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Introduction

These are stories from the dawn of my career—the earliest of them was written
about sixty years ago—and they are as surprised as [ am still to be alive here in
the second decade of the 21st century.

I began reading science fiction when I was a boy—H.G. Wells, Jules Verne, and
then such magazines as Amazing Stories and Astounding Science Fiction—and I
started writing it almost at once, sending my first stories off to the magazines of
the day when I was 13. The editors sent them back, of course—first with printed
rejection slips, then with encouraging letters—and, by 1954, when I was in my late
teens and my junior year at college, with checks. Very quickly I found myself
launched as a professional writer while still an undergraduate, making three sales



in 1954, more than two dozen in 1955, and more in 1956 than I want to take the
time now to count. By then it was clear to me that I was going to be able to make
my living by writing, and when I got my B.A. degree from Columbia in June, 1956,
I set up shop immediately as a full-time writer, and remained one for the next six
decades, until, in my seventies, I began to slide off into retirement.

The oldest story in this book is The Desiccator, which I wrote some time in 1954
and sold, a year or so later, to the very capable editor Robert W. Lowndes, whose
misfortune it was to love science fiction dearly but to be given a rock-bottom
editorial budget by his penurious publisher. It was just a little one-punch joke of a
story, but Lowndes needed it to fill a hole in the May, 1956 issue of his magazine,
The Original Science Fiction Stories, and paid me $24 for it. That doesn’t sound like
very much, and in fact it wasn’t, but the 1956 dollar had at least ten times the
purchasing power of today’s money, so my $24 fee (minus $2.40 for my agent) was
enough to buy dinner for two at almost any pretty good Manhattan restaurant.

Bob Lowndes and I quickly became friends—he gave me my first cat, in
December, 1956—and he bought a great many stories from me for The Original
Science Fiction Stories (which we all referred to simply as “The Original”) and its
companion, Future Science Fiction. A number of them are reprinted here: The
Lonely One, The Songs of Summer, Neutral Planet, Prime Commandment, Delivery
Guaranteed, The Isolationists, and The Woman You Wanted. Because I was so
prolific, some of these appeared under pseudonyms: The Isolationist as by “George
Osborne” and several of the others as by “Calvin M. Knox.”

There were plenty of other science fiction magazines in those days, and I wrote
for them all. Larry Shaw edited two, the fairly sophisticated Infinity Science Fiction
and a companion dedicated to fast-paced action stories, appropriately called
Science Fiction Adventures. I had a story in nearly every issue of Infinity and wrote
Science Fiction Adventures almost single-handed, with one or two long stories in
each issue and sometimes more. (Four of them are here, Spacerogue, There Was
an Old Woman, Ozymandias, and Valley Beyond Time.) About the same time I
became a staff writer for Howard Browne’s Amazing Stories and Fantastic, who
also wanted old-fashioned slam-bang pulp adventure fiction, and I worked hard at
supplying it, turning in two or three stories a month for him. That long list is
represented in this collection by Postmark Ganymede, The Happy Unfortunate, and
The Hunted Heroes. (The titles of the last two were invented by editor Browne; I
don’t remember what my original ones were.) At the same time I was writing for
the two top magazines of the era, John W. Campbell’s Astounding and Horace
Gold’s Galaxy. Those two magazines paid much more per word than the lesser
titles of the field, but their editors were very demanding indeed, and it was always
a red-letter day when I sold something to them. Birds of a Feather went to Galaxy,
and Point of Focus to Campbell. Both were published in 1958, which by then was
my fourth year as a very active professional writer.

It was a heady time. I loved writing all those stories, some of them at breakneck
speed. (Occasionally I did a story in the morning, knocked off for lunch, and did
another in the afternoon.) Eventually most of the magazines that were my regular
markets went out of business, and I gave up short-story writing in favor of doing
books, though I never completely abandoned the shorter form even when novels
were my primary source of income. The stories collected here, though, represent



the furious productivity of my first years as a writer, showing not only the flaws

but also the fierce energy with which all those stories came tumbling from my red-
hot typewriter.

—Robert Silverberg

February, 2016

When our ship left its carefully planned trajectory and started to wobble
through space in dizzy circles, I knew we shouldn’t have passed up that
opportunity for an overhauling on Spica IV. My men and I were anxious to get
back to Earth, and a hasty check had assured us that the AARON BURR was in
tiptop shape, so we had turned down the offer of an overhaul, which would have
meant a month’s delay, and set out straight for home.

As so often happens, what seemed like the most direct route home turned out to
be the longest. We had spent far too much time on this survey trip already, and we
were rejoicing in the prospect of an immediate return to Earth when the ship
started turning cartwheels.

Willendorf, computerman first class, came to me looking sheepish, a few
minutes after I’'d noticed we were off course.

“What is it, Gus?” I asked.

“The feed network’s oscillating, sir,” he said, tugging at his unruly reddish-
brown beard. “It won'’t stop, sir.”

“Is Ketteridge working on it?”

“I've just called him,” Willendorf said. His stolid face reflected acute
embarrassment. Willendorf always took it personally whenever one of the cybers
went haywire, as if it were his own fault. “You know what this means, don’t you,
sir?”

I grinned. “Take a look at this, Willendorf,” I said, shoving the trajectory graphs
towards him. I sketched out with my stylus the confused circles we had been
traveling in all morning. “That’s what your feed network’s doing to us,” I said, “and
we’ll keep on doing it until we get it fixed.”

“What are you going to do, sir?”

I sensed his impatience with me. Willendorf was a good man, but his psych
charts indicated a latent desire for officerhood. Deep down inside, he was sure he
was at least as competent as I was to run this ship and probably a good deal more
so.
“Send me Upper Navigating Technician Haley,” I snapped. “We’re going to have
to find a planet in the neighborhood and put down for repairs.”

It turned out there was an insignificant solar system in the vicinity, consisting
of a small but hot white star and a single unexplored planet, Terra-size, a few
hundred million miles out. After Haley and I had decided that that was the nearest
port of refuge, I called a general meeting...

Quickly and positively I outlined our situation and explained what would have
to be done. I sensed the immediate disappointment, but, gratifyingly, the reaction
was followed by a general feeling of resigned pitching in. If we all worked, we’d get



back to Earth, sooner or later. If we didn’t, we’d spend the next century flip-
flopping aimlessly in space.

After the meeting we set about the business of recovering control of the ship and
putting it down for repairs. The feed network, luckily, gave up the ghost about
ninety minutes later; it meant we had to stoke the fuel by hand, but at least it
stopped that accursed oscillating.

We got the ship going, and Haley, navigating by feel in a way I never would have
dreamed possible, brought us into the nearby solar system in hardly any time at
all. Finally we swung into our landing orbit and made our looping way down to the
surface of the little planet.

I studied my crew’s faces carefully. We had spent a great deal of time together in
space—much too much, really, for comfort—and an incident like this might very
well snap them all if we didnt get going again soon enough. I could foresee
disagreements, bickering, declaration of opinion where no opinion was called for.

I was relieved to discover that the planet’s air was breathable. A rather high
nitrogen concentration, to be sure—82 percent—but that left 17 percent for
oxygen, plus some miscellaneous inerts, and it wouldn’t be too rough on the
lungs. I decreed a one-hour free break before beginning repairs.

Remaining aboard ship, I gloomily surveyed the scrambled feed network and
tried to formulate a preliminary plan of action for getting the complex cybernetic
instrument to function again, while my crew went outside to relax.

Ten minutes after I had opened the lock and let them out, I heard someone
clanking around in the aft supplies cabin.

“Who’s there?” I yelled.

“Me,” grunted a heavy voice that could only be Willendorf’s. “I'm looking for the
thought-converter, sir.”

I ran hastily through the corridor, flipped up the latch on the supplies cabin,
and confronted him. “What do you want the converter for?” I snapped.

“Found an alien, sir,” he said laconically.

My eyes widened. The survey chart said nothing about intelligent
extraterrestrials in this limb of the galaxy, but then again this planet hadn’t been
explored yet.

I gestured towards the rear cabinet. “The converter helmets are in there,” I said.
“I'll be out in a little while. Make sure you follow technique in making contact.”

“Of course, sir.” Willendorf took the converter helmet and went out, leaving me
standing there. I waited a few minutes, then climbed the catwalk to the air lock
and peered out.

They were all clustered around a small alien being who looked weak and
inconsequential in the midst of the circle. I smiled at the sight. The alien was
roughly humanoid in shape, with the usual complement of arms and legs, and a
pale-green complexion that blended well with the muted violet coloring of his
world. He was wearing the thought-converter somewhat lopsidedly, and I saw a
small green furry ear protruding from the left side. Willendorf was talking to him.

Then someone saw me standing at the open air lock, and I heard Haley yell to
me, “Come on down, Chief!”

They were ringed around the alien in a tight circle. I shouldered my way into
their midst. Willendorf turned to me.



“Meet Alaree, sir,” he said. “Alaree, this is our commander.”

“We are pleased to meet you,” the alien said gravely. The converter
automatically turned his thoughts into English, but maintained the trace of his
oddly inflected accent. “You have been saying that you are from the skies.”

“His grammar’s pretty shaky,” Willendorf interposed. “He keeps referring to any
of us as you—even you, who just got here.”

“Odd,” T said. “The converter’s supposed to conform to the rules of grammar.” I
turned to the alien, who seemed perfectly at ease among us. “My name is Bryson,”
I said. “This is Willendorf, over here.”

The alien wrinkled his soft-skinned forehead in momentary confusion. “We are
Alaree,” he said again.

“We? You and who else?”

“We and we else,” Alaree said blandly. I stared at him for a moment, then gave
up. The complexities of an alien mind are often too much for a mere Terran to
fathom.

“You are welcome to our world,” Alaree said after a few moments of silence.

“Thanks,” I said. “Thanks.”

I turned away, leaving the alien with my men. They had twenty-six minutes left
of the break I'd given them, after which we would have to get back to the serious
business of repairing the ship. Making friends with floppy-eared aliens was one
thing, getting back to Earth was another.

The planet was a warm, friendly sort of place, with rolling fields and
acres of pleasant-looking purple vegetation. We had landed in a clearing at the
edge of a fair-sized copse. Great broad-beamed trees shot up all around us.

Alaree returned to visit us every day, until he became almost a mascot of the
crew. | liked the little alien myself and spent some time with him, although I found
his conversation generally incomprehensible. No doubt he had the same trouble
with us. The converter had only limited efficiency, after all.

He was the only representative of his species who came. For all we knew, he was
the only one of his kind on the whole planet. There was no sign of life elsewhere,
and, although Willendorf led an unauthorized scouting party during some free
time on the third day, he failed to find a village of any sort. Where Alaree went
every night and how he had found us in the first place remained mysteries.

As for the feed network, progress was slow. Ketteridge, the technician in charge,
had tracked down the foul-up and was trying to repair it without building a
completely new network. Shortcuts again. He tinkered away for four days, setting
up a tentative circuit, trying it out, watching it sputter and blow out, building
another.

There was nothing I could do. But I sensed tension heightening among the
crewmen. They were annoyed at themselves, at each other, at me, at everything.

On the fifth day, Ketteridge and Willendorf finally let their accumulated
tenseness explode. They had been working together on the network, but they
quarreled, and Ketteridge came storming into my cabin immediately afterward.

“Sir, I demand to be allowed to work on the network by myself. It’'s my
speciality, and Willendorf’s only snarling things up.”

“Get me Willendorf,” I said.



When Willendorf showed up I heard the whole story, decided quickly to let
Ketteridge have his way—it was, after all, his specialty—and calmed Willendorf
down. Then, reaching casually for some papers on my desk, I dismissed both of
them. I knew they’d come to their senses in a day or so.

I spent most of the next day sitting placidly in the sun, while Ketteridge tinkered
with the feed network some more. I watched the faces of the men. They were
starting to smoulder. They wanted to get home, and they weren’t getting there.
Besides, this was a fairly dull planet, and even the novelty of Alaree wore off after
a while. The little alien had a way of hanging around men who were busy scraping
fuel deposits out of the jet tubes, or something equally unpleasant, and bothering
them with all sorts of questions.

The following morning I was lying blissfully on the grass near the ship, talking
to Alaree. Ketteridge came to me, and by the tightness of his lips I knew he was in
trouble.

I brushed some antlike blue insects off my trousers and rose to a sitting
position, leaning against the tall, tough-barked tree behind me. “What’s the
matter, Ketteridge? How’s the feed network?”

He glanced uneasily at Alaree for a moment before speaking. “I'm stuck, sir. I'll
have to admit [ was wrong. I can’t fix it by myself.”

I stood up and put my hand on his shoulder. “That’s a noble thing to say,
Ketteridge. It takes a big man to admit he’s been a fool. Will you work with
Willendorf now?”

“If he’ll work with me, sir,” Ketteridge said miserably.

“I think he will,” I said. Ketteridge saluted and turned away, and I felt a burst of
satisfaction. I'd met the crisis in the only way possible; if I had ordered them to
cooperate, I would have gotten no place. The psychological situation no longer
allowed for unbending military discipline.

After Ketteridge had gone, Alaree, who had been silent all this time, looked up at
me in puzzlement. “We do not understand,” he said.

“Not we,” I corrected. “I. You’re only one person. We means many people.”

“We are only one person?” Alaree said tentatively.

“No. I am only one person. Get it?”

He worried the thought around for a few moments; I could see his browless
forehead contract in deep concentration.

“Look,” 1 said. “I'm one person. Ketteridge is another person. Willendorf is
another. Each one of them is an independent individual, an 1”

“And together you make we?” Alaree asked brightly.

“Yes and no,” I said. “We is composed of many I’'s—but we still remain L”

Again he sank deep in concentration, and then he smiled, scratched the ear that
protruded from one side of the thought-helmet, and said, “We do not understand.
But I do. Each of you is—is an L”

“An individual,” I said.

“An individual,” he repeated. “A complete person. And together, to fly your ship,
you must become a we.”

“But only temporarily,” I said. “There still can be conflict between the parts.
That’s necessary, for progress. I can always think of the rest of them as they.”



“I... they,” Alaree repeated slowly. “They.” He nodded. “It is difficult for me to
grasp all this. I... think differently. But | am coming to understand, and I am
worried.”

That was a new idea. Alaree worried? Could be, I reflected. I had no way of
knowing. I knew so little about Alaree—where on the planet he came from, what
his tribal life was like, what sort of civilization he had, were all blanks.

“What kind of worries, Alaree?”

“You would not understand,” he said solemnly and would say no more.

Towards afternoon, as golden shadows started to slant through the closely
packed trees, I returned to the ship. Willendorf and Ketteridge were aft, working
over the feed network, and the whole crew had gathered around to watch and offer
suggestions. Even Alaree was there, looking absurdly comical in his copper-alloy
thought-converter helmet, standing on tiptoe and trying to see what was
happening.

About an hour later, I spotted the alien sitting by himself beneath the long-
limbed tree that towered over the ship. He was lost in thought. Evidently whatever
his problem was, it was really eating him.

Towards evening, he made a decision. I had been watching him with a great deal
of concern, wondering what was going on in that small but unfathomable mind. I
saw him brighten, leap up suddenly, and cross the field, heading in my direction.

“Captain!”

“What is it, Alaree?”

He waddled up and stared gravely at me. “Your ship will be ready to leave soon.
What was wrong is nearly right again.”

He paused, obviously uncertain of how to phrase his next statement, and I
waited patiently. Finally he blurted out, “May I come back to your world with
you?”

Automatically, the regulations flashed through my mind. I pride myself on my
knowledge of the rules. And I knew this one.

ARTICLE 101A

No intelligent extraterrestrial life is to be transported from its own world
to any civilized world under any reason whatsoever, without explicit
beforehand clearance. The penalty for doing so is...

And it listed a fine of more money than was ever dreamed of in my philosophy.

I shook my head. “Can’t take you, Alaree. This is your world, and you belong
here.”

A ripple of agony ran over his face. Suddenly he ceased to be the cheerful, roly-
poly creature it was so impossible to take seriously, and became a very worried
entity indeed. “You cannot understand,” he said. “I no longer belong here.”

No matter how hard he pleaded, I remained adamant. And when to no
one’s surprise Ketteridge and Willendorf announced, a day later, that their pooled
labors had succeeded in repairing the feed network, I had to tell Alaree that we
were going to leave—without him.



He nodded stiffly, accepting the fact, and without a word stalked tragically
away, into the purple tangle of foliage that surrounded our clearing.

He returned a while later, or so I thought. He was not wearing the thought-
converter. That surprised me. Alaree knew the helmet was a valuable item, and he
had been cautioned to take good care of it.

I sent a man inside to get another helmet for him. I put it on him—this time
tucking that wayward ear underneath properly—and looked at him sternly.
“Where’s the other helmet, Alaree?”

“We do not have it,” he said.

“We? No more I?”

“We,” Alaree said. And as he spoke, the leaves parted and another alien—
Alaree’s very double—stepped out into the clearing.

Then I saw the helmet on the newcomer’s head, and realized that he was no
double. He was Alaree, and the other alien was the stranger!

“l see you’re here already,” the alien I knew as Alaree said to the other. They
were standing about ten feet apart, staring coldly at each other. I glanced at both
of them quickly. They might have been identical twins.

“We are here,” the stranger said, “We have come to get you.”

I took a step backward, sensing that some incomprehensible drama was being
played out here among these aliens.

“What’s going on, Alaree?” I asked.

“We are having difficulties,” both of them said, as one.

Both of them.

I turned to the second alien. “What’s your name?”

“Alaree,” he said.

“Are you all named that?” [ demanded.

“We are Alaree,” Alaree Two said.

“They are Alaree,” Alaree One said. “And I am Alaree. 1.”

At that moment there was a disturbance in the shrubbery, and half a dozen
more aliens stepped through and confronted Alarees One and Two.

“We are Alaree,” Alaree Two repeated exasperatingly. He made a sweeping
gesture that embraced all seven of the aliens to my left, but pointedly excluded
Alaree One at my right.

“Are we—you coming with we—us?” Alaree Two demanded. I heard the six
others say something in approximately the same tone of voice, but since they
weren’t wearing converters, their words were only scrambled nonsense to me.

Alaree One looked at me in pain, then back at his seven fellows. I saw an
expression of sheer terror in the small creature’s eyes. He turned to me.

“l must go with them,” he said softly. He was quivering with fear.

Without a further word, the eight marched silently away. I stood there, shaking
my head in bewilderment.

We were scheduled to leave the next day. I said nothing to my crew about the
bizarre incident of the evening before, but noted in my log that the native life of the
planet would require careful study at some future time.

Blast-off was slated for 1100. As the crew moved efficiently through the ship,
securing things, packing, preparing for departure, I sensed a general feeling of
jubilation. They were happy to be on their way again, and I didn’t blame them.



About half an hour before blast-off, Willendorf came to me. “Sir, Alaree’s down
below,” he said. “He wants to come up and see you. He looks very troubled, sir.”

I frowned. Probably the alien still wanted to go back with us. Well, it was cruel
to deny the request, but I wasn’t going to risk that fine. I intended to make that
clear to him.

“Send him up,” I said.

A moment later Alaree came stumbling into my cabin. Before he could speak I
said, “I told you before—I can’t take you off this planet, Alaree. I'm sorry about it.”

He looked up pitiably and said, “You mustn’t leave me!” He was trembling
uncontrollably.

“What’s wrong, Alaree?” I asked.

He stared intensely at me for a long moment, mastering himself, trying to
arrange what he wanted to tell me into a coherent argument. Finally he said,
“They would not take me back. I am alone.”

“Who wouldn’t take you back, Alaree?”

“They. Last night, Alaree came for me, to take me back. They are a we—an
entity, a oneness. You cannot understand. When they saw what I had become,
they cast me out.”

I shook my head dizzily. “What do you mean?”

“You taught me... to become an I,” he said, moistening his lips. “Before, I was
part of we—they. I learned your ways from you, and now there is no room for me
here. They have cut me off. When the final break comes, I will not be able to stay
on this world.”

Sweat was pouring down his pale face, and he was breathing harder. “It will
come any minute. They are gathering strength for it. But I am L” he said
triumphantly. He shook violently and gasped for breath.

I understood now. They were all Alaree. It was one planet-wide, self-aware
corporate entity, composed of any number of individual cells. He had been one of
them—but he had learned independence.

Then he had returned to the group—but he carried with him the seeds of
individualism, the deadly, contagious germ we Terrans spread everywhere.
Individualism would be fatal to such a group mind; it was cutting him loose to
save itself. Just as diseased cells must be excised for the good of the entire body,
Alaree was inexorably being cut off from his fellows lest he destroy the bond that
made them one.

I watched him as he sobbed weakly on my acceleration cradle. “They... are...
cutting... me... loose... now!”

He writhed horribly for a brief moment, and then relaxed and sat up on the edge
of the cradle. “It is over,” he said calmly. “I am fully independent.”

I saw a stark aloneness reflected in his eyes, and behind that a gentle
indictment of me for having done this to him. This world, I realized, was no place
for Earthmen. What had happened was our fault—mine more than anyone else’s.

“Will you take me with you?” he asked again. “If I stay here, Alaree will kill me.”

I scowled wretchedly for a moment, fighting a brief battle within myself, and
then I looked up. There was only one thing to do—and I was sure, once I explained
on Earth, that I would not suffer for it.



I took his hand. It was cold and limp; whatever he had just been through, it
must have been hell. “Yes,” I said softly. “You can come with us.”

And so Alaree joined the crew of the AARON BURR. I told them about it just
before blast-off, and they welcomed him aboard in traditional manner.

We gave the sad-eyed little alien a cabin near the cargo hold, and he established
himself quite comfortably. He had no personal possessions—“It is not their
custom” he said—and promised that he’d keep the cabin clean.

He had brought with him a rough-edged, violet fruit that he said was his staple
food. I turned it over to Kechnie for synthesizing, and we blasted off.

Alaree was right at home aboard the BURR. He spent much time with me—
asking questions.

“Tell me about Earth,” Alaree would ask. The alien wanted desperately to know
what sort of a world he was going to.

He would listen gravely while I explained. I told him of cities and wars and
spaceships, and he nodded sagely, trying to fit the concepts into a mind only
newly liberated from the gestalt. I knew he could comprehend only a fraction of
what I was saying, but I enjoyed telling him. It made me feel as if Earth were
coming closer that much faster, simply to talk about it.

And he went around begging everyone, “Tell me about Earth.” They enjoyed
telling him, too—for a while.

Then it began to get a little tiresome. We had grown accustomed to Alaree’s
presence on the ship, flopping around the corridors doing whatever menial job he
had been assigned to. But—although I had told the men why I had brought him
with us, and though we all pitied the poor lonely creature and admired his
struggle to survive as an individual entity—we were slowly coming to the
realization that Alaree was something of a nuisance aboard ship.

Especially later, when he began to change.

Willendorf noticed it first, twelve days out from Alaree’s planet. “Alaree’s been
acting pretty strange these days, sir,” he told me.

“What’s wrong?” I asked.

“Haven’t you spotted it, sir? He’s been moping around like a lost soul—very
quiet and withdrawn, like.”

“Is he eating well?”

Willendorf chuckled loudly. “I'll say he is! Kechnie made up some synthetics
based on the piece of fruit he brought with him, and he’s been stuffing himself
wildly. He’s gained ten pounds since he came on ship. No, it’s not lack of food!”

“l guess not,” I said. “Keep an eye on him, will you? I feel responsible for his
being here, and I want him to come through the voyage in good health.”

After that, I began to observe Alaree more closely myself, and I detected the
change in his personality too. He was no longer the cheerful, childlike being who
delighted in pouring out questions in endless profusion. Now he was moody,
silent, always brooding, and hard to approach.

On the sixteenth day out—and by now I was worried seriously about him—a
new manifestation appeared. I was in the hallway, heading from my cabin to the
chartroom, when Alaree stepped out of an alcove. He reached up, grasped my
uniform lapel, and, maintaining his silence, drew my head down and stared
pleadingly into my eyes.



Too astonished to say anything, I returned his gaze for nearly thirty seconds. I
peered into his transparent pupils, wondering what he was up to. After a good
while had passed, he released me, and I saw something like a tear trickle down his
cheek.

“What’s the trouble, Alaree?”

He shook his head mournfully and shuffled away.

I got reports from the crewmen that day and next that he had been doing this
regularly for the past eighteen hours—waylaying crewmen, staring long and deep
at them as if trying to express some unspeakable sadness, and walking away. He
had approached almost everyone on the ship.

I wondered now how wise it had been to allow an extraterrestrial, no matter how
friendly, to enter the ship. There was no telling what this latest action meant.

I started to form a theory. I suspected what he was aiming at, and the
realization chilled me. But once I reached my conclusion, there was nothing I
could do but wait for confirmation.

On the nineteenth day, Alaree again met me in the corridor. This time our
encounter was more brief. He plucked me by the sleeve, shook his head sadly and
shrugged his shoulders, and walked away.

That night, he took to his cabin, and by morning he was dead. He had
apparently died peacefully in his sleep.

“I guess we’ll never understand him, poor fellow,” Willendorf said, after
we had committed the body to space. “You think he had too much to eat, sir?”

“No,” I said. “It wasn’t that. He was lonely, that’s all. He didn’t belong here,
among us.”

“But you said he had broken away from that group-mind,” Willendorf objected.

I shook my head. “Not really. That group-mind arose out of some deep
psychological and physiological needs of those people. You can’t just declare your
independence and be able to exist as an individual from then on if you’re part of
that group-entity. Alaree had grasped the concept intellectually, to some extent,
but he wasn’t suited for life away from the corporate mind, no matter how much
he wanted to be.”

“He couldn’t stand alone?”

“Not after his people had evolved that gestalt setup. He learned independence
from us,” I said. “But he couldn’t live with us, really. He needed to be part of a
whole. He found out his mistake after he came aboard and tried to remedy things.”

I saw Willendorf pale. “What do you mean, sir?”

“You know what I mean. When he came up to us and stared soulfully into our
eyes. He was trying to form a new gestalt—out of us! Somehow he was trying to
link us together, the way his people had been linked.”

“He couldn’t do it, though,” Willendorf said fervently.

“Of course not. Human beings don’t have whatever need it is that forced those
people to merge. He found that out, after a while, when he failed to get anywhere
with us.”

“He just couldn’t do it,” Willendorf repeated.

“No. And then he ran out of strength,” I said somberly, feeling the heavy weight
of my guilt. “He was like an organ removed from a living body. It can exist for a



little while by itself, but not indefinitely. He failed to find a new source of life—and
he died.” I stared bitterly at my fingertips.

“What do we call it in my medical report?” asked Ship Surgeon Thomas, who
had been silent up till then. “How can we explain what he died from?”

“Call it—malnutrition,” I said.
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