far as to state that it was
possible that if changes occurred we would not notice
them, that no instruments imaginable could detect them.
They claimed we would accept these changes as things
that had always existed. Well! This at a time when our
country—and theirs, ladies and gentlemen of the press,
theirs, too—was in greater danger than ever. Can you—"

Words failed him. He walked up and down the booth,
shaking his head. All the reporters on the long, wooden
bench shook their heads with him in sympathy.

There was another gong. The two dull spheres appeared
briefly, clanged against each other and ricocheted off into
opposite chronological directions.

“There you are.” The government official waved his
arms at the transparent laboratory floor above them. “The
first oscillation has been completed; has anything
changed? Isn’t everything the same? But the dissidents
would maintain that alterations have occurred and we
haven’t noticed them. With such faith-based, unscientific
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viewpoints, there can be no argument. People like these—"

II. Two billion years ago. The great ball clicked its
photographs of the fiery, erupting ground below. Some
red-hot crusts rattled off its sides. Five or six thousand
complex molecules lost their basic structure as they im-
pinged against it. A hundred didn’t.

“—will labor thirty hours a day out of thirty-three to
convince you that black isn’t white, that we have seven
moons instead of two. They are especially dangerous—"

A long, muted note as the apparatus collided with
itself. The warm orange of the corner lights brightened as
it started out again.

“—Dbecause of their learning, because they are sought
for guidance in better ways of vegetation.” The govern-
ment official was slithering up and down rapidly now,
gesturing with all of his pseudopods. “We are faced with a
very difficult problem, at present—"

I11. One billion years ago. The primitive triple tribolite
the machine had destroyed when it materialized began
drifting down wetly.

“—a very difficult problem. The question before us:
should we shllk or shouldn’t we shllk?” He was hardly
speaking English now; in fact, for some time, he hadn’t
been speaking at all. He had been stating his thoughts by

slapping one pseudopod against the other—as he always
had. ...

IV. A half-billion years ago. Many different kinds of
bacteria died as the water changed temperature slightly.

“This, then, is no time for half measures. If we can
reproduce well enough—"
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V. Two hundred fifty million years ago. VI. A hundred
twenty-five million years ago.

“—to satisfy the Five Who Spiral, we have—"

VII. Sixty-two million years. VIII. Thirty-one million.
IX. Fifteen million. X. Seven and a half million.

“—spared all attainable virtue. Then—"

X1. X11. XIII. XIV. XV. XVI1. XVII. XVIII. XIX.
Bong—bong—bong bongbongbongongongngngngggg . . .

“—we are indeed ready for refraction. And that, T tell
you, is good enough for those who billow and those who
snap. But those who billow will be proven wrong as
always, for in the snapping is the rolling and in the rolling
is only truth. There need be no change merely because of
a sodden cilium. The apparatus has rested at last in the
fractional conveyance; shall we view it subtly?”

They all agreed, and their bloated purpled bodies dis-
solved into liquid and flowed up and around to the ap-
paratus. When they reached its four square blocks, now
no longer shrilling mechanically, they rose, solidified, and
regained their slime-washed forms.

“See,” cried the thing that had been the acting secretary
to the executive assistant on press relations. “See, no
matter how subtly! Those who billow were wrong: we
haven’t changed.” He extended fifteen purple blobs tri-
umphantly. “Nothing has changed!”
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S 0 IT’s here again, is it? Another year and it’s here again.
The Day. Only this time it’s the fiftieth anniversary.
Your editors and program directors will be really spread-
ing themselves tomorrow. Celebrations in every major city
on Earth, a holiday on every planet of the Solar System,
and on the Moon—well! Noisemakers for the schoolchil-
dren, speeches in the parks, fireworks, drinking, dancing,
parades—and you boys will have to cover it all. The Day.
Go ahead, sit down and make yourselves comfortable.
I’'ve been expecting you. I don’t have very much that’s
new, I'm afraid. It will be just about the same old story
everyone’s heard for the past forty-nine years, but they
never seen to get tired of it, do they?

Human interest, your editors call it. The story behind
the news, the color behind the historical event. The strictly
human side of today’s holiday—that’s all I am.

Those of you who want any refreshment, please help
yourselves. I particularly recommend that Martjan bran-
dy; they’re turning out some highly drinkable stuff in New
Quebec these days. No, thank you, young fellow, I'm
afraid I can’t join you—a man’s lining gets real soft at my
time of life. But I still like to watch, so drink up, all of
you, drink up and drink hearty.

The fiftieth anniversary. The years, the years! There I
was, young and practically bubbling with high-test fuel
like all of you, and here I am now, full of doddering,
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aimless talk. And in between, a full volume of history, but
such history as the human race has not written for itself
since it began climbing down from the trees.

And I was there on the very first page of that volume!

I was there, and Caldicott, Bresh, McGuire and Stefano.
Just the five of us, five desperate and determined competi-
tors, all that was left of an even hundred determined and
brilliant young men that the best universities in the coun-
try had sent. We’d been examined mentally and examined
physically, tested on our math and tested on our nerve,
eliminated for this reason and for that reason, too tall, too
slow, too heavy, too talkative—until only the pleased,
happy, and shakingly tense five of us were left.

Then the finals began.

Picture it, five young men on a plane bound for the
Arizona Research Station, looking at each other, wonder-
ing who it was going to be, who was going to end up the
winner, the pilot of the first ship to land on the Moon.
Each one of us wanting to be the man, the Columbus who
would open up not a mere hemisphere but the incredible,
infinite universe itself. Each of us wanting to be that man
so bad that we had terrible little aches running up and
down our insides.

Try to picture the world we’d grown up in. The first
radio-controlled rocket to burst outside the Earth’s atmos-
phere, the first piloted ship to go halfway to the Moon
and back, the first robot craft to circle the Moon—
interplanetary travel, space travel, getting closer all the
time. The newspapers full of it, the television full of it, our
very grammar-school textbooks chock-full of it.

And now, just as we’d graduated, the question was no
longer exciting but remote news. It was as personal as a
new neighbor moving next door. Who was he going to be,
what would be his name—that first explorer—that hero of
all-time heroes?

There were exactly five possibilities: Caldicott, Bresh,
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McGuire, Stefano—and myself. The Moon ship had been
built and was waiting for its pilot. One of us would be the
modern Columbus.

I remember glancing around from face to face in that
plane and thinking to myself that we could have been
brothers. Cousins, anyway.

The ship had been built to exact specifications with
regard to lift and mass, and there was only just so much
room for the pilot. He had to fit into his cubicle like a
machined part, which meant a maximum height and a
maximum weight, but still nothing sacrificed in the way of
strength and reflexes.

So we were all, all five of us, small, stern-bodied men
with almost identical scholastic training behind us and
almost identical psychological mechanisms inside us. The
way we moved, the way we noticed things, even the way
we talked—everything was remarkably, eerily similar. Es-
pecially considering that we’d each come from a different
part of the country.

Any one of us would have been adequate. But the
Moon ship had cost millions of dollars and nine years of
painstaking construction. For that, they didn’t want ade-
quacy; they wanted the best that could be found.

We began talking to each other guardedly then, just be-
fore we landed at the Arizona Research Station. Not to
make friends—hell, no!—but to get a line on relative weak-
nesses and strengths. Believe me, the differences were
almost microscopic.

Stefano, for example. He had one more math course to
his credit than I. Theory of Equations, I think it was—
and how I bit my lip over skipping it for the sake of the
Glee Club Tuesday afternoons! But it was on the record
that he’d sprained his back in a high-school football game.
Of course, the sprain was ancient history and long over
with; still, it was on his record. How would you figure it?

And how would you figure, we wondered as we landed
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at the hot, dusty Station and were led right into our first
testing complex, how would you weigh the balances of
sexual involvement? McGuire was married, a newlywed,
Caldicott and I were more or less engaged, while Stefano
and Bresh were carefree characters who took what they
could where they could.

One way, engagement, marriage, pointed to an adjusted
emotional life—and adjustment rated high. And someone
to return to might provide that extra bit of incentive where
the chances of return were considered no higher than two
out of three.

On the other hand, McGuire’s wife, my Irene and
Caldicott’s Edna might be looked upon by the powers-
that-were as so much psychological dead weight, so much
extra responsibility and worry that the men involved had
to carry. Stefano and Bresh, I could just hear some jowl-
heavy individual in a white smock argue, had nothing to
concentrate on but themselves and the ship.

I tell you, I began to get awfully moody and regretful
about Irene. Fine, I'd say to myself, I love the girl. But
did I have to go and get engaged?

Yet there was no way to figure. You didn’t know how
they’d rate it.

Once we got into the routine at the Station, though,
there was very little time to worry. Morning after morn-
ing, we’d be dragged out of bed and, pushing our yawns
in front of us, made to go through a round of tests.
Afternoon after afternoon, we’d get particularized instruc-
tion in the handling and maintenance of the Moon ship
and made to go through the motions in a dummy model.
Evening after evening, there’d be a light supper followed
by a dessert of more tests, checkup tests, validation tests,
and recapitulation tests.

Over and over again, they tested us where they had
tested us before, mentally, physically, psychologically, al-
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ways probing for a hair’s-breadth of difference, for a
third decimal place of advantage.

And then, when we had reached the point where our
reflexes had become edgy, where our dreams were eight
hours’ worth of raising, flying and landing the ship, where
we chewed bread in the mess-hall with the certain feeling
that somewhere a stopwatch must be recording, the pres-
sure came off abruptly.

And the results were announced.

I was first, by a millimicron. Bresh was second, by the
same distance. Then came McGuire, Caldicott and Stefano.

I was first!

I would pilot the first ship to the Moon! I would be the
new Columbus! I would start the era of space travel!

We didn’t know who had invented the first crude tool,
who had taken the first bareback ride on a horse, but as
long as human history endured, the name of the first man
to leave Earth and land on another world would be cel-
ebrated. And it would be my name—Emanuel Mengild.

I felt like the ten-year-old kid who is suddenly told, all
right, tomorrow he can go out West and become a cow-
boy—Ilike the man lying on a flophouse bed who opens a
telegram informing him he’s just inherited a million dol-
lars—like the crackle-fingered, red-eyed seamstress who’s
invited to go out to Hollywood and become a film star.
But much more than all of those, for someone of my
generation and background, I would pilot the first Moon
ship!

There were consolation prizes given out, too. If I
dropped dead in the next week, or went crazy and refused
to go, Bresh would be up. After him, of course, McGuire,
Caldicott and Stefano, in that order. The way they looked
at me!

When I got the order to report to Colonel Graves, the
Commandant of the Station, I swaggered all the way into

43



THE WOODEN STAR

his office. I wasn’t throwing any weight around. I just felt
exactly that way.

Any time up to today that his eye fell on me, I'd pulled
my shoulders back a little further, put a little extra snap
into my step. As Commandant, he was a member of the
testing board, and, for all I knew, the decisive one. There
was always the possibility that he might notice me yawn-
ing a bit longer after breakfast than the others, that he
might put that one extra question mark beside my name
that would just make a vital difference.

But now! Now he was simply George Johnstown
Graves, a super-annuated rocket pilot from the old days
when men had thought it exciting to climb high enough to
see the Earth as a curving horizon beneath. He was cou-
rageous enough and smart enough and fast enough, but
he’d been born a mite too early. For all his rank, he was
just a Portuguese fisherman, while I—well, as I said, I was
Columbus.

He was middle height, a bit taller than I, and he was
leaning back in his swivel chair with his collar open, his
sleeves rolled up and a funny, faraway look in his eyes
which I interpreted as envy.

I sat down alertly in the chair he nodded at.

He said “Um” at the opposite wall, as if he were
agreeing with it. Then he looked at me.

“Mengild,” he said, “you’re engaged, aren’t you? A
Miss Rass?” .

“Yes, sir,” I told him snappily. The five of us were all
civilians, but we’d gotten in the habit of saying “sir” to
everyone, even the people who made up our beds. How
did you know who would be contributing to the final,
crucial decision?

He glanced flittingly across his desktop. The desktop
held a single folderful of papers, but closed. I had the
impression that he’d memorized everything in the folder.
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“You’ve requested permission to have her enter the Sta-
tion tonight on a four-hour civilian pass?”

I got a bit uncomfortable. “That’s right, sir. When the
results were posted, we were told we’d have a thirty-six-
hour vacation from classes. We were told we could invite
any one outsider to join us for this evening. I got in touch
with Irene—Miss Rass—and she’s flying down from Des
Moines. I hope there’s nothing wrong with—"

Colonel Graves shook his head sharply. “Nothing.
Nothing wrong, Mengild. You don’t expect to marry the
lady before you take off, do you?”

“No-0-0. We’d pretty much set it up the other way, sir.
That is, if I were picked and I got back in one piece, we’d
do it the day I landed back on Earth. She sort of wanted
to get married first, but I talked her out of it.”

“She knows your chances of return in one piece are
only slightly better than fifty percent?”

I felt relieved. I thought I understood what he was
driving at. “Yes, sir. But she still wants me to go. She
knows how I’ve grown up with the idea. Irene wouldn’t
want it any differently.”

The colonel folded his hands under his chin and stared
straight at me. “Miss Rass is a domestic type, isn’t she?
Wants the usual things—a home, babies, so on?”

“I guess so. She’s a pretty normal girl.”

“You want them, too?”

I looked off to one side and thought for a moment.
“Well, sir, I've wanted one thing since I was a kid and
another for the past three years—space flight and Irene.
And whatever Irene wants in the way of a home, once I'm
back, once I've made it, T guess I want that as well.”

He examined the opposite wall again. When he got its
opinion, he started talking at it in a low, soft voice. Didn’t
sound military at all.

“All right. I’ll put it to you very briefly, Mengild. As you
know, your engines are atomics and they have to be
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shielded. They are. Out in space, cosmic rays stream into
the ship and it has to be shielded from them. It is. Thus
far, except for a few unfortunate and preventable acci-
dents, we’ve had no trouble on this matter. The shielding
we’ve devised is good and it works. But this will be the
longest trip that a man has taken under these conditions
and the very latest poop from the lab is that the shielding,
in all likelihood, will not be effective for its duration.”

My lips suddenly weren’t working too well. “Does this
mean, sir, that—"’

“It means that the pilot of the first Earth-Moon ship
will probably be completely sterilized somewhere on the
return journey. We could improve the shielding and no
doubt will—in the future. To do it now would mean a
long delay at best. At worst, it might mean completely
redesigning and rebuilding the ship, which, as you know,
has been figured for pretty close tolerances in terms of the
equipment it can carry and the fuel it must carry. Our
decision is therefore not to delay, but to put it up to the
individual most concerned.”

I thought it out for just a moment, for one emotion-
churning moment. “I can give you my answer right now,
sir. I’ve spent too much of my life dreaming of—"

He said “Um” to the wall once more. “Suppose you
take twenty-four hours. We can wait till then. Talk it over
with your girl, try to find out exactly how you feel.”

“I know exactly how I feel, sir. There’s nothing more
important to me than this trip. And Irene will agree with
me. If she doesn’t—well, as I said, there’s nothing more
important than this trip. Why, do you think—do you
think, sir, that after having come all this way, I'd let any
risk, any risk at all, get in the way of my being the first
man to make it to the Moon and back?”

You can imagine that I was pretty excited. But Colonel
Graves knotted his tie and rolled down his sleeves and
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* said firmly to the wall: “Suppose you take twenty-four
hours, Mengild.”

The moment I got out of his office, I understood what
he meant. Irene was due tonight. I wasn’t set to take off
for close to three weeks. Plenty of time to get married, the
way Irene had wanted to in the first place, and get a baby
started.

Of course. That’s what Colonel Graves had meant.

Bresh and McGuire were standing outside the adminis-
tration building when I came down. They looked at me
with carefully controlled eagerness.

“No,” I told them, “it hasn’t been suddenly discovered
that my grandfather took sick on his first airplane ride. I
still go.”

Bresh socked his forehead with a thumb-knuckle, just
under his spiky red hair. “Well,” he grinned, “can you
feel a heart murmur developing? Headaches? Vertigo?”

I pushed between the death watch with both hands, on
" my way to my quarters to shower and shave. I had to go
through the same routine there with Caldicott and Ste-
fano, although, being lower on the list, they were less
grisly.

When Irene arrived at the gate in the sand-streaked taxi,
I hauled her into my arms and let her soak there for a
while. She looked so good, she felt so good!

We had a quickish snack at the recreation hall, while
she filled me in on her mother’s sciatica and her kid
brother Lennie’s art scholarship. Then she grabbed my
hand and congratulated me on being selected for the
Earth-Moon ship.

“Let me show you what it looks like,” I suggested.
“The next time you see it, it will be on the newscasts when
I take off.”

Irene glanced around as we left the rec hall. She pointed
her little chin at the swarm of lab buildings rising in con-
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crete squareness from the raw Arizona earth, at the guards
pacing their intervals along the wire fence.

“Such a—” she thought for a moment—*‘“such a male
place.”

I Jaughed. “What else should it be?”

She came in on the tail end of my laugh. “What else?”
she repeated.

It was getting dark by the time we reached the ship.
Irene gave a tiny and thoroughly feminine grunt of admira-
tion. The ship stood on its tail, staring greedily, unswerv-
ingly at the enormous sky above. The lights from the sta-
tion covered its sides with long thin glints and long thin
shadows that seemed to be urging it to move, move,
MOVE!

“The first one,” she breathed. “And you’re going to
pilot it.”

I figured it was exactly the right time. So I hoisted her
up on the steps that led to the pilot’s hatch, lit a cigarette
for her—and started talking.

It took a surprisingly short time, even including the
proposal. She had barely smoked one-third of the ciga-
rette when I finished. But she kept on smoking the rest in
quiet, long inhalations until it became a butt that burned
her fingers and she had to throw it away.

I ground the butt into the sand and said, “Well?”

Her next words kind of astonished me. “Well what?”

“Well, we’re going to get married, aren’t we? Right
away?”

“No, we’re not,” she said.

“Irene! But when I come back I may not be able to
have children. You want to have children, don’t you?”

A long pause. I wished it wasn’t so dark: I couldn’t see
her face. “Yes, I want to have children. That's why we
won’t get married. Not before you go or after you come
back.”

I felt like saying Oh, no! 1 felt like grabbing her and
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squeezing her until she was my sensible, lovable, loving
Irene again. Instead, I stepped back away from her. I
gave up talking and thought for a while.

“Look,” I said at last. “Correct me if ’'m wrong. You
knew the risks I was running when I volunteered for this
flight and you were with me all the way. You knew what
it meant to me. You were willing to take the chance that I
might not come back, and that if I did, it would be in
three separate paper bags. This business is just some more
of the same.”

“No, it isn’t.” T could tell from her voice that she was
crying. “I wasn’t happy about the risks, but I knew you
had to do it. You’ve been preparing for this moment since
you were a little boy. But this—this is different, Mannie.”

“How is it different? How?”

She wiped the sniffles off her nose-tip. “It’s different,
that’s all. Maybe a man just can’t understand these things.
But it’s different, altogether different for a woman.”

“Baby, darling,” I said, trying to take her in my arms,
but she made a little away movement and I stopped. “I
want to have a child. T want to have a child with you.
Will you please tell me why we can’t get married tonight,
tomorrow, as soon as we can, and start a baby?”

“Suppose I don’t get pregnant before you leave? And
if I do—suppose I have a miscarriage?”

“Listen, Irene,” I told her desperately. “In my position,
we could have the best doctors in the world taking care of
you. And if anything went wrong, we could adopt a baby.
I know it isn’t the same, but for all we know, one of us
might be sterile to begin with! Lots of couples adopt
babies and they’re happy.”

“Oh, Mannie, it wouldn’t be the same thing with us, not
if we started out this way. Besides, miscarriages, that sort
of thing, that’s not the real reason.”

I put my fists on my hips and shoved my face close to
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hers. “Well, will you kindly stop all this, woman, and tell
me the real reason?”

She asked me for another cigarette. I lit it up and
handed it to her.

“Mannie, I don’t know if you can understand this, but
T’ll try. I wouldn’t want to limit my childbearing powers in
advance. And—I wouldn’t want to marry a man who
would deliberately give up his ability to become a father.
He’d never be completely a man to me.”

That took some absorption. “What would you think of a
man,” I asked slowly, “who gave up his ability to make
the kind of trip I’ve been offered? Would ke be completely
a man?”

“I don’t know,” she said, crying again. “But I don’t
think they’re the same thing. I don’t—I don’t—and that’s
alll”

“But that’s what you’re asking me to do, Irene,” I
pointed out. “You’re asking me to give up a dream that
I’ve had since I was a—"

“Im not asking you to do a single thing, Emanuel
Mengild! I’'m only telling you what I can and can’t do. I,
not you. You—you can go straight up in a rocket!”

And that’s where we left it. I walked her back, walked
her around, and, when her time was up, I walked her to
the gate. We didn’t hug when she left; we didn’t even blow
kisses at each other. I just stared after the cab until it
sand-clouded around a big boulder and disappeared.

Then I walked myself around.

One way to look at it: I was in one Earth-Moon trip and
out one woman. Rack up Fame and Fortune, scratch
Family.

One way to look at it.

Another way: I could get mad at Irene for failing me at
a crucial moment, for leaving when the going got rough. I
got mad.

Then I got over it.
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After all, I could see her point. It wasn’t the same for a
man as for a woman. A man had his work, his achieve-
ment; a woman had children. A woman grew up with the
dream of kids the way I’d grown up with the dream of the
stars. It wasn’t the same for a man.

But wasn’t it? I began to realize, walking myself around
and around in a plodding, sweaty circle, how much I had
counted on Irene to come through for me. I wanted
kids—only I’d never said to myself two kids, five kids. I’'d
settle for one.

But no kids? Ever?

I’d taken it for granted, I now understood, when Colo-
nel Graves had hit me with the problem, that Irene loved
me enough to marry me right away and cancel out the
chance of having no family. That’s why I'd been so sure.
That had been the little nubbin of security nestling com-
fortably at the back of my mind.

This, now, was a different matter.

It had taken a couple of billion years to produce me. In
that couple of billion years, I had millions upon millions of
ancestors. Slime-like ancestors, jelly-like ancestors, water-
breathing ancestors, air-breathing ancestors, ancestors that
floated, that swam, that crawled, that ran, that climbed,
that finally walked. And all those ancestors, no matter
how different, had one thing in common.

They had survived long enough to have descendants.
Other species didn’t and their lines were extinct, bare
bones in rock strata. But no matter how scarce food got,
no matter what enemies they faced, what unprecedented
natural upheavals they had to adjust to, my ancestors
somehow managed to pull through and have offspring.
That’s how I happen to be here.

If T didn’t carry on, all their effort would come to
nothing: I would be a biological dead-end. They might
just as well not have bothered.
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But that was only part of it, I decided, coming to the
gate for the tenth time and starting off again.

What was it all about, for example? What was I here
for? What was good, what was bad, what was right, what
was wrong? What in the world was I sure of, with all my
studies, with all my aspirations, with all my attitudes?
Very damn little.

But while life continued, there was a chance of finding
out, of getting a little closer, all the time a little closer.
And my kind of life—me—could only find out if it went
on.

It was like, I decided, my entering this competition for
the Moon ship. I’d entered it partly because I wanted to
very badly, but also because I felt I was the right man. I
possessed inside me, I believed, the values necessary to
make that difficult attempt which would initiate the age of
interplanetary travel. Well, relative to life, I felt I was the
right man, too. Both were conceits, but they were funda-
mental conceits. If I felt I was good enough, of value
enough, I could not withdraw my entry.

That got me to the Moon ship. Life wasn’t just repro-
duction—not human life. Life was achievement, too.
Mankind pushed its collective nose past barrier after bar-
rier, because one of its component individuals just had to,
whether or not he reproduced. And I lived in a time of a
major barrier and it had fallen to my lot to do the push-
ing. Wasn’t that more important than children?

On the other hand, I couldn’t fool myself—any of the
other four men who had come out to the Station with me
could do the job as well as I. And if this ship dndnt make
it, another would. I wasn’t that necessary.

But I wanted to be.

So there I was, back again. I waved to the guard at the
gate and kept going. By now, I'd worn a path for myself.

My mouth felt as if it were full of big teardrops that had
fallen out of my eyes when I reported to Colonel Graves
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the next morning. He stared at my face with a good deal
of interest as I sat down.

“It wasn’t so easy, was it, Mengild?”

“No, sir,” I told him unhappily, “it wasn’t. But I've
made up my mind. And I’ll stick to the decision.”

He waited.

“I’'ve decided—maybe TI’ll regret this for the rest of my
life, but, as I said, I stick by it—I’'ve decided not to go.”

“Um. The sterilization business?”

“Yes, sir.”

“I take it the young lady said no.”

I wiped my face with my wet handkerchief and
shrugged. “She said no, all right, but that wasn’t it. I
thought it over all night and this is my personal decision.
I’d rather have children than have the Moon ship.”

He rocked back and forth in his chair. “You know,
Mengild, there’s such a thing as artificial insemination.
And you still could be the father by being a donor before
the take-off.”

“I can see myself,” I muttered, “running around with a
test tube in my hand, trying to get women to marry me.”

“Well, when you put it that way, I'll admit it isn’t too
romantic. However, there are women who would.
Remember, Mengild, you’d be a hero, one of the greatest
heroes of all time.”

“Suppose it worked,” I challenged. “Suppose I got mar-
riecd—to one of those women who would—and she were
artificially inseminated and I were the father—what then
if there were miscarriages? Or abnormal births? The froz-
en spermatozoa don’t remain viable more than a year or
two. But that’s only part of it, sir. The rest would be that I
had voluntarily and forever risked the chance of never
becoming an ancestor. I've decided I don’t want to.”

Colonel Graves stood up. “Your business. And your
decision. Certainly. I made these suggestions because,
frankly, we would rather have you pilot the ship. You're a
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shade better than anyone else who competed with you.
That would mean a shade better chance for the ship to get
to the Moon and return. We want very much to have it
return.” .

They offered the job to the next man in line and he
jumped at it. They told him the problem and he laughed.
They told him to take twenty-four hours to think it over,
and he did, and he came back and said he still wanted to
go.

Bresh, of course.

He took off three weeks later, landed on the Moon and
returned safely to one of the greatest and most heroic
receptions ever. That’s why we celebrate Paul Bresh Day
all over the Solar System. That’s why you reporters are
here today for some of the usual human-interest fill-in
material.

And I can’t tell you anything more than I've told you
before.

No, that’s not so. There’s a new item.

As you know, I never married Irene. I married Frances,
a year later, when I got the maintenance crew job. That’s
all I’ve ever done for interplanetary travel—keep the ships
in good shape for the flight into space. I’'ve made a good
living, even made a name for myself as a ground-crew
chief. Now, naturally, I'm retired.

I do regret that I never made a space flight when I was
younger. Too old now, heart too weak, to be allowed even
on one of those luxury passenger liners.

Not like Paul Bresh. Besides making the first flight to
the Moon in history, he was a member of the Second
Exploratory Party to Mars; the time he sort of wandered
off into the desert and was never heard of again.

Me? All I have now is my son David and his wife in
New Quebec on Mars, my daughter Ann and her family
on Ganymede, my daughter Mildred and her family on
Titan, and—oh, yes, the new item.
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I got word last week that when the first star ship lifted
from Pluto on its way to Alpha Centaurus, my grandson
Aaron and his wife Phyllis were aboard. The trip will take
thirty years, they tell me, so I'll probably have a great-
grandson born on the way.

There it is, my side of the story. That’s what I got out
of it. Maybe I didn’t become the new Columbus, but I'm
an ancestor. Paul Bresh has his day. I have my millennia.
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EVERAL MONTHS after the Second Atomic War, when
radioactivity still held one-third of the planet in desola-

* tion, Dr. Daniel Glurt of Fillmore Township, Wisc., stum-

bled upon a discovery which was to generate humanity’s
ultimate sociological advance.

Like Columbus, smug over his voyage to India; like
Nobel, proud of the synthesis of dynamite which made
combat between nations impossible, the doctor misinter-
preted his discovery. Years later, he cackled to a visiting
historian:

“Had no idea it would lead to this, no idea at all. You
remember, the war had just ended: we were feeling mighty
subdued what with the eastern and western coasts of the
United States practically sizzled away. Well, word came
down from the new capitol at Topeka in Kansas for us
doctors to give all our patients a complete physical check.
Sort of be on the lookout, you know, for radioactive burns
and them fancy new diseases the armies had been tossing
back and forth. Well, sir, that’s absolutely all I set out to
do. I'd known George Abnego for over thirty years—
treated him for chicken-pox and pneumonia and ptomaine
poisoning. I'd never suspected!”

Having reported to Dr. Glurt’s office immediately after
work in accordance with the proclamation shouted
through the streets by the county clerk, and having waited
patiently in line for an hour and a half, George Abnego
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was at last received into the small consulting room. Here
he was thoroughly chest-thumped, X-rayed, blood-
sampled, and urinanalyzed. His skin was examined care-

fully, and he was made to answer the five hundred ques-

tions prepared by the Department of Health in a pathetic

attempt to cover the symptoms of the new ailments.

George Abnego then dressed and went home to the
cereal supper permitted for that day by the ration board.
Dr. Glurt placed his folder in a drawer and called for the
next patient. He had noticed nothing up to this point; yet
already he had unwittingly begun the Abnegite Revolu-
tion. '

Four days later, the health survey of Fillmore, Wisc.,
being complete, the doctor forwarded the examination
reports to Topeka. Just before signing George Abnego’s
sheet, he glanced at it cursorily, raised his eyebrows and
entered the following note: “Despite the tendency to dental
caries and athlete’s foot, I would consider this man to be
of ‘average health. Physically, he is the Fillmore Township
norm.”

It was this last sentence which caused the government
medical official to chuckle and glance at the sheet once
more. His smile was puzzled after this; it was even more
puzzled after he had checked the figures and statements
on the form against standard medical references.

He wrote a phrase in red ink in the right-hand corner
and sent it along to Research.

His name is lost to history.

Research wondered why the report on George Abnego
had been sent up—he had no unusual symptoms portend-
ing exotic innovations like cerebral measles or arterial
trichinosis. Then it observed the phrase in red ink and Dr.
Glurt’s remark. Research shrugged its anonymous shoul-
ders and assigned a crew of statisticians to go further into
the matter.

A week later, as a result of their findings, another
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crew—nine medical specialists—Ieft for Fillmore. They ex-
amined George Abnego with coordinated precision. After-
wards, they called on Dr. Glurt briefly, leaving a copy of
their examination report with him when he expressed
interest.

Ironically, the government copies were destroyed in the
Topeka Hard-Shelled Baptist Riots a month later, the
same riots which stimulated Dr. Glurt to launch the Abne-
gite Revolution.

This Baptist denomination, because of population
shrinkage due to atomic and bacteriological warfare, was
now the largest single religious body in the nation. It was
then controlled by a group pledged to the establishment of
a Hard-Shelled Baptist theocracy in what was left of the
United States. The rioters were quelled after much de-
struction and bloodshed; their leader, the Reverend Hem-
ingway T. Gaunt—who had vowed that he would remove
neither the pistol from his left hand nor the Bible from his
right until the Rule of God had been established and the
Third Temple built—was sentenced to death by a jury
composed of stern-faced fellow Baptists.

Commenting on the riots, the Fillmore, Wisc., Bugle-
Herald drew a mournful parallel between the Topeka
street battles and the destruction wreaked upon the world
by atomic conflict.

“International communication and transportation hav-
ing broken down,” the editorial went on broodingly, “we
now know little of the smashed world in which we live
beyond such meager facts as the complete disappearance of
Australia beneath the waves, and the contraction of Eu-
rope to the Pyrenees and Ural Mountains. We know that
our planet’s physical appearance has changed as much
from what it was ten years ago, as the infant monstrosities
and mutants being born everywhere as a result of radioac-
tivity are unpleasantly different from their parents.

“Truly, in these days of mounting catastrophe and
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change, our faltering spirits beg the heavens for a sign, a
portent, that all will be well again, that all will yet be as it
once was, that the waters of disaster will subside and we
shall once more walk upon the solid ground of normalcy.”

It was this last word which attracted Dr. Glurt’s atten-
tion. That night, he slid the report of the special govern-
ment medical crew into the newspaper’s mail slot. He had
penciled a laconic note in the margin of the first page:

“Noticed your interest in the subject.”

Next week’s edition of the Fillmore Bugle-Herald
flaunted a page one five-column headline.

FILLMORE CITIZEN THE SIGN?

Normal Man of Fillmore May Be Answer From Above
Local Doctor Reveals Government Medical Secret

The story that followed was liberally sprinkled with
quotations taken equally from the government report and
the Psalms of David. The startled residents of Fillmore
learned that one George Abnego, a citizen unnoticed in
their midst for almost forty years, was a living abstraction.
Through a combination of circumstances no more remark-
able than those producing a royal flush in stud poker,
Abnego’s physique, psyche, and other miscellaneous at-
tributes had resulted in that legendary creature—the sta-
tistical average.

According to the last census taken before the war,
George Abnego’s height and weight were identical with
the mean of the American adult male. He had married at
the exact age—year, month, day—when statisticians had
estimated the marriage of the average man took place; he
had married a woman the average number of years young-
er than himself; his income as declared on his last tax
statement was the average income for that year. The very
teeth in his mouth tallied in quantity and condition with
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those predicted by the American Dental Association to be
found on a man extracted at random from the population.
Abnego’s metabolism and blood pressure, his bodily pro-
portions and private neuroses, were all cross-sections of
the latest available records. Subjected to every psychologi-
cal and personality test available, his final, overall grade
corrected out to show that he was both average and nor-
mal.

Finally, Mrs. Abnego had been recently delivered of
their third child, a boy. This development had not only
occurred at exactly the right time according to the popula-
tion indices, but it had resulted in an entirely normal
sample of humanity—unlike most babies being born
throughout the land.

The Bugle-Herald blared its hymn to the new celebrity
around a greasy photograph of the family in which the
assembled Abnegos stared glassily out at the reader, look-
ing, as many put it, “Average—average as hell!”

Newspapers in other states were invited to copy.

They did, slowly at first, then with an accelerating,
contagious enthusiasm. Indeed, as the intense public inter-
est in this symbol of stability, this refugee from the ex-
tremes, became manifest, newspaper columns gushed
fountains of purple prose about the “Normal Man of
Fillmore.”

At Nebraska State University, Professor Roderick
Klingmeister noticed that many members of his biology
class were wearing extra-large buttons decorated with pic-
tures of George Abnego. “Before beginning my lecture,”
he chuckled, “I would like to tell you that this ‘normal
man’ of yours is no Messiah. All he is, I am afraid, is a
bell-shaped curve with ambitions, the median made
flesh—"

He got no further. He was brained with his own
demonstration microscope.
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Even that early, a few watchful politicians noticed that
no one was punished for this hasty act.

The incident could be related to many others which
followed: the unfortunate and unknown citizen of Duluth,
for example, who—at the high point of that city’s Wel-
come Average Old Abnego parade—was heard to remark
in good-natured amazement, “Why, he’s just an ordinary
jerk like you and me,” and was immediately torn into
celebratory confetti by horrified neighbors in the crowd.

Developments such as these received careful consider-
ation from men whose power was derived from the just, if
well-directed, consent of the governed.

George Abnego, these gentry concluded, represented the
maturation of a great national myth which, implicit in the
culture for over a century, had been brought to garish
fulfillment by the mass communication and entertainment
media.

This was the myth that began with the juvenile appeal
to be “A Normal Red-Blooded American Boy” and end-
ed, on the highest political levels, with a shirt-sleeved,
suspendered seeker after political office boasting. “Shucks,
everybody knows who I am. I'm folks—just plain folks.”

This was the myth from which were derived such su-
perficially disparate practices as the rite of political baby-
kissing, the cult of “keeping up with the Joneses,” the
foppish, foolish, forever-changing fads which went
through the population with the monotonous regularity
and sweep of a windshield wiper. The myth of styles and
fraternal organizations. The myth of the “regular fellow.”

There was a presidential election that year.

Since all that remained of the United States was the
Middle West, the Democratic Party had disappeared. Its
remnants had been absorbed by a group calling itself the
Old Guard Republicans, the closest thing to an American
Left. The party in power—the Conservative Republicans—
so far right as to verge upon royalism, had acquired

62



NuLL-P

enough pledged theocratic votes to make them smug about
the election.

Desperately, the Old Guard Republicans searched for a
candidate. Having regretfully passed over the adolescent
epileptic recently elected to the governorshio of South
Dakota in violation of the state constitution—and deciding
against the psalm-singing grandmother from Oklahoma
who ounctuated her senatorial speeches with religious mu-
sic upon the banjo—the party strategists arrived, one sum-
mer afternoon, in Fillmore, Wisconsin.

From the moment that Abnego was persuaded to ac-
cept the nomination and his last well-intentioned but
flimsy objection was overcome (the fact that he was a
registered member of the opposition party) it was obvious
that the tide of battle had turned, that the fabled grass
roots had caught fire.

Abnego ran for president on the slogan “Back to Nor-
mal with the Normal Man!”

By the time the Conservative Republicans met in con-
vention assembled, the danger of loss by landslide was
already apparent. They changed their tactics, tried to meet
the attack head-on and imaginatively.

They nominated a hunchback for the presidency. This
man suffered from the additional disability of being a
distinguished professor of law in a leading university; he
had married with no issue and divorced with much public-
ity; and finally, he had once admitted to a congressional
investigating committee that he had written and published
surrealist poetry. Posters depicting him leering horribly,
his hump twice life-size, were smeared across the country
over the slogan: “An Abnormal Man for an Abnormal
World!”

Despite this brilliant political stroke, the issue was never
in doubt. On Election Day, the nostalgic slogan defeated
its medicative adversary by three to one. Four years later,
with the same opponents, it had risen to five and a half to

63



THE WOODEN STAR

one. And there was no organized opposition when Abnego
ran for a third term. . ..

Not that he had crushed it. There was more casual
liberty of political thought -allowed during Abnego’s ad-
ministrations than in many previous ones. But less politi-
cal thinking and debating were done.

Whenever possible, Abnego avoided decision. When a
decision was unavoidable, he made it entirely on the basis
of precedent. He rarely spoke on a topic of current inter-
est and never committed himself. He was garrulous and an
exhibitionist only about his family.

“How can you lampoon a vacuum?” This had been the
wail of many opposition newspaper writers and cartoonists
during the early years of the Abnegite Revolution, when
men still ran against Abnego at election time. They tried
to draw him into ridiculous statements or admissions time
and again without success. Abnego was simply incapable
of saying anything that any major cross-section of the
population would consider ridiculous.

Emergencies? “Well,” Abnego had said, in the story
every schoolchild knew, “I’ve noticed even the biggest
forest fire will burn itself out. Main thing is not to get
excited.”

He made them lie down in low-blood-pressure areas.
And, after years of building and destruction, of stimula-
tion and conflict, of accelerating anxieties and torments,
they rested and were humbly grateful.

It seemed to many, from the day Abnego was sworn in,
that chaos began to waver and everywhere a glorious,
welcome stability flowered. In some respects, such as the
decrease in the number of monstrous births, processes
were under way which had nothing at all to do with the
Normal Man of Fillmore; in others—the astonished an-
nouncement by lexicographers, for example, that slang
expressions peculiar to teen-agers in Abnego’s first term
were used by their children in exactly the same contexts

64



NuLL-P

eighteen years later in his fifth administration—the histori-
cal leveling-out and patting-down effects of the Abnegite
trowel were obvious.

The verbal expression of this great calm was the Abne-
gism.

History’s earliest record of these deftly phrased inade-
quacies relates to the administration in which Abnego, at
last feeling secure enough to do so, appointed a cabinet
without any regard to the wishes of his party hierarchy. A
journalist, attempting to point up the absolute lack of
color in the new official family, asked if any one of
them—from Secretary of State to Postmaster-General—
had ever committed himself publicly on any issue or, in
previous positions, had been responsible for a single con-
structive step in any direction.

To which the President supposedly replied with a
bland, unhesitating smile, “I always say there’s no hard
feelings if no one’s defeated. Well, sir, no one’s defeated in
a fight where the referee can’t make a decision.”

Apocryphal though it may have been, this remark ex-
pressed the mood of Abnegite America perfectly. “As
pleasant as a no-decision bout” became part of everyday
language.

Certainly as apocryphal as the George Washington cher-
ry-tree legend, but the most definite Abnegism of them
all was the one attributed to the President after a per-
formance of Romeo and Juliet. “It is better not to have
loved at all, than to have loved and lost,” he is reported to
have remarked at the morbid end of the play.

At the inception of Abnego’s sixth term—the first in
which his oldest son served with him as Vice-President—a
group of Europeans reopened trade with the United
States by arriving in a cargo ship assembled from the
salvaged parts of three sunken destroyers and one capsized
aircraft carrier.

Received everywhere with undemonstrative cordiality,
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they traveled the country, amazed at the placidity—
the almost total absence of political and military excite-
ment on the one hand, and the rapid technological retro-
gression on the other. One of the emissaries sufficiently
mislaid his diplomatic caution to comment before he left:

“We came to America, to these cathedrals of industrial-
ism, in the hope that we would find solutions to many
vexing problems of applied science. These problems—the
development of atomic power for factory use, the applica-
tion of nuclear fission to such small arms as pistols and
hand grenades—stand in the way of our postwar recov-
ery. But you, in what remains of the United States of
America, don’t even see what we, in what remains of
Europe, consider so complex and pressing. Excuse me,
but what you have here is a national trance!”

His American hosts were not offended: they received his
expostulations with polite smiles and shrugs. The delegate
returned to tell his countrymen that the Americans, always
notorious for their madness, had finally specialized in
cretinism.

But another delegate who had observed widely and
asked many searching questions went back to his native
Toulouse (French culture had once more coagulated in
Provence) to define the philosophical foundations of the
Abnegite Revolution.

In a book which was read by the world with enormous
interest, Michel Gaston Fouffnique, sometime Professor of
History at the Sorbonne, pointed out that while twentieth-
century man had escaped from the narrow Greek formula-
tions sufficiently to visualize a non-Aristotelian logic and a
non-Euclidean geometry, he had not yet had the intellec-
tual temerity to create a non-Platonic system of politics.
Not until Abnego.

“Since the time of Socrates,” wrote Monsieur Fouff-
nique, “Man’s political viewpoints have been in thrall to the
conception that the best should govern. How to determine
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that ‘best,” the scale of values to be used in order that the
‘best’ and not mere undifferentiated ‘betters’ should rule—
these have been the basic issues around which have raged
the fires of political controversy for almost three millen-
nia. Whether an aristocracy of birth or intellect should
prevail is an argument over values; whether rulers should
be determined by the will of a god as determined by the
entrails of a hog, or selected by the whole people on the
basis of a ballot tally—these are alternatives in method.
But hitherto no political system has ventured away from
the implicit and unexamined assumption first embodied in
the philosopher-state of Plato’s Republic.

“Now, at last, America has turned and questioned the
pragmatic validity of the axiom. The young democracy to
the West, which introduced the concept of the Rights of
Man to jurisprudence, now gives a feverish world the
Doctrine of the Lowest Common Denominator in govern-
ment. According to this doctrine as I have come to under-
stand it through prolonged observation, it is not the worst
who should govern—as many of my prejudiced fellow-
delegates insist—but the mean: what might be termed the
‘unbest’ or the ‘non-elite.’ ”

Situated amid the still-radioactive rubbish of modern
war, the people of Europe listened devoutly to readings
from Fouffnique’s monograph. They were enthralled by
the peaceful monotonies said to exist in the United States
and bored by the academician’s reasons thereto: that a
governing group who knew to begin with that they were
“unbest” would be free of the myriad jealousies and con-
flicts arising from the need to prove individual superiority,
and that such a group would tend to smooth any major
quarrel very rapidly because of the dangerous opportuni-
ties created for imaginative and resourceful people by con-
ditions of struggle and strain.

There were oligarchs here and bosses there; in one
nation an ancient religious order still held sway, in anoth-
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er, calculating and brilliant men continued to lead the
people. But the word was preached. Shamans appeared in
the population, ordinary-looking folk who were called
“abnegos.” Tyrants found it impossible to destroy these
shamans, since they were not chosen for any special abili-
ties but simply because they represented the median of a
given group: the middle of any population grouping, it was
found, lasts as long as the group itself. Therefore, through
bloodshed and much time, the abnegos spread their phi-
losophy and flourished.

Oliver Abnego, who became the first President of the
World, was President Abnego VI of the United States of
America. His son presided—as Vice-President—over a
Senate composed mostly of his uncles and his cousins and
his aunts. They and their numerous offspring lived in an
economy which had deteriorated very, very slightly from
the conditions experienced by the founder of their line.

As world president, Oliver Abnego approved only one
measure—that granting preferential university scholar-
ships to students whose grades were closest to their age-
group median all over the planet. The President could
hardly have been accused of originality and innovation
unbecoming to his high office, however, since for some
time now all reward systems—scholastic, athletic, and
even industrial—had been adjusted to recognition of the
most average achievement while castigating equally the
highest and lowest scores.

When the usable oil gave out shortly afterwards, men
turned with perfect calmness to coal. The last turbines
were placed in museums while still in operating condition:
the people they served felt their isolated and individual
use of electricity was too ostentatious for good abnegism.

Outstanding cultural phenomena of this period were
carefully thymed and exactly metered poems addressed to
the nondescript beauties and vague charms of a wife or
old mother. Had not anthropology disappeared long ago, it

68



NuLL-P

would have become a matter of common knowledge that
there was a startling tendency to uniformity everywhere in
such qualities as bone structure, features and pigmenta-
tion, not to mention intelligence, musculature, and person-
ality. Humanity was breeding rapidly and unconsciously
in toward its center.

Nonetheless, just before the exhaustion of coal, there
was a brief sputter of intellect among a group who estab-
lished themselves on a site northwest of Cairo. These
Nilotics, as they were known, consisted mostly of unre-
constructed dissidents expelled by their communities, with
a leavening of the mentally ill and the physically handi-
capped; they had at their peak an immense number of
technical gadgets and yellowing books culled from crum-
bling museums and libraries the world over.

Intensely ignored by their fellowmen, the Nilotics car-
ried on shrill and interminable debates while plowing their
muddy fields just enough to keep alive. They concluded
that they were the only surviving heirs of homo sapiens,
the bulk of the world’s population now being composed of
what they termed homo abnegus.

Man’s evolutionary success, they concluded, had been
due chiefly to his lack of specialization. While other crea-
tures had been forced to standardize to a particular and
limited environment, mankind had been free for a tremen-
dous spurt, until ultimately it had struck an environmental
factor which demanded the fee of specialization. To avoid
war, Man had to specialize in nonentity.

Having come this far in discussion, the Nilotics deter-
mined to use the ancient weapons at their disposal to save
homo abnegus from himself. However, violent disagree-
ments over the methods of re-education to be employed
led them to a bloody internecine conflict with those same
weapons in the course of which the entire colony was
destroyed and its site made untenable for life. About this
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time, his coal used up, Man re-entered the broad, self-
replenishing forests.

The reign of homo abnegus endured for a quarter of a
million years. It was disputed finally—and successfully—
by a group of Newfoundland retrievers who had been
marooned on an island in Hudson Bay when the cargo
vessel transporting them to new owners had sunk back in
the twentieth century.

These sturdy and highly intelligent dogs, limited per-
force to each other’s growling society for several hundred
millennia, learned to talk in much the same manner that
mankind’s simian ancestors had learned to walk when a
sudden shift in botany destroyed their ancient arboreal
homes—out of boredom. Their wits sharpened further by
the hardships of their bleak island, their imaginations
stimulated by the cold, the articulate retrievers built a
most remarkable canine civilization in the Arctic before
sweeping southward to enslave and eventually domesticate
humanity.

Domestication took the form of breeding men solely for
their ability to throw sticks and other objects, the retriev-
ing of which was a sport still popular among the new
masters of the planet, however sedentary certain erudite
individuals might have become.

Highly prized as pets were a group of men with incredi-
bly thin and long arms; another school of retrievers, how-
ever, favored a stocky breed whose arms were short, but
extremely sinewy; while, occasionally, interesting results
were obtained by inducing rickets for a few generations to
produce a pet whose arms were sufficiently limber as to
appear almost boneless. This last type, while intriguing
both esthetically and scientifically, was generally decried
as a sign of decadence in the owner as well as a functional
insult to the animal.

Eventually, of course, the retriever civilization de-
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veloped machines which could throw sticks farther, faster,
and with more frequency. Thereupon, except in the most
backward canine communities, Man disappeared.
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THE NEw JERSEY Turnpike had been hard on the horses.

South of New Brunswick the potholes had been so deep,
the scattered boulders so plentiful, that the two men had
been forced to move at a slow trot, to avoid crippling their
three precious animals. And, of course, this far south,
farms were nonexistent: they had been able to eat nothing
but the dried provisions in the saddlebags, and last night
they had slept in a roadside service station, suspending
their hammocks between the tilted, rusty gas pumps.

But it was still the best, the most direct route, Jerry
Franklin knew. The Turnpike was a government road: its
rubble was cleared semiannually. They had made excel-
lent time and come through without even developing a
limp in the pack horse. As they swung out on the last lap,
past the riven tree stump with the words TRENTON EXIT
carved on its side, Jerry relaxed a bit. His father, his
father’s colleagues, would be proud of him. And he was
proud of himself.

But the next moment, he was alert again. He roweled
his horse, moved up alongside his companion, a young
man of his own age.

“Protocol,” he reminded. “I’'m the leader here. You
know better than to ride ahead of me this close to Tren-
ton.”

He hated to pull rank. But facts were facts, and if a
subordinate got above himself he was asking to be set
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down. After all, he was the son—and the oldest son, at
that—of the Senator from Idaho; Sam Rutherford’s father
was a mere Undersecretary of State and Sam’s mother’s
family was pure post office clerk all the way back.

Sam nodded apologetically and reined his horse back
the proper couple of feet. “Thought I saw something
odd,” he explained. “Looked like an advance party on the
side of the road—and I could have sworn they were
wearing buffalo robes.”

“Seminole don’t wear buffalo robes, Sammy. Don’t you
remember your sophomore political science?”

“I never had any political science, Mr. Franklin: I was
an engineering major. Digging around in ruins has always
been my dish. But, from the little I know, I didn’t think
buffalo robes went with the Seminole. That’s why I was—"

“Concentrate on the pack horse,” Jerry advised. “Nego-
tiations are my job.”

As he said this, he was unable to refrain from touching
the pouch upon his breast with rippling fingertips. Inside
it was his commission, carefully typed on one of the last
precious sheets of official government stationery (and it
was not one whit less official because the reverse side had
been used years ago as a scribbled interoffice memo) and
signed by the President himself. In ink!

The existence of such documents was important to a
man in later life. He would have to hand it over, in all
probability, during the conferences, but the commission to
which it attested would be on file in the capital up north.
And, when his father died, and he took over one of the
two hallowed Idaho seats, it would give him enough
stature to make an attempt at membership on the Appro-
priations Committee. Or, for that matter, why not go the
whole hog—the Rules Committee itself? No Senator
Franklin had ever been a member of the Rules Commit-
tee.
The two envoys knew they were on the outskirts of
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Trenton when they passed the first gangs of Jerseyites
working to clear the road. Frightened faces glanced at
them briefly, and quickly bent again to work. The gangs
were working without any visible supervision. Evidently
the Seminole felt that simple instructions were sufficient.

But as they rode into the blocks of neat ruins that were
the city proper and still came across nobody more impor-
tant than white men, another explanation began to occur
to Jerry Franklin. This all had the look of a town still at
war, but where were the combatants? Almost certainly on
the other side of Trenton, defending the Delaware River—
that was the direction from which the new rulers of Tren-
ton might fear attack—not from the north where there
was only the United States of America.

But if that were so, who in the world could they be
defending against? Across the Delaware to the south there
was nothing but more Seminole. Was it possible—was it
possible that the Seminole had at last fallen to fighting
among themselves?

Or was it possible that Sam Rutherford had been right?
Fantastic. Buffalo robes in Trenton! There should be no
buffalo robes closer than a hundred miles westward, in
Harrisburg.

But when they turned onto State Street, Jerry bit his lip
in chagrin. Sam had seen correctly, which made him one
up.

Scattered over the wide lawn of the gutted state capitol
were dozens of wigwams. And the tall, dark men who sat
impassively, or strode proudly among the wigwams, all
wore buffalo robes. There was no need even to associate
the paint on their faces with a remembered lecture in
political science: these were Sioux.

So the information that had come drifting up to the
government about the identity of the invader was totally
inaccurate—as usual. Well, you couldn’t expect communi-
cation miracles over this long a distance. But that inac-
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curacy made things difficult. It might invalidate his com-
mission for one thing: his commission was addressed di-
rectly to Osceola VII, Ruler of All the Seminoles. And if
Sam Rutherford thought this gave him a right to preen
himself—

He looked back dangerously. No, Sam would give no
trouble. Sam knew better than to dare an I-told-you-so.
At his leader’s look, the son of the Undersecretary of State
dropped his eyes groundwards to immediate humility.

Satisfied, Jerry searched his memory for relevant data
on recent political relationships with the Sioux. He
couldn’t recall much—just the provisions of the last two
or three treaties. It would have to do.

He drew up before an important-looking warrior and
carefully dismounted. You might get away with talking to
a Seminole while mounted, but not the Sioux. The Sioux
were very tender on matters of protocol with white men.

“We come in peace,” he said to the warrior standing as
impassively straight as the spear he held, as stiff and hard
as the rifle on his back. “We come with a message of
importance and many gifts to your chief. We come from
New York, the home of our chief.” He thought a mo-
ment, then added: “You know, the Great White Father?”

Immediately, he was sorry for the addition. The warrior
chuckled briefly; his eyes lit up with a lightning-stroke of
mirth. Then his face was expressionless again, and serene-
ly dignified as befitted a man who had counted coup many
times.

“Yes,” he said. “I have heard of him. Who has not
heard of the wealth and power and far dominions of the
Great White Father? Come. I will take you to our chief.
Walk behind me, white man.”

Jerry motioned Sam Rutherford to wait.

At the entrance to a large, expensively decorated tent,
the Indian stood aside and casually indicated that Jerry
should enter.
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It was dim inside, but the illumination was rich enough
to take Jerry’s breath away. Oil lamps! Three of them!
These people lived well.

A century ago, before the whole world had gone smash
in the last big war, his people had owned plenty of oil
lamps themselves. Better than oil lamps, perhaps, if one
could believe the stories the engineers told around the
evening fires. Such stories were pleasant to hear, but they
were glories of the distant past. Like the stories of-
overflowing granaries and chock-full supermarkets, they
made you proud of the history of your people, but they
did nothing for you now. They made your mouth water,
but they didn’t feed you.

The Indians whose tribal organization had been the first
to adjust to the new conditions, in the all-important
present, the Indians had the granaries, the Indians had the
oil lamps. And the Indians .. .

There were two nervous white men serving food to the
group squatting on the floor. An old man, the chief, with a
carved, chunky body. Three warriors, one of them sur-
prisingly young for council. And a middle-aged Negro,
wearing the same bound-on rags as Franklin, except that
they looked a little newer, a little cleaner.

Jerry bowed low before the chief, spreading his arms
apart, palms down.

“I come from New York, from our chief,” he mum-
bled. In spite of himself, he was more than a little fright-
ened. He wished he knew their names so that he could
relate them to specific events. Although he knew what
their names would be like—approximately. The Sioux, the
Seminole, all the Indian tribes renaissant in power and
numbers, all bore names garlanded with anachronism.
That queer mixture of several levels of the past, overlaid
always with the cocky, expanding present. Like the rifles
and the spears, one for the reality of fighting, the other for
the symbol that was more important than reality. Like the
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use of wigwams on campaign, when, according to the
rumors that drifted smokily across country, their slave
artisans could now build the meanest Indian noble a
damp-free, draftproof dwelling such as the President of
the United States, lying on his special straw pallet, did not
dream about. Like paint-spattered faces peering through
newly reinvented,” crude microscopes. What had micro-
scopes been like? Jerry tried to remember the Engineering
Survey Course he’d taken in his freshman year—and drew
a blank. All the same, the Indians were so queer, and so
awesome. Sometimes you thought that destiny had meant
them to be conquerors, with a conqueror’s careless incon-
sistency. Sometimes . . .

He noticed that they were waiting for him to continue.
“From our chief,” he repeated hurriedly. “I come with a
message of importance and many gifts.”

“Eat with us,” the old man said. “Then you will give us
your gifts and your message.”

Gratefully, Jerry squatted on the ground a short dis-
tance from them. He was hungry, and among the fruit in
the bowls he had seen something that must be an orange.
He had heard so many arguments about what oranges
tasted like!

After a while, the old man said, “I am Chief Three
Hydrogen Bombs. This”—pointing to the young man—-is
my son, Makes Much Radiation. And this”—pointing to
the middle-aged Negro—is a sort of compatriot of yours.”

At Jerry’s questioning look, and the chief’s raised finger
of permission, the Negro explained. “Sylvester Thomas.
Ambassador to the Sioux from the Confederate States of
America.”

“The Confederacy? She’s still alive? We heard ten years
ago_”

“The Confederacy is very much alive, sir. The Western
Confederacy, that is, with its capital at Jackson, Mississip-
pi. The Eastern Confederacy, the one centered at Rich-
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mond, Virginia, did go down under the Seminole. We
have been more fortunate. The Arapahoe, the Cheyenne,
and”—with a nod to the chief—*“especially the Sioux, if I
may say so, sir, have been very kind to us. They allow us
te live in peace, so long as we till the soil quietly and pay
our tithes.”

“Then would you know, Mr. Thomas—" Jerry began
eagerly. “That is . . . the Lone Star Republic—Texas— Is
it possible that Texas, too . . . ?”

Mr. Thomas looked at the door of the wigwam unhap-
pily. “Alas, my good sir, the Republic of the Lone Star
Flag fell before the Kiowa and the Comanche long years
ago when I was still a small boy. I don’t remember the
exact date, but I do know it was before even the last of
California was annexed by the Apache and the Navajo,
and well before the nation of the Mormons under the
august leadership of—"

Makes Much Radiation shifted his shoulders back and
forth and flexed his arm muscles. “All this talk,” he
growled. “Paleface talk. Makes me tired.”

“Mr. Thomas is not a paleface,” his father told him
sharply. “Show respect! He’s our guest and an accredited
ambassador—you’re not to use a word like paleface in his
presence!”

One of the other, older warriors near the child spoke
up. “In ancient days, in the days of the heroes, a boy of
Makes Much Radiation’s age would not dare raise his
voice in council before his father. Certainly not to say the
things he just has. I cite as reference, for those interested,
Robert Lowie’s definitive volume, The Crow Indians, and
Lesser’s fine piece of anthropological insight, Three Types
of Siouan Kinship. Now, whereas we have not yet been
able to reconstruct a Siouan kinship pattern on the classic
model described by Lesser, we have developed a working
arrangement that—”

“The trouble with you, Bright Book Jacket,” the war-
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rior on his left broke in, “is that you’re too much of a
classicist. You’re always trying to live in the Golden Age
instead of the present, and a Golden Age that really has
little to do with the Sioux. Oh, I’ll admit that we’re as
much Dakotan as the Crow, from the linguist’s point of
view at any rate, and that, superficially, what applies to
the Crow should apply to us. But what happens when we
quote Lowie in so many words and try to bring his
precepts into daily life?”

“Enough,” the chief announced. “Enough, Hangs A
Tale. And you, too, Bright Book Jacket—enough,
enough! These are private tribal matters. Though they do
serve to remind us that the paleface was once great before
he became sick and corrupt and frightened. These men
whose holy books teach us the lost art of being real Sioux,
men like Lesser, men like Robert H. Lowie, were not
these men palefaces? And in memory of them should we
not show tolerance?”

“A-ah!” said Makes Much Radiation impatiently. “As
far as I’'m concerned, the only good paleface is a dead
paleface. And that’s that.” He thought a bit. “Except their
women. Paleface women are fun when you’re a long way
from home and feel like raising a little hell.”

Chief Three Hydrogen Bombs glared his son into
silence. Then he turned to Jerry Franklin. “Your message
and your gifts. First your message.”

“No, Chief,” Bright Book Jacket told him respectfully
but definitely. “First the gifts. Then the message. That’s
the way it was done.”

“I’ll have to get them. Be right back.” Jerry walked out
of the tent backwards and ran to where Sam Rutherford
had tethered the horses. “The presents,” he said urgently.
“The presents for the chief.”

The two of them tore at the pack straps. With his arms
loaded, Jerry returned through the warriors who had as-
sembled to watch their activity with quiet arrogance. He
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entered the tent, set the gifts on the ground and bowed
low again.

“Bright beads for the chief,” he said, handing over two
star sapphires and a large white diamond, the best that the
engineers had evacuated from the ruins of New York in
the past ten years.

“Cloth for the chief,” he said, handing over a bolt of
linen and a bolt of wool, spun and loomed in New Hamp-
shire especially for this occasion and painfully, expensive-
ly carted to New York.

“Pretty toys for the chief,” he said, handing over a
large, only slightly rusty alarm clock and a precious
typewriter, both of them put in operating order by bat-
teries of engineers and artisans working in tandem (the
engineers interpreting the brittle old documents to the
artisans) for two and a half months.

“Weapons for the chief,” he said, handing over a beau-
tifully decorated cavalry saber, the prized hereditary pos-
session of the Chief of Staff of the United States Air
Force, who had protested its requisitioning most bitterly
(“Damn it all, Mr. President, do you expect me to fight
these Indians with my bare hands?” “No, I don’t, Johnny,
but I’'m sure you can pick up one just as good from one of
your eager junior officers™).

Three Hydrogen Bombs examined the gifts, particularly
the typewriter, with some interest. Then he solemnly dis-
tributed them among the members of his council, keeping
only the typewriter and one of the sapphires for himself.
The sword he gave to his son.

Makes Much Radiation tapped the steel with his finger-
nail. “Not so much,” he stated. “Not-so-much. Mr. Thom-
as came up with better stuff than this from the Confeder-
ate States of America for my sister’s puberty ceremony.”
He tossed the saber negligently to the ground. “But what
can you expect from a bunch of lazy, good-for-nothing
whiteskin stinkards?”
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When he heard the last word, Jerry Franklin went
rigid. That meant he’d have to fight Makes Much Radia-
tion—and the prospect scared him right down to the wet
hairs on his legs. The alternative was losing face complete-
ly among the Sioux.

“Stinkard” was a term from the Natchez system and
was applied these days indiscriminately to all white men
bound to field or factory under their aristocratic Indian
overlords. A “stinkard” was something lower than a serf,
whose one value was that his toil gave his masters the
leisure to engage in the activities of full manhood: hunting,
fighting, thinking.

If you let someone call you a stinkard and didn’t kill
him, why, then you were a stinkard—and that was all
there was to it.

“I am an accredited representative of the United States
of America,” Jerry said slowly and distinctly, “and the
oldest son of the Senator from Idaho. When my father
dies, I will sit in the Senate in his place. I am a free-born
man, high in the councils of my nation, and anyone who
calls me a stinkard is a rotten, no-good, foul-mouthed
liar!”

There—it was done. He waited as Makes Much Radia-
tion rose to his feet. He noted with dismay the well-fed,
well-muscled sleekness of the young warrior. He wouldn’t
have a chance against him. Not in hand-to-hand combat—
which was the way it would be.

Makes Much Radiation picked up the sword and point-
ed it at Jerry Franklin. “I could chop you in half right
now like a fat onion,” he observed. “Or I could go into a
ring with you knife to knife and cut your belly open. I've
fought and killed Seminole, I've fought Apache, I've even
fought and killed Comanche. But I've never dirtied my
hands with paleface blood, and I don’t intend to start
now. I leave such simple butchery to the overseers of our
estates. Father, I'll be outside until the lodge is clean
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again.” Then he threw the sword ringingly at Jerry’s feet
and walked out.

Just before he left, he stopped, and remarked over his
shoulder: “The oldest son of the Senator from Idaho!
Idaho has been part of the estates of my mother’s family
for the past forty-five years! When will these romantic
children stop playing games and start living in the world
as it is now?”

“My son,” the old chief murmured. “Younger gener-
ation. A bit wild. Highly intolerant. But he means well.
Really does. Means well.”

He signaled to the white serfs who brought over a large
chest covered with great splashes of color.

While the chief rummaged in the chest, Jerry Franklin
relaxed inch by inch. It was almost too good to be true: he
wouldn’t have to fight Makes Much Radiation, and he
hadn’t lost face. All things considered, the whole business
had turned out very well indeed.

And as for the last comment—well, why expect an
Indian to understand about things like tradition and the
glory that could reside forever in a symbol? When his
father stood up under the cracked roof of Madison Square
Garden and roared across to the Vice-President of the
United States: “The people of the sovereign state of Idaho
will never and can never in all conscience consent to a tax
on potatoes. From time immemorial, potatoes have been
associated with Idaho, potatoes have been the pride of
Idaho. The people of Boise say no to a tax on potatoes,
the people of Pocatello say no to a tax on potatoes, the
very rolling farmlands of the Gem of the Mountain say
no, never, a thousand times no, to a tax on potatoes!”—
when his father spoke like that, he was speaking for the
people of Boise and Pocatello. Not the crushed Boise or
desolate Pocatello of today, true, but the magnificent cities

as they had been of yore ... and the rich farms on either
side of the Snake River.... And Sun Valley, Moscow,
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Idaho Falls, American Falls, Weiser, Grangeville, Twin
Falls. . ..

“We did not expect you, so we have not many gifts to
offer in return,” Three Hydrogen Bombs was explaining.
“However, there is this one small thing. For you.”

Jerry gasped as he took it. It was a pistol, a real,
brand-new pistol! And a small box of cartridges. Made in
one of the Sioux slave workshops. of the Middle West that
he had heard about. But to hold it in his hand, and to
know that it belonged to him!

It was a Crazy Horse forty-five, and, according to all
reports, far superior to the Apache weapon that had so
long dominated the West, the Geronimo thirty-two. This
was a weapon a General of the Armies, a President of the
United States, might never hope to own—and it was his!

“I don’t know how— Really, I—I—"

“That’s all right,” the chief told him genially. “Really it
is. My son would not approve of giving firearms to pale-
faces, but I feel that palefaces are like other people—it’s
the individual that counts. You look like a responsible
man for a paleface: I'm sure you’ll use the pistol wisely.
Now your message.”

Jerry collected his faculties and opened the pouch that
hung from his neck. Reverently, he extracted the precious
document and presented it to the chief.

Three Hydrogen Bombs read it quickly and passed it to
his warriors. The last one to get it, Bright Book Jacket,
wadded it up into a ball and tossed it back at the white
man.

“Bad penmanship,” he said. “And ‘receive’ is spelled
three different ways. The rule is: ‘i before e, except after
¢.’ But what does it have to do with us? It’s addressed to
the Seminole chief, Osceola VII, requesting him to order
his warriors back to the southern bank of the Delaware
River, or to return the hostage given him by the Govern-
ment of the United States as an earnest of good will and
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peaceful intentions. We’re not Seminole: why show it to
us?”

As Jerry Franklin smoothed out the wrinkles in the
paper with painful care and replaced the document in his
pouch, the Confederate ambassador, Sylvester Thomas,
spoke up. “I think I might explain,” he suggested, glanc-
ing inquiringly from face to face. “If you gentlemen
don’t mind ... ? It is obvious that the United States
Government has heard that an Indian tribe finally crossed
the Delaware at this point, and assumed it was the Semi-
nole. The last movement of the Seminole, you will recall,
was to Philadelphia, forcing the evacuation of the capital
once more and its transfer to New York City. It was a
natural mistake: the communications of the American
States, whether Confederate or United”—a small, cough-
ing, diplomatic laugh here—‘have not been as good as
might have been expected in recent years. It is quite
evident that neither this young man nor the government
he represents so ably and so well, had any idea that the
Sioux had decided to steal a march on his majesty, Osceo-
la VII, and cross the Delaware at Lambertville.”

“That’s right,” Jerry broke in eagerly. “That’s exactly
right. And now, as the accredited emissary of the Pres-
ident of the United States, it is my duty formally to
request that the Sioux nation honor the treaty of eleven
years ago as well as the treaty of fifteen—I think it was
fifteen—years ago, and retire once more behind the banks
of the Susquehanna River. I must remind you that when
we retired from Pittsburgh, Altoona, and Johnstown, you
swore that the Sioux would take no more land from us
and would protect us in the little we had left. I am certain
that the Sioux want to be known as a nation that keeps its
promises.”

Three Hydrogen Bombs glanced questioningly at the
faces of Bright Book Jacket and Hangs A Tale. Then he
leaned forward and placed his elbows on his crossed legs.
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“You speak well, young man,” he commented. “You are a
credit to your chief. ... Now, then. Of course the Sioux
want to be known as a nation that honors its treaties and
keeps its promises. And so forth and so forth. But we
have an expanding population. You don’t have an expand-
ing population. We need more land. You don’t use most
of the land you have. Should we sit by and see the land go
to waste—worse yet, should we see it acquired by the
Seminole who already rule a domain stretching from Phil-
adelphia to Key West? Be reasonable. You can retire to—
to other places. You have most of New England left and a
large part of New York State. Surely you can afford to
give up New Jersey.”

In spite of himself, in spite of his ambassadorial posi-
tion, Jerry Franklin began yelling. All of a sudden it was
too much. It was one thing to shrug your shoulders un-
happily back home in the blunted ruins of New York, but
here on the spot where the process was actually taking
place—no, it was too much.

“What else can we afford to give up? Where else can we
retire to? There’s nothing left of the United States of
America but a handful of square miles, and still we’re
supposed to move back! In the time of my forefathers, we
were a great nation, we stretched from ocean to ocean, so
say the legends of my people, and now we are huddled in
a miserable corner of our land, starving, filthy, sick, dy-
ing, and ashamed. In the North, we are oppressed by the
Ojibway and the Cree, we are pushed southward re-
lentlessly by the Montaignais; in the South, the Seminole
climb up our land yard by yard; and in the West, the
Sioux take a piece more of New Jersey, and the Cheyenne
come up and nibble yet another slice out of Elmira and
Buffalo. When will it stop—where are we to go?”

The old man shifted uncomfortably at the agony in his
voice. “It is hard; mind you, I don’t deny that it is hard.
But facts are facts, and weaker peoples always go to the
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wall. . . . Now, as to the rest of your mission. If we don’t
retire as you recuest, you’re supposed to ask for the return
of your hostage. Sounds reasonable to me. You ought to
get something out of it. However, I can’t for the life of me
remember a hostage. Do we have a hostage from you
people?”

His head hanging, his body exhausted, Jerry muttered
in misery, “Yes. All the Indian nations on our borders
have hostages. As earnests of our good will and peaceful
intentions.”

Bright Book Jacket snapped his fingers. “That girl.
Sarah Cameron—Canton—what’s-her-name.”

Jerry looked up. “Calvin?” he asked. “Could it be
Calyin? Sarah Calvin? The Daughter of the Chief Justice
of the United States Supreme Court?”’

“Sarah Calvin. That’s the one. Been with us for five,
six years. You remember, chief? The girl your son’s been
playing around with?”

Three Hydrogen Bombs looked amazed. “Is she the
hostage? I thought she was some paleface female he had
imported from his plantations in southern Ohio. Well,
well, well. Makes Much Radiation is just a chip off the old
block, no doubt about it.” He became suddenly serious.
“But that girl will never go back. She rather goes for
Indian loving. Goes for it all the way. And she has the
idea that my son will eventually marry her. Or some
such.”

He looked Jerry Franklin over. “Tell you what, my
boy. Why don’t you wait outside while we talk this over?
And take the saber. Take it back with you. My son
doesn’t seem to want it.”

Jerry wearily picked up the saber and trudged out of
the wigwam.

Dully, uninterestedly, he noticed the band of Sioux
warriors around Sam Rutherford and his horses. Then the
group parted for a moment, and he saw Sam with a bottle

87



THE WOODEN STAR

in his hand. Tequila! The damned fool had let the Indians
give him tequila—he was drunk as a pig.

Didn’t he know that white men couldn’t drink, didn’t
dare drink? With every inch of their unthreatened arable
land under cultivation for foodstuffs, they were all still on
the edge of starvation. There was absolutely no room in
their economy for such luxuries as intoxicating beverages—
and no white man in the usual course of a lifetime got
close to so much as a glassful of the stuff. Give him a
whole bottle of tequila and he was a stinking mess.

As Sam was now. He staggered back and forth in
dipping semicircles, holding the bottle by its neck and
waving it idiotically. The Sioux chuckled, dug each other
in the ribs and pointed. Sam vomited loosely down the
rags upon his chest and belly, tried to take one more
drink, and fell over backwards. The bottle continued to
pour over his face until it was empty. He was snoring
loudly. The Sioux shook their heads, made grimaces of
distaste, and walked away.

Jerry looked on and nursed the pain in his heart. Where
could they go? What could they do? And what difference
did it make? Might as well be as drunk as Sammy there.
At least you wouldn’t be able to feel.

He looked at the saber in one hand, the bright new
pistol in the other. Logically, he should throw them away.
Wasn’t it ridiculous when you came right down to it,
wasn’t it pathetic—a white man carrying weapons?

Sylvester Thomas came out of the tent. “Get your
horses ready, my dear sir,” he whispered. “Be prepared to
ride as soon as I come back. Hurry!”

The young man slouched over to the horses and fol-
lowed instructions—might as well do that as anything
else. Ride where? Do what?

He lifted Sam Rutherford up and tied him upon his
horse."Go back home? Back to the great, the powerful, the
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respected capital of what had once been the United States
of America?

Thomas came back with a bound and gagged girl in his
grasp. She wriggled madly. Her eyes crackled with anger
and rebellion. She kept trying to kick the Confederate
Ambassador.

She wore the rich robes of an Indian princess. Her hair
was braided in the style currently fashionable among
Sioux women. And her face had been stained carefully
with some darkish dye.

Sarah Calvin. The daughter of the Chief Justice. They
tied her to the pack horse.

“Chief Three Hydrogen Bombs,” the Negro explained.
“He feels his son plays around too much with paleface
females. He wants this one out of the way. The boy has to
settle down, prepare for the responsibilities of chieftain-
ship. This may help. And listen, the old man likes you.
He told me to tell you something.”

“Im grateful. ’'m grateful for every favor, no matter
how small, how humiliating.”

Sylvester Thomas shook his head decisively. “Don’t be
bitter, young sir. If you want to go on living you have to
be alert. And you can’t be alert and bitter at the same
time. The Chief wants you to know there’s no point in
your going home. He couldn’t say it openly in council, but
the reason the Sioux moved in on Trenton has nothing to
do with the Seminole on the other side. It has to do with
the Ojibway-Cree-Montaignais situation in the North.
They’ve decided to take over the Eastern Seaboard—that
includes what’s left of your country. By this time, they’re
probably in Yonkers or the Bronx, somewhere inside New
York City. In a matter of hours, your government will no
longer be in existence. The Chief had advance word of
this and felt it necessary for the Sioux to establish some
sort of bridgehead on the coast before matters were per-
manently stabilized. By occupying New Jersey he is pre-
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venting an Ojibway-Seminole junction. But he likes you,
as I said, and wants you warned against going home.”

“Fine, but where do I go? Up a rain cloud? Down a
well?”

“No,” Thomas admitted without smiling. He hoisted
Jerry up on his horse. “You might come back with me to
the Confederacy—" He paused, and when Jerry’s sullen
expression did not change, he went on, “Well, then, may I
suggest—and mind you, this is my advice, not the Chief’s
—head straight out to Asbury Park. It’s not far away—you
can make it in reasonable time if you ride hard. According
to reports I’'ve overheard, there should be units of the
United States Navy there, the Tenth Fleet, to be exact.”

“Tell me,” Jerry asked, bending down. “Have you
heard any other news? Anything about the rest of the
world? How has it been with those people—the Russkies,
the Sovietskis, whatever they were called—the ones the
United States had so much to do with years and years
ago?”’

“According to several of the chief’s councilors, the So-
viet Russians were having a good deal of difficulty with
people called Tatars. I think they were called Tatars. But,
my good sir, you should be on your way.”

Jerry leaned down further and grasped his hand.
“Thanks,” he said. “You’ve gone to a lot of trouble for
me. I’'m grateful.”

“That’s quite all right,” said Mr. Thomas earnestly.
“After all, by the rocket’s red glare, and all that. We were
a single nation once.”

Jerry moved off, leading the other two horses. He set a
fast pace, exercising the minimum of caution made neces-
sary by the condition of the road. By the time they
reached Route 33, Sam Rutherford, though not altogether
sober or well, was able to sit in his saddle. They could
then untie Sarah Calvin and ride with her between them.

She cursed and wept. “Filthy paleface! Foul, ugly, stink-
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ing whiteskins! I’'m an Indian, can’t you see I'm an
Indian? My skin isn’t white—it’s brown, brown!”

They kept riding.

Asbury Park was a dismal clatter of rags and confusion
and refugees. There were refugees from the north, from
Perth Amboy, from as far as Newark. There were refugees
from Princeton in the west, flying before the Sioux inva-
sion. And from the south, from Atlantic City—even, un-
believably, from distant Camden—were still other refu-
gees, with stories of a sudden Seminole attack, an attempt
to flank the armies of Three Hydrogen Bombs.

The three horses were stared at enviously, even in their
lathered, exhausted condition. They represented food to
the hungry, the fastest transportation possible to the fear-
ful. Jerry found the saber very useful. And the pistol was
even better—it had only to be exhibited. Few of these
people had ever seen a pistol in action: they had a mighty,
superstitious fear of firearms.

With this fact discovered, Jerry kept the pistol out
nakedly in his right hand when he walked into the United
States Naval Depot on the beach at Asbury Park. Sam
Rutherford was at his side; Sarah Calvin walked sobbing
behind.

He announced their family backgrounds to Admiral
Milton Chester. The son of the Undersecretary of State.
The daughter of the Chief Justice of the Supreme Court.
The oldest son of the Senator from Idaho. “And now. Do
you recognize the authority of this document?”

Admiral Chester read the wrinkled commission slowly,
spelling out the harder words to himself. He twisted his
head respectfully when he had finished, looking first at the
seal of the United States on the paper before him, and
then at the glittering pistol in Jerry’s hand.

“Yes,” he said at last. “I recognize its authority. Is that
a real pistol?”
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Jerry nodded. “A Crazy Horse forty-five. The latest.
How do you recognize its authority?”

The admiral spread his hands. “Everything is confused
out here. The latest word I've received is that there are
Ojibway warriors in Manhattan—that there is no longer
any United States Government. And yet this”—he bent
over the document once more—*‘“this is a commission by
the President himself, appointing-you full plenipotentiary.
To the Seminole, of course. But full plenipotentiary.
The last official appointment, to the best of my knowl-
edge, of the President of the United States of America.”

He reached forward and touched the pistol in Jerry
Franklin’s hand curiously and inquiringly. He nodded to
himself, as if he’d come to a decision. He stood up, and
saluted with a flourish.

“I hereby recognize you as the last legal authority of the
United States Government. And I place my fleet at your
disposal.”

“Good.” Jerry stuck the pistol in his belt. He pointed
with the saber. “Do you have enough food and water for a
long voyage?”’

“No, sir,” Admiral Chester said. “But that can be ar-
ranged in a few hours at most. May I escort you aboard,
sir?”

He gestured proudly down the beach and past the surf
to where the three, forty-five-foot gaff-rigged schooners
rode at anchor. “The United States Tenth Fleet, sir. Await-
ing your orders.”

Hours later when the three vessels were standing out to
sea, the admiral came to the cramped main cabin where
Jerry Franklin was resting. Sam Rutherford and Sarah
Calvin were asleep in the bunks above.

“And the orders, sir ... ?”

Jerry Franklin walked out on the narrow deck, looked
up at the taut, patched sails. “Sail east.”
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“East, sir? Due east?”
“Due east all the way. To the fabled lands of Europe.
To a place where a white man can stand at last on his own
two legs. Where he need not fear persecution. Where he
need not fear slavery. Sail east, Admiral, until we discover
a new and hopeful world—a world of freedom!”
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November 10, 2039—

Terran Supreme Command communiqué No. 18-
673 for the twenty-four hours ending 0900 Monday,
Terran capital time:

. . . whereupon sector HQ on Fortress Satellite Five
ordered a strategic withdrawal of all interceptor units.
The withdrawal was accomplished without difficulty
and with minimal loss.

The only other incident of interest in this period
was the surrender of an enemy soldier of undeter-
mined rank, the first of these creatures from Jupiter
to be taken alive by our forces. The capture was
made in the course of defending Cochabamba, Bo-
livia, from an enemy commando raid. Four Jovians
were killed in this unsuccessful assault upon a vital
tin-supplying area after which the fifth laid down his
arms and begged that his life be spared. Upon capture
by our forces, the Jovian claimed to be a deserter
and requested a safe-conduct to . ..

M ARDIN HAD been briefed on what to expect by the MP

officer who’d escorted him into the cave. Inevitably,
though, his first view of the tank in which the alien floated
brought out a long, whimpering grunt of disbelief and
remembered fear. It was at least sixty feet long by forty
wide, and it reared off the rocky floor to twice the height
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of a man. Whatever incredible material its sides had been
composed of had hours ago been covered by thick white
layers of ice.

Cold air currents bouncing the foul, damp smell of
methane back from the tank tweaked his nose and pricked
at his ears. Well, after all, Mardin thought, those things
have a body temperature somewhere in the neighborhood
of minus 200° Fahrenheit!

And he had felt this cold once before . ..

He shivered violently in response to the memory and
zipped shut the fur-lined coveralls he’d been issued at the
entrance. “Must have been quite a job getting that thing in
here.” The casualness of his voice suprised him and made
him feel better.

“Oh, a special engineer task force did it in—let me see,
now—" The MP lieutenant, a Chinese girl in her late
teens, pursed soft, coral lips at his graying hair. “Less
than five hours, figuring from the moment they arrived.
The biggest problem was finding a cell in the neighbor-
hood that was big enough to hold the prisoner. This cave
was perfect.”

Mardin looked up at the ledge above their heads. Every
ten feet, a squad of three men, highly polished weapons
ready for instant action. Atomic cannon squads alternating
with men bent down under the weight of dem-dem gre-
nades. Grim-faced young subalterns, very conscious of the
bigness of the brass that occupied the platform at the far
end of the cave, stamped back and forth along the ledge
from squad to squad, deadly little Royster pistolettos tin-
kling and naked in their sweating hands. Those kids, he
thought angrily, so well adjusted to it all!

The ledge ran along three sides of the cave; on the
fourth, the low entrance from which Mardin had just
come, he had seen five steel Caesars implanted, long,
pointed snouts throbbingly eager to throw tremendous
gusts of nuclear energy at the Jovian’s rear. And amid the
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immense rock folds of the roof, a labyrinth of slender,
pencil-like bombs had been laid, held in place by clamps
that would all open simultaneously the moment a certain
colonel’s finger pressed a certain green button. . . .

“If our friend in the tank makes one wrong move,”
Mardin muttered, “half of South America goes down the
drain.”

The girl started to chuckle, then changed her mind and
frowned. “I’'m sorry, Major Mardin, but I don’t like that. I
don’t like hearing them referred to as ‘friends.” Even in a
joke. Over a million and a half people—three hundred
thousand of them Chinese—have been wiped out by
those—those ammoniated flatworms!”

“And the first fifty of which,” he reminded her irri-
tably, “were my relatives and neighbors. If you’re old
enough to remember Mars and the Three Watertanks
Massacre, young lady.”

She swallowed and looked stricken. An apology seemed
to be in the process of composition, but Mardin moved
past her in a long, disgusted stride and headed rapidly for
the distant platform. He had a fierce dislike, he had
discovered long ago, for people who were unable to hate
wholesomely and intelligently, who had to jog their ani-
mus with special symbols and idiotic negations. Ameri-
cans, during the War of 1914-18, changing sauerkraut
into liberty cabbage; mobs of Turks, in the Gibraltar
Flare-up of 1985, lynching anyone in Ankara caught
eating oranges. How many times had he seen aged men in
the uniform of the oldsters’ service, the Infirm Civilian
Corps, make the socially accepted gesture of grinding out
a worm with their heels whenever they referred to the
enemy from Jupiter!

He grimaced at the enormous expanse of ice-covered
tank in which a blanket of living matter large enough to
cover a city block pursued its alien processes. “Let me see
you lift your foot and step on that!” he told the astonished
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girl behind him. Damn all simplicity-hounds, anyway, he
thought. 4 week on the receiving end of a Jovian ques-
tion-machine is exactly what they need. Make them nice
and thoughtful and give them some inkling of how crazily
complex this universe can be!

That reminded him of his purpose in this place. He
became thoughtful himself and—while the circular scar on
his forehead wrinkled—very gravely reminiscent of how
crazily complex the universe actually was. . ..

So thoughtful, in fact, that he had to take a long,
relaxing breath and wipe his hands on his coveralls before
climbing the stairs that led up to the hastily constructed
platform.

Colonel Liu, Mardin’s immediate superior, broke away
from the knot of men at the other end and came up to
him with arms spread wide. “Good to see you, Mardin,”
he said rapidly. “Now listen to me. Old Rockethead him-
self is here—you know how ke is. So put a little snap into
your salute and kind of pull back on those shoulders when
you’re talking to him. Know what I mean? Try to show
him that when it comes to military bearing, we in Intelli-
gence don’t take a—Mardin, are you listening to me? This
is very important.”

With difficulty, Mardin took his eyes away from the
transparent un-iced top of the tank. “Sorry, sir,” he mum-
bled. “I'll—I’ll try to remember.”

“This the interpreter, Colonel Liu? Major Mardin, eh?”
the very tall, stiffly erect man in the jeweled uniform of a
Marshal of Space yelled from the railing. “Bring him
over. On the double, sir!”

Colonel Liu grabbed Mardin’s left arm and pulled him
rapidly across the platform. Rockethead Billingsley cut the
colonel’s breathless introduction short. “Major Igor
Mardin, is it? Sounds Russian. You wouldn’t be Russian
now, would you? I hate Russians.”

Mardin noticed a broad-shouldered vice-marshal stand-
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ing in Billingsley’s rear stiffen angrily. “No, sir,” he re-
plied. “Mardin is a Croat name. My family is French and
Yugoslav with possibly a bit of Arab.”

The Marshal of Space inclined his fur-covered head.
“Good! Couldn’t stand you if you were Russian. Hate
Russians, hate Chinese, hate Portuguese. Though the
Chinese are worst of all, I'd say. Ready to start working
on this devil from Jupiter? Come over here, then. And
move, man, move!” As he swung around, the dozen or so
sapphire-studded Royster pistolettos that swung pic-
turesquely from his shoulder straps clinked and clanked
madly, making him seem like a gigantic cat that the mice
had belled again and again.

Hurrying after him, Mardin noticed with amusement
that the stiff, angry backs were everywhere now. Colonel
Liu’s mouth was screwed up into a dark pucker in his
face; at the far end of the platform, the young lieutenant
who’d escorted him from the jet base was punching a tiny
fist into an open palm. Marshal of Space Rudolfo Bil-
lingsley enjoyed a rank high enough to make tact a func-
tion of the moment’s whim—and it was obvious that he
rarely indulged such moments. “Head thick as a rocket
wall and a mouth as filthy as a burned-out exhaust, but he
can figure out, down to the smallest wound on the
greenest corporal, exactly how much blood any attack is
going to cost.” That was what the line officers said of him.

And that, after all, Mardin reflected, was just the kind
of man needed in the kind of world Earth had become in
eighteen years of Jovian siege. He, himself, owed this man
a very special debt. . ..

“You probably don’t remember me, sir,” he began hesi-
tantly as they paused beside a metal armchair that was
suspended from an overhead wire. “But we met once
before, about sixteen years ago. It was aboard your space-
ship, the Euphrates, that I—"

“The Euphrates wasn’t a spaceship. It was an intercep-
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tor, third class. Learn your damned terminology if you’re
going to dishonor a major’s uniform, mister! And pull that
zipper up tight. Of course, you were one of that mob of
mewling civilians I pulled out of Three Watertanks right
under the Jovians’ noses. Let’s see: that young archaeolo-
gist fellow. Didn’t know then that we were going to get a
real, first-class, bang-up, slaughter-em-dead war out of
that incident, did we? Hah! You thought you had an easy
life ahead of you, eh? Didn’t suspect you’d be spending
the rest of it in uniform, standing up straight and jumping
when you got an order! This war’s made men out of a lot
of wet jellyfish like you, mister, and you can be grateful
for the privilege.”

Mardin nodded with difficulty, sardonically conscious
of the abrupt stiffness of his own back, of the tightly
clenched fingers scraping his palm. He wondered about
the incidence of courts-martial, for striking a superior
officer, in Billingsley’s personal staff.

“All right, hop into it. Hop in, man!” Mardin realized
the significance of the cupped hands being extended to
him. A Marshal of Space was offering him a boost! Bil-
lingsley believed nobody could do anything better than
Billingsley. Very gingerly, he stepped into it, was lifted up
so that he could squirm into the chair. Automatically, he
fastened the safety belt across his middle, strapped the
headset in place.

Below him, Old Rockethead pulled the clamps tight
around his ankles and called up: “You’ve been briefed?
Arkhnatta contacted you?”

“Yes. I mean yes, sir. Professor Arkhnatta traveled
with me all the way from Melbourne Base. He managed
to cover everything, but of course it wasn’t the detail he’d
have liked.”

“Hell with the detail. Listen to me, Major Mardin.
Right there in front of you is the only Jovian flatworm
we’ve managed to take alive. I don’t know how much
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longer we can keep him alive—engineers are building a
methane plant in another part of the cave so he’ll have
some stink to breathe when his own supply runs out, and
the chemistry johnnies are refrigerating ammonia for him
to drink—but I intend to rip every bit of useful military
information out of his hide before he caves in. And your
mind is the only chisel I’'ve got. Hope I don’t break the
chisel, but the way I figure it you’re not worth as much as
a secondary space fleet. And I sacrificed one of those day
before yesterday—complement of two thousand men—
just to find out what the enemy was up to. So, mister, you
pay attention to me and keep asking him questions. And
shout out your replies good and loud for the recording
machines. Swing him out, Colonel! Didn’t you hear me?
How the hell long does it take to swing him out?”

As the cable pulled the chair away from the platform
and over the immense expanse of monster, Mardin felt
something in his belly go far away and something in his
brain try to hide. In a few moments—at the thought of
what he’d be doing in a minute or two he shut his eyes
tightly as he had in childhood, trying to wish the bad
thing away.

He should have done what all his instincts urged way
back in Melbourne Base when he’d gotten the orders and
realized what they meant. He should have deserted. Only
trouble, where do you desert in a world under arms, on a
planet where every child has its own military responsibili-
ties? But he should have done something. Something. No
man should have to go through this twice in one lifetime.

Simple enough for Old Rockethead. This was his life,
negative as its goals were; moments like these of incipient
destruction were the fulfillment for which he’d trained and
worked and studied. He remembered something else now
about Marshal of Space Billingsley. The beautiful little
winged creatures of Venus—Griggoddon, they’d been
called—who’d learned human languages and begun pester-
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ing the early colonists of that planet with hundreds of
questions. Toleration of their high-pitched, ear-splitting
voices had turned into annoyance and they’d been locked
out of the settlements, whereupon they’d made the nights
hideous with their curiosity. Since they’d refused to leave,
and since the hard-working colonists found themselves
losing more and more sleep, the problem had been turned
over to the resident military power on Venus. Mardin
recalled the uproar even on Mars when a laconic order of
the day—*“Venus has been rendered permanently calm:
Commodore R. Billingsley.”—announced that the first in-
telligent extra-terrestrial life to be discovered had been
destroyed down to the last crawling segmented infant by
means of a new insecticide spray.

Barely six months later the attack on sparsely settled
Mars had underlined with human corpses the existence of
another intelligent race in the solar system—and a much
more powerful one. Who remembered the insignificant
Griggoddon when Commodore Rudolfo Billingsley
slashed back into the enemy-occupied capital of Southern
Mars and evacuated the few survivors of Jupiter’s initial
assault? Then the Hero of Three Watertanks had even
gone back and rescued one of the men captured alive by
the Jovian monsters—a certain Igor Mardin, proud pos-
sessor of the first, and, as it eventually turned out, also the
only Ph.D. in Martian archaeology.

No, for Old Rockethead this horrendous planet-
smashing was more than fulfillment, much more than a
wonderful opportunity to practice various aspects of his
trade: it represented reprieve. If mankind had not blun-
dered into and alerted the outposts of Jovian empire in the
asteroid belt, Billingsley would have worked out a miser-
able career as a police officer in various patrol posts,
chained for the balance of his professional life to a com-
modore’s rank by the Griggoddon blunder. Whenever he
appeared at a party some fat woman would explain to her
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escort in a whisper full of highly audible sibilants that this
was the famous Beast of Venus—and every uniformed
man in the place would look uncomfortable. The Beast of
Venus it would have been instead of the Hero of Three
Watertanks, Defender of Luna, the Father of the Fortress
Satellite System.

As for himself—well, Dr. Mardin would have plodded
out the long years tranquilly and usefully, a scholar among
scholars, not the brightest and best, possibly—here, a stim-
ulating and rather cleverly documented paper, there a
startling minor discovery of interest only to specialists—
but a man respected by his colleagues, doing work he was
fitted for and liked, earning a secure place for himself in
the textbooks of another age as a secondary footnote or
additional line in a bibliography. But instead the Popa
Site Diggings were disintegrated rubble near the ruins of
what had once been the human capital of Southern Mars
and Major Igor Marden’s civilian skills had less relevance
and value than those of a dodo breeder or a veterinarian
to mammoths and mastodons. He was now a mildly in-
competent field grade officer in an unimportant section of
Intelligence whose attempts at military bearing and deport-
ment amused his subordinates and caused his superiors a
good deal of pain. He didn’t like the tasks he was assigned;
frequently he didn’t even understand them. His value lay
only in the two years of psychological hell he’d endured as
a prisoner of the Jovians and even that could be realized
only in peculiarly fortuitous circumstances such as those
of the moment. He could never be anything but an object
of pathos to the snappy, single-minded generation grown
up in a milieu of no-quarter interplanetary war: and should
the war end tomorrow with humanity, by some unimagin-
able miracle, victorious, he would have picked up nothing
in the eighteen years of conflict but uncertainty about him-
self and a few doubtful moments for some drab little
IMEmoirs.
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He found that, his fears forgotten, he had been glaring
down at the enormous hulk of the Jovian rippling gently
under the transparent tank-surface. This quiet-appearing
sea of turgid scarlet soup in which an occasional bluish-
white dumpling bobbed to the surface only to dwindle in
size and disappear—this was one of the creatures that had
robbed him of the life he should have had and had hurled
him into a by-the-numbers purgatory. And why? So that
their own peculiar concepts of mastery might be
maintained, so that another species might not arise to
challenge their dominion of the outer planets. No attempt
at arbitration, at treaty-making, at any kind of discussion—
instead an overwhelming and relatively sudden on-
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