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CHAPTER
1

Buchanan admitted to himsdlf that he was worried, even though he was sure they'd give him the job.
However much they wanted him to have the experimental Jansky Station, they were still acommittee
whose function it wasto scrutinize every facet of hislife, every last detail of his career and qudifications;
it didn't make for comfort to have such an ingpection. The men and women facing him were
well-disposed, even kindly. But they might just stland between him and the Jansky Singularity. And the
ship he had logt.

He knew some of the members of the Board. Richtler, of course. And he'd heard of Kochan, shrewd
and mysterious Kochan, who'd given up a seat on the Galactic Council to concentrate, so he said, on his
persond interests. The others were average citizens, awide spread of ages and appearances. Richtler
and Kochan were the important ones; and Richtler was guiding the long interview with considerable skill
to the conclusion he and Buchanan desired. Buchanan felt amuscle twitch over hisleft eyebrow as
Richtler turned to him, with ahaf-smile on hisface.

"You'vegiven usavery clear picture of your early training, Mr. Buchanan. Apart from your successful
completion of the Deep-space Program, you showed exceptiond giftsin field theory. . . . Perhaps some
of the other members of the Board would like to ask questions of amore generd nature?’

Buchanan fdlt his mouth go dry. "Y ou'll not object to some questions of a persond nature?' Richtler went
on.

"No, sr."

Richtler was not much older than he was& mdash;say in his mid-thirties. He too had once worked the
uncertain dimensions between the spiraling arms of the Galaxy, though now he was the deskbound head
of abig exploratory project out on the Rim. Richtler knew from persona experience, however, what the
experimental station could mean, which was more than could be said for the rest of the archaically-titled
Board for the Regulation of Space Hazards.

The Board had been set up a atime when everyday bits of junk like blown-up chemical and fisson
rockets littered Sol's environs. Such shattered hardware, together with stray comets and the odd



uncharted asteroid, constituted space hazards in the early days: now, the big ships were equipped with
force-screens that could shunt whole planetary systems out of their pathsif they had to. It was bizarre
occurrences in the shifting fields of space-time like the Jansky Singularity that were the red hazards. Y et
the Board's resources were hopelesdy inadequate to begin to survey the Singularity; they could do no
more than mark it with robot beacons. Simply, there wasn't the hard cash. Beginning as a semi-voluntary
agency, the Board had never acquired the gritty ability to wrest proper finance from the Gaactic Council,
and it was only acombination of Richtler's know-how and Kochan's palitica skillsthat had at last
managed to divert some of the centra funds away from Exploration and Infragalactic Transport.

Too many ships had been lost. Too many engulfed in the region of that unguessable enigma. When
Kochan took an interest there was suddenly enough money to build asmal, permanent station that could
endure the terrible forces of the Singularity. A one-man atificid planet, Buchanan had to be the man.

Some of the lay members of the Board asked the inane questions he expected. Did he not regret the days
when the big shipswere crewed by red field engineers and real deep-space commanders, like himself?
(He fended that one off easily.) Why had he refused another appointment with infragadactic? (That was
easy too: he'd become afredancer.) Well then, how had he adapted to free-lancing? (Well enough, until
the Jansky Station project was rushed through.) What the Board's members meant was how did the
captain of ahuge ship sttle for working for wedthy private owners, for doing odd jobsfor the big
corporations, for hiring out to the junk-merchants who made a living from the wrecks of the past
thousand years?

Buchanan explained that held found free-lancing interesting, but not fulfilling. They smiled in agreement
Thered be plenty of fulfillment out at the Singularity.

Someone asked if it worried him that the station had no deep-space engines of its own. Buchanan smiled.
He said he could rely on the Committee to send another tug to collect him when the job was done.

"Mr. Buchanan, have you given consideration to the dangers of the post you're applying for?" asked a
thin-faced middle-aged man in ahigh-pitched earnest voice.

Buchanan was amused; he thought of the man's amazement should he learn what was behind his
goplication.

Richtler frowned. "Mr. Buchanan knowswhat he has volunteered for, Mr. Chafe. I'm sure he has
assessad the danger's better than any man living.”

It was alapse of good manners. Chafe ingpected the papers before him to cover his embarrassment.
"Ah, of course! Yed"

Buchanan was not offended. He could not be hurt anymore. Not unless he hurt himsdlf. Herelaxed for a
moment, and thusit was that Kochan's question caught him off-balance.

"Y ou're ayoung and energetic man," shrewd old K ochan said, walnut-patterned brown face unamiling,
clear black eyes piercingly bright, "and you are known to be cons dering matrimony& mdash;it's no
secret! Y our application for the benefits of matrimonia status was filed six months ago. Naturaly, snce
al information regarding candidates comes through to us, we must consider their emotiona background.”
Buchanan cursed silently. The comps didn't forget. He had. It would have taken afew momentsto cancel
therequest. "You'll be on the gation done for an indeterminate period,” Kochan went on. "How will the
future Mrs. Buchanan reect to this?"

The big blue clock behind Kochan blurred as Buchanan felt the cold redlization of doneness. Sofar, he



had been buoyed up by the excitement of the Jansky Station project. He had been away from Center for
months, and it was only when he had returned& mdash;wasiit just five days ago! & mdash; that he had
learned of the Board's new venture. He had gone to see Richtler just as Richtler had been about to
summon him. And there had been no timeto suffer the chill of separation from Liz Deffant.

Weasit too late, even now, to get her back?

Perhaps shewould till be around, waiting? No! Sheld waited for three years while they built up the
capital to charter the small scout vessal which would be their home aswell as a source of

income& mdash;she with her ecologicd training, himself as crew. There was plenty of free-lance work for
skills such as hers, especidly when they were dlied to his experience. What alife it could have been!

It was over. Liz had blazed at him in acold fury. By now she was probably on her way back to the
remote world she'd told him about& mdash;remote, fairly sophisticated, and independent: people who
didn't take to too much direction from Center. They'd colonized the planet out in Messier 16 in two
generations. And one of those sturdy colonizerswould be only too increduloudly unableto believe his
luck as Liz Deffant returned. Sheld made it clear enough that she was going back.

"That'sapoint,” said Chafe, happy to be able to comment. "Mrs. Buchanan, now? How's she going to
take to being a Sation-widow?"'

There wasfrank interest in the faces of the women members of the Board. They didn't know much about
field theory& mdash;Richtler apart& mdash;and they could only guess at the strains of lifein the unstable
wild regions about the edges of the Jansky Singularity, but they did know about the effects of prolonged

separation.

"Therewon't be aMrs. Buchanan."

K ochan's gaze bored into Buchanan's face.
"No marriage?’

"No, 5r."

There was an unspoken desire for additiond information. The two younger women on the Board
particularly found it difficult to restrain their questions; but they did. And, blessedly, the rest of the
interview was more or less predictable after that surge of emotion. Much of the interest centered around
the decision of amoderately wedlthy ex-captain of an infragadactic vessd to give up lifein the settled
parts of the Galaxy for public service& mdash;dull, boring, plodding, ill-paid, even dangerous

service& mdash;in the corridor of space-time that contained the unimaginably horrific maglstrom of the
Jansky Singularity. Chafe's ascetic features betrayed an anxiety to do hisduty to the public purse: he
wanted to be convinced, beyond doubt, that Buchanan was right for the appointment.

Buchanan didn't object to the questions. Kochan had sprung the only awkward question, and the
moments of anxiety had passed.

No one wished to bring up the business of the ship.

Richtler had taken every opportunity of avoiding what might prove to be an embarrassing question.
No blame attached to him. The ship was gone. His ship!

"Y ou've been agreat help, Mr. Buchanan," Richtler complimented Buchanan.



"Mr. Chairman,” asharp voice caled out.

The members of the Board& mdash;and Buchanan& mdash;shifted their attention to afrail, ederly woman
who so far had said nothing. Buchanan had been in the large, boardroom for an hour, and so far she had
not impinged on his consciousness. If he had looked at her with attention, he would have assumed that
she was one of those well-hedled elderly women for whom committees were a pleasing diversion from
the sociad round; she had been part of the background, nothing el se, so he had not noticed her. Now, he
looked.

She looked like anybody's indulgent, aged aunt, come to nod amiably as others made decisionsfor the
public good. Buchanan saw the startling intelligence in her faded blue eyes.

She was anything but abenevolent reative.

Shewastrouble.

"l have aquestion, Mr. Chairman, if Mr. Buchanan would bear with me."
"Of course," said Richtler.

"Certainly, mdam," Buchanan said warily.

She looked from one to another, self-contained, quite unsafconscious: Buchanan could fed the aura of
confident authority about her.

"I'm not familiar with your sphere of operations, Mr. Buchanan," she said briskly. "On the contrary, I've
spent most of my working life on one planet, here at Center, with only rare excursonsto the nearer
settled congelations. I'm dmost untraveled. Yet | beieve I'm qudified to St on this Board.”

"Mrs. Blankfort," began Richtler.

"I'm agpecies of psychologist, Mr. Buchanan. Thank you, Mr. Chairman,” she said, slencing Richtler.
"The particular variety | belong to concernsitsalf with decison-making procedures.”

Kochan neatly inserted acomment:
"Mrs. Blankfort isvery eminent in her fidd, Buchanan. Very eminent.”

"Thank you, Mr. Kochan," she said sharply, dismissing him. "I am retired now, of course, otherwise
shouldn't be serving on thisBoard. It fillsan old lady'stime, in part. Well, that's enough about me, Mr.
Buchanan. And now you do know, that isif you're prepared to accept our Chairman and Mr. Kochan's
recommendations, that | am qudified to question you& mdash;"

"Naurdly, maam."

"Very well." Kochan's piercing gaze swept back to Buchanan's craggy face, and Buchanan felt a sense of
foreboding as Mrs. Blankfort considered her questions. Buchanan dismissed the subtle dlarm that
Kochan had induced: Kochan was one member of the Board, no more. But what did the old lady want?
Hadn't the psychol ogists & mdash;the whole scalpel-minded crew of them! & mdash;had enough from
him? Hadn't there been the months of tests, analyses, reruns of the last moments of hisformer command?
"Mr. Buchanan," he heard the sharp voice begin, "have you any thought of trying to find what happened
to the Altair Star ?'

Buchanan's mind was a clamoring torment. The yearsfdll awvay. He gripped hard onto the edges of the



chair he had occupied so uncomfortably while pretending to be relaxed. He moved back three years and
saw it dl again. He could see once more the uncanny emptiness of the ship's screens, the total absence of
any fixed point of reference as the scannerstried to show him just how the Altair Star and its doomed
passengers were being drawn into the fearful abysswithin the Jansky Singularity. Theterrible time was
here again. He could not speak.

Then, like amoment of longed-for sanity in the middle of anightmare, there cameamemory of Liz
Deffant. Liz, thefirgt time he had seen her. He could fasten on that memory.

He cleared histhroat and began to answer: "So far as| am concerned& mdash;”

He paused, looked about the faces of the members of the Board for the Regulation of Space Hazards,
and knew that he had made afoolish and irrevocable decision. The awareness of being aonewas a pit of
despair insde hisbody. He could fed it, cold and gripping, like amongtrous crab in hisintestines, cold
and clawing.

Hewould never see her again.

Liz Deffant was il in agtate of furiousincomprehension. There had been anger. Of course anger! She
was aforthright person who had no hang-up at al about expressing her views on anything that concerned
her deeply. And Aloysius Buchanan had concerned her ever since, just over three years ago, she had
stumbled out of the spaceport car, hair disheveled, redls of spindle-tape flying from her hands as her hedl
caught on the edge of adoor; her by no meansinconsiderable weight had taken the unprepared lean
figure of Buchanan right in the midriff, bringing an explosve grunt of displeasure. She saw the too-bushy
eyebrows, the angular strength of the face, astrength which continued through the muscular, bony frame,
and then she was as embarrassed as sixteen& mdash;red-faced, stuttering an apology and wondering if
the squeaky voice coming from her mouth could be hers. To her horror, she heard hersdlf suggesting that
they'd both fed better after adrink.

He had refused.

For aweek she had combed the areafor him& mdash; he was a degp-space man, she was sure of

that& mdash;but he was not to be found. He knew her name& mdash;"Liz Deffant, that's me"' sheld told
him, but there had been no offer of theintimacy of his name: just adisdainful look and nothing ese. But
had it been disdainful, she had argued. Could it be that the look was smply that of aman caught in the
solar plexus by her hundred and thirty pounds? Or wasiit that he didiked forward women? Had it been
that he was so badly winded that he couldn't speak? (She learned later that he'd been shocked, but not in
that way; he'd been dazed by the sheer panache of her introduction; he had been quite aslovingly
shocked as she. Mogt lovingly belted in the midriff, most amazingly and delicioudy dammed into slence.
Hisrefusal to accompany her had been areflex action, like ahurt animd's. Hewas still in a state of
withdrawa from humankind, women included, women especidly. And there were good, solid, indluctable
reasons.)

It took aweek for her to identify him and learn that he was the captain of the Altair Star. Buchanan,
captain and sole survivor of the big infragaactic ship lost in the worst accident for ahalf century. That
was the man with whom she had faleninlove.

When shedid findly track him down it had been hard work to get him to speak. Sherecdlled his bitter
smilewith ashudder of pity. He was defeated and cold, dightly suspicious of her for looking up aman
who had given up his career. He thought she was another journdist on the hunt for the fina, definitive



verson of how Al Buchanan, superb navigator, fieldman extraordinary, had managed to save himsdlf as
six hundred and eighty-three men, women, and children had been clawed into the abyss.

She had persuaded him that he had nothing to fear from her. Not immediately, of course. Weeks of small
persisent attentions had hel ped him to forget the horrorsthat strode through hismind,

Until the Board of Space Hazards commissioned the Jansky permanent outpost, Buchanan seemed to
have regained his self-assurance. For three years they had worked hard to prepare away of life that
would enable them both to live happily.

Then the Jansky Station project.

Buchanan heard of the project afew days before the date they'd fixed for marriage. He wanted the job.
More than her. Without any warning, hed caled at the research center where Liz waswinding up her last
assgnment; and held told her, quite calmly, that he would be away indefinitely.

Hed explained alittle. Later, shelearned more.

Regular soundings of the titanic waves of power blasting out from the Singularity: that was the object of
the station. There had to be acrewman, for the robot ships they'd sent over the past century had
vanished. All of them. They'd gone out on the station and lasted each for maybe amonth, perhapsthree
months, and they had then did down into the impossibly blank vortex.

They wanted ahighly quaified field theorist who could apply his knowledge. And one who knew the
gpace-lanes. It might be that he could survive where the robots were lost. And they had built anew kind
of ship.

Liz saw that he meant to go, couldn't be talked out of it. She'd seen the bitter resolution in his deep-set
gray eyes.

Buchanan hadn't got over theloss of the Altair Sar.
Hewasn't asurvivor at dl.

"No!" Lizwhispered again, as she had at firgt. "Y ou cant, Al!"
But he had.

All thetime he had been thinking of the journey through the eerie regions that made the vicinity of the
Jansky Singularity such adanger for the unwary voyager who learned too late of the great pit's existence.

They'd give him the job.

Liz had rushed from her office to arobot-bug outside the complex of administration buildings. She kicked
down hard at the controls, sending it high above the glistening towers, way out to the vast trenches where
the shuttles were housed. There was sure to be aship before long.

"Why?" shewhispered, crushing down the surge of pity shefet for Buchanan and not succeeding. "It
wasn't your fault, Al!"

Kochan was very interested. His bland smile ineffectively camouflaged the excitement that made hiseyes
small beacons in the walnut-colored, whorled skin.



"Go on, Buchanan," he said silkily. "Asfar asyou're concerned?'

Buchanan's hands shook dightly on the chair he held onto.

The Altair Sar!

He said, without a noticeable tremor: "So far as|'m concerned, the affair of the Altair Star isclosed.”
Did they believehim?

It was unlikdly that the old woman did, even though the others of the species she belonged to seemed to
think that he had adjusted to that frightful traumawhen the big, magnificent vessdl had reded off into
emptiness. The Service psychologists said he wasfine. They recommended that he ship out again soon.
But he had resgned. And then met Liz.

"So your decision to give up the attractive Miss Deffant, to say nothing of anew career asa
contract-surveyor, was arrived at purely on intellectua grounds?’ Mrs. Blankfort asked.

She was asking did he still worry about the ship.
He was about to answer that he never thought of the Altair Star nowadays, when he saw it wouldn't do.

"Not entirdly, maam." He turned to Richtler. "Theres an dement of risk in the job that appedsto me. |
suppose the Jansky Singularity isin my bonesnow. Mr. Richtler will tell you that any fieldman would give
hisright arm to have an accurate chart of the regions around the Singularity, but nonein hisright mind
would go near enough to make one.”

"S0 you're saying that you're not in your right mind, young man?' said Kochan, smiling.

"I don't think that's called for,” Richtler said, frowning. "Mr. Buchanan's& mdash;"
Buchanan interrupted.

"I lost aship once, Mr. Kochan. | won't imperil Board's new station.”

Lost, thought Buchanan.

The Altair Star wasn't lost, not in the conventiona way that meant a blowup or amangling.
The ship wasin the terrible abyss somewhere.

He had seen her go.

CHAPTER
2

"I'm afraid we've nothing for Messier 16 until the end of the month, Miss Deffant,” the bookings clerk
said. He was dmost human. Rolled-up deeves, aworried expression, and areceding hairline; below the



counter he'd be plugged into the big compsthat ran Infragalactic.
"Damn!”
"Exactly, miss"

Sympathy yet!
"Maketheresarvation for me"

"Miss Elizabeth Deffant,” the clerk agreed. "With the New Settlements Bureau." It wiped swest from its
pocked skin. "Certainly, miss.”

Sheturned away. It would mean staying at Center for another couple of weeks. How could she avoid all
of their circle of friends and acquaintances? They'd al been in on the plansfor the wedding & mdash,
presents, lace, acake, dl thetrimmings. The old style, full of sentiment. Asshewas. It would be too
painful to hear their sympathy.

For some reason Liz turned back to look at the clerk. It was till watching her. She had a moment of
insght then: it knew about Buchanan. Why shouldn't it? All the machineswere mutualy competible. The
lowliest dirt-scavenger was a collector of information for the big compsfar below the surface.

"So sorry we couldnt ship you out right away!"

Why, Al? she screamed slently, furious at the sincere mechanica smile. Why couldn't you leave it?

Buchanan kept hisvoice low and dispassionate. He knew that it would be difficult to talk himself out of
the job he wanted with such desperation; but it could be done. If he showed himsdf unbalanced, if once
helet dip the mask that hid hisinterna anguish and hisiron determination to return to the shifting, subtle
arenawhere his ship had been torn from him& mdash;if once he allowed the members of the Board to
guesswhat he had in mind, then they would turn to one of the dozens of moderately-well quaified men
and women who could do the job. He marshaed histhoughts. Go carefully! hetold himsdif.

He spokefor awhile of hisearly days asayoung fleldman. How al of his caling were trained to avoid
hazards, to take any measures to avoid imperiling human life. He took them through hisfirgt Infragalactic
appoi ntments as commander. Buchanan saw that he had his audience now. A few more

anecdotes& mdash;one or two descriptions of strange constellations& mdash;and then it was done. He
would have the job. But Mrs. Blankfort returned to her question.

"Tdl usabout the Altair Star," she suggested. "We have your views from the Board of Inquiry, naturaly,
but | for onewould like to hear you state them before this meeting.”

Buchanan nodded camly. He knew her for the only impediment between himsdlf and the station.

"Very wel, mdam. The Altair Star was one of the largest passenger vesselsin regular service. Shewas
powered by atype of engine that had been in infragdactic service for three decades. Thefabric of the
ship wasin firg-class condition; we had recently proven the power-unitsto nearly fifty percent morethan
the established safety reserves. | had captained the ship for two years, though | suppose 'captained' is
hardly accurate.

"Quite," interjected Richtler.



"At about the time of my gppointment to the Altair Star the ten-year experimenta period of robotic
control of dl infragaactic flights was nearing completion. Soon afterward, the previous experimenta
procedures became standard. There was automatic control of al the ship's systems.”

Mrs. Blankfort was not finished. "Y ou accepted the appointment knowing that there would be amost no
possibility of using your skills, your training and expertise?"

"Yes, maam.”
"Goon," said Kochan. "Asit comes, Buchanan."

"Weleft Galactic Center on aregular scheduled passage serving theinner congtellations,” began
Buchanan. "There were between six and seven hundred passengers. We carried acrew of eight, apart,
that is, from mysdf. Our course was predetermined, though the robot monitors continualy made dight
adjustmentsto take advantage of wave phenomena. | expected to complete the journey in seventeen
days, from the information available on the state of subgalactic energy fidds."

It waslike theinquiry of three years ago. There was as much tension, in himself at least. A choking
nauseafilled him, though it was from adifferent cause. Then, it had been anger and pity; now, it wasa
tense excitement, mixed with hope. With an assured& mdash;if assumed& mdash;impassivity of features,
he told how the flight had been smooth and comfortable; and of the looping course as they coasted along
theinner arm of the spiraling Galaxy, taking every advantage of the pressures exerted by infragdactic
force-fields. The robots were efficient, no doubt of it.

But why hadn't they noticed the frightful, billowing emissions of power that flared up from the
Sngularity? Why had the robots failed?

"So dl went well until you were two days out from Center?' prompted Kochan as Buchanan'sflat voice
faded in the large, old-fashioned room.

"We were passing the Singularity,” Buchanan said. "Wehad to."

"Agreed," sad Richtler. He explained to the lay members of the Board that in order to pass from one
quadrant of the spirding Galaxy to another a ship couldn't avoid nearing the unfathomable depths of the
deadly kink that had been called after the first radio-astronomer, Jansky. "Naturaly, the course would be
such as not to endanger any ship. And there are regulations which am to prevent the kind of terrible
disaster that occurred in the case of Mr. Buchanan's former ship. Should there be any risk, shipsare
programmed to turn back."

"I would have turned back," Buchanan went on. "Had | been in direct control of the vessd, | should have
taken any action to avoid nearing the Singularity.” There was a coldness in the room now. The men and
women of the Board could fedl Buchanan's emotion, though his craggy face was composed and hislow
voice was controlled.

Richtler answered the unspoken question: "It was policy, and till is, to withhold fina decisonsfrom the
human crew," he said, eyes averted.

" tried," said Buchanan. "When the robots allowed me to see what was happening out there, | tried.”

The terrible moments were back. He, bored, answering passengers questions over an evening
meal, watching a fair-haired girl trying to make time with young Preston, fending off a request to
attend a party, smiling as a child peeped with huge eyes at the braid on his shoulders that meant
nothing now that the machines had taken over; and then the message which Mallet brought,



white-faced, trembling, hopeless.
"There was nothing you could do," said Kochan. "Weal know that."
And yet his eyes were questioning!

Question if you wish, thought Buchanan. | could do nothing. God knows, | tried! But, between the
moment when the cold analysis from the robotic navigators had been put into his hand, and the silent long
farewd to the ship and its unbelieving, doomed passengers and crew, there had been agrim inevitability
about events. The message was in the code of histrade. A pattern of force-fields, a sketch of figures
incomprehens ble to anyone but afieldman, and an gppraisal of the circumstances that was plain enough
for achild to understand. Conclusion: the Altair Star must be considered a total loss.

"So the Jansky Singularity engulfed thevessd," said Richtler, more to the Board than to Buchanan.
"Whatever decisions Mr. Buchanan may or may not have made if he had been able to assume control of
the ship's systems cannot concern us. We dl know that his conduct wasin the highest traditions of the
sarvice of which hewas amember. It isno reflection either on hisintegrity or his abilitiesthat he could
not, in the nature of things, do anything to prevent the tota loss of his ship. Neither doesit reflect on him
that he was, by asingular stroke of fortune, the sole survivor of that unhappy event. We are fortunate,
extremdly fortunate, to have him as avolunteer for the program that has been decided upon by this
Board. | can think of no better gppointee than Mr. Buchanan.”

"| agree," said the old woman. But, like Kochan, her eyeswere questioning lill.

"I think, perhaps, that we have al heard enough for our purposes,” said Richtler. The others accepted his
decison. "Y ou wouldn't mind waiting outside for afew minutes, would you, Mr. Buchanan?'

He found himself shaking when he wasfindly aonein the painted corridor. There were pictures on the
walls, old-fashioned pictures commissoned in the days when the Board was unashamedly proud of its
work. A rescue here, there an orded survived gdlantly: tiny vessalsthat had somehow survived the
blowing-up of chemica and fisson power-units. It wasal long past, thiskind of human gdlantry. The
machines were the masters of the space-ways now.

Buchanan knew the machines had been mistaken. The Court of Inquiry had disagreed with him. It was,
their report suggested, in no way a condemnation of robotic control, thisloss. The sudden eruption at the
Jansky Singularity had been totaly unforeseeable: no computer ever devised could have forecast that
surging leap of clawing power that had encompassed the Altair Star. There was no question of fault, no
hint of blame. And Buchanan had been helpless! He had gone to what had once been the bridge that
was not a bridge anymore. Trug, it looked as a bridge might look. There were controls, screens, even the
writhing rat-like limp suckers that reached out to embed tendrils into the soft parts of the palm so that
they could dideinformation about the ship's progress straight into a human nervous system. A captain
such as Buchanan could listen. And that was dl. Only the machines could act.

S0 he had ordered the members of his crew to try to smash the centra control systemin amad, wild
effort to circumvent the decision of the computer-robots that had decided the Altair Star wasa
write-off.

It was impossible to escape the Jansky Singularity, they had informed him. The maelstrom had the great
infragalactic vessd initsgrip.

Buchanan had tried, tried until the robots had decided that the last available moment had arrived.

Then they had blasted the bridge clear of the ship and alowed him, Buchanan, to escape. The whole of



the bridge's superstructure became alife raft.

Waiting to be told that he would soon return to the scene of that awful tragedy, Buchanan relived the
ghadtly last minutes of the Altair Star.

The shock of the explosion had stunned him for afew seconds. He could see the screens dl about him
dissolving into a kaleidoscope of garish colors; then they had cleared and brought, with admirable clarity,
the Altair Sar beforehim.

In the big screen immediately before him he had seen into the dining room where a frantic mass of
humanity was yelling in appalled horror. Now, years after the tragedy, he mouthed silently the same
protest torn from him when he saw the struggling crowd:

"Get me back! Get me back!"

He closed hiseyes.

The Board might have guessed.
He had to have the Jansky Station!

Often he had awakened, swesting, in the night to see again the appalling sights of the last minutes of the
Altair Star. He had ordered the robots to take him back, so that he could shareinitsend; at least he
might have made a show of trying to turn the great vessd away from the pit that was swallowing it. Given
afew more minutes, perhaps he would have come up with someway of warping the Vessel out toward
the rim of the Singularity& mdash;there must have been some way of saving her!

How could someonelike Liz understand what it felt like to see nearly seven hundred fellow human beings
going down shrieking into the night? How could Liz, Richtler, Mrs. Blankfort, Kochan& mdash; anyone!
& mdash;know the pure ditilled horror of that last glimpse of the faces turned to him in stony accusation?

He had watched the end of the Altair Sar.

And, by some obscene decision of the robots who controlled the ship, the passengers and crew had
been able to watch his escape.

How could he hope that Liz would understand that he had to get the Jansky Station?

So he hadn't tried to explain. He had presented his gpplication, knowing that he might well be selected.
He had smply told her that the wedding was off. Indefinitely.

Liz Deffant walked through the cool, pleasant corridors of the Bureau with the few persond possessions
she had selected. Officialy, she was till an employee, though now on severance leave. She had been
careful to choose her time: there would be few people about. She rounded a corner and saw Tom

Cappeli.
"Liz"
"l wasjust getting ready to leave, Tom."

Tom Cappdlli was one of the people she fervently wished to avoid. He was one of Buchanan's oldest
friends. And now he was here, a short, stocky bading man of fortyish who was as anxiousto avoid



embarrassing her asshewasto fed grief again.

"So you're thinking of going back to& mdash;" He paused. "Where again wasit? Somewhere far out?"
"Messer 16."

Tom knew the spaceways.

"Messer 16? Not till the thirtieth of the month. Y ou pick it up afew light-years out of Center& mdash;”
"Yes. They told me a Bookings."

"So what will you do with yoursdlf for the next couple of weeks? Maggie and | are thinking of taking a
few days out a& mdash;"

"No!" she said sharply. Maggie was Tom's wife. Not Maggie! Not consolation for two weeks! "No
thanks," she said more calmly. "I'll go for ashort cruise. I've not seen hdf the sghts here. Never had
muchtime”

Tom understood. "Cal meif thereésanything.”

"I will," shesad, glad to be away.

He called her back when she had gone afew yards. "Liz!"
"I'd rather not& mdash;" she began.

"No, I've had another thought, Liz."

She stopped, hugging the recorder and the tapes she had selected to remind her of her two expeditions
for the Bureau; there was apicture, too, of thelittle survey-ship Al Buchanan had selected for them.
"What wasit, Tom?'

"About Messier 16."
llY@l
"Y ou could leavein three daysif you were prepared to pull afew strings and travel rough.”

Liz felt aweight dide away from her. Three days! She could tolerate being on the same planet as Al
Buchanan for three days, but after that she would be hanging around waiting for asight of him, waiting for
the moment when shewould beg him to think again. "How?"

"Theresthe ES 110."

"The ES& mdash;"

Tom nodded.

"Itisn't aluxury cruise, but it'squick. You're ill on Center leave, aren't you?"

"y eg

"So you're Galactic Center personnd. Liz, you're entitled to travel on Center ships.”
"But the Enforcement Service!"



"Soit'saprison-ship! It'sgoing way, way out, to the Rim. They'll drop you off at the Messier 16
congdlation.”

Lizwasdlent for awhile.
"Youthink they'll let megoonit?'

Tom grinned. "Leaveit tome. All right?'

"| think welve kept Buchanan waiting long enough, ladies and gentlemen,” Richtler said firmly.

"I dill have reservations,” Mrs. Blankfort said. "But nothing | can put forward with any assurance.”
There wasamurmuring of polite deference from the other members of the Board.

"I've no wish to cut short asignificant contribution,” Richtler told the frowning woman. "Mrs. Blankfort?"

She shook her head. "Hé'sthe man for the job. | don't disputeit. | wondered ssmply whether he il
hasn't accepted the loss of the Altair Sar."

Kochan had listened to enough. " Shdl we have Buchanan in now?"
"Mrs. Blankfort?' invited Richtler once again. She shook her head. "Have himin, please."

Richtler made the formal announcement: "Mr. Buchanan, you've convinced the Board of your suitability
for the Jansky Station project. Y ou'll not be too surprised to hear that you were far and away the best
candidate for the appointment. The Board has unanimoudy decided to offer you the post.”

"Thank you, 9r," Buchanan said, unamilingin hisgrim relief.
"Y ou accept, Mr. Buchanan?' Kochan asked.
"Yes gr."

Richtler offered his hand, apalitician's firm grip. Buchanan accepted the congratul ations of the other
members, achieving ahdf-amileto show that he appreciated their warmth. Inside, he could fed the sick
excitement that dwaystook him when he thought of the great well in space-time he had been hired to
investigate. Whét lay at the core of the enigmathat was called the Jansky Singularity?

Mrs. Blankfort offered aveined, tiny hand. He shook it gently. To hissurprise, shesaid in alow voice
that the others could not hear:

"Mr. Buchanan, you can't hate arobot."

He could find nothing to say in answer. Did she know after all? Or was it some psychologist'strick,
pretending to knowledge she only guessed at? He looked into her shrewd blue eyes and saw only akind
of contained pity. Then the others began to move away, taking her with them, and Buchanan was | eft
done.



CHAPTER
3

Liz Deffant spent two unspeskably londy daysin the company of adozen other touristswho, like her,
had chosen to take the Foundation Age tour. One newly-married young couple recognized her misery
and tried to include her in their happiness; she regjected them with a chill hogtility of which she had not
thought herself capable. An unattached, pleasant middie-aged man might have tried to develop a

rel ationship with her, but he saw the fury in her brown eyes and philosophically concentrated on the ruins
and relics of the early days of Galactic exploration.

Wandering among the wreckage of amilitary ingtalation from the days of the Mad Wars of the Third
Millennium, Liz overheard two women tourists talking about her.

"The rumor isthat she picked up with some cashiered degp-space officer who's going out on some crazy
voyage. Shelll be better without him." Her companion, like her a plump sdlf-satisfied woman, agreed:
" She looks capable enough. Shelll survive. Much better without that sort of character.”

Later, Liz ingpected an egomaniac's paace, astructure of delicate tracery and haunting shadows. The
wallswere trand ucent, made of some hard materia that encased strange globules of light. Buchanan
would have been ableto tell her from what far star the stones had come. Shefelt Sick a heart and |eft the
party aday early. They wererelieved to see her go. A robot guide warned her that she could not be
credited with the unused portion of her tour.

When she returned to the Bookings hall, the automaton waved cheerily to her.

"Hi, Miss Deffant! Y ou got back early from the trip! How'd you like the Dictator's palace?"
"It was mar& mdash;”

It knew about her trip. Everything. The machines knew everything about everybody.

"lan't it something! Hisregime lasted near ahundred and eighty years& mdash;kept himsdlf dive that long
with parts-replacement!" the robot said, tapping a near-perfect fingernail on the plastic counter.

Liz shrugged. What did it matter? Soon she would be back on Messier 16 where, thank God, the
machinesweren't allowed to know everything. "Y ou may have atransport order for me," shesaid. The
robot's smile went. It sensed her hodtility. "A rush order, Miss Deffant. It's unusua, but the necessary
permits have been given. Y ou're with New Settlements until& mdash;?" it asked.

"Y ou know when."

"Of course, of course, Miss Deffant,” the robot said defensively. "No problem there. Theresadisclaimer
| haveto ask you to read and sign.”

"All right."
"Here, miss.”

Shetook the dip of paper. It wasbrief. Whiletaking al usua precautions the Enforcement Service
absolved itsdf from respongibility for the safety and well-being of personnel not of the Service taking



advantage of transport facilities. Liz sgned. "When?' she asked.

"When does the shuttle connecting with the ES 110 leave?' the robot said.
"es"

"Inforty hours, three minutes, twelve seconds, Miss Deffant.”

Struck by asudden thought, Liz turned.

"The ship& mdash;will it be carrying expellees?’

Therobot smiled blandly.

"I'm afraid that's confidentia information, Miss Deffant. Y ou should inquire at the Central Enforcement
Office"

It was apassing notion only. So what if there were prisoners aboard the ES 1107?
"It doesn't matter," she said. " Confirm the booking.”

Liz thought of filling the remaining forty hours. There were friends, of course. Two days away from
Center had brought her aresigned calmness; she could face them now, especially someone like Tom
Cappelli. Back a her room she hesitated, wondering whether to cal if only to say good-bye. But that
would lead to questions of how shefdlt, what she was planning, then sheld haveto ask in returnif Tom
had seen anything of Al.

And inevitably there would be tears and the urge to run to hurl hersdf at him and beg him not to go to
trouble long-dead ghosts!

She shivered, gave ingructions to the deep-regulator and immersed hersdlf in the blankness of
hypno-deep. When she woke she instructed the domestic automatons to allow no one near.

Buchanan introduced himself to the team of engineers checking out the scores of systems packed into the
ungainly bulk of the station. He saw they aready knew of him.

They explained how the station would operate: he aready knew about the tug. The station wasn't built for
infragdactic flight.

They showed him the three big engines which would hold the gtation in position.

"It'sanew gpproach," Buchanan said admiringly. "The engines used dmostly entirdly for projecting
screens. For resisting pressure rather than moving forward.”

"The wanut and the snake," agreed atired man. " Grease the wanut and you can't be hurt.”
"If you gtay in thewalnut,” Buchanan said, his eyes not on the ship but on the snking sun.
"Stay init?"

Buchanan gave some sort of answer.

When the engineers said they had worked long enough for one day, Buchanan decided to stay on. There



waslittle point in returning to an empty room. The quarters aboard the ship were comfortable enough.

He spent hdf the night familiarizing himsdlf with the manuals. It was easy enough work, but sheer fatigue
drove him to bed in the early hours. Slegp was hard won, and when it came there was the usual sensation
of faling&mdash; faling asif he were once more apart of that |ast macabre sequence of eventswhen the
bridge below him began to dide away from the wreck of the Altair Star. Hetried to wake himself, but
the vertiginous terror was on him, encompassing his soul.

There would be no peace for him, he thought grimly, when he awoke: no cessation of the torment that
ripped him, not until he went into the terrible vortex of the Singularity and found the ship.

And perhaps not then!

Kochan came out to see the gtation the next day. At the time Buchanan was familiarizing himsdlf with the
ship's big smulator-screen. He had set up a program which gave an gpproximeation of the conditions he
would encounter at the rim of the Singularity. Engrossed in the complex math of the program he did not
hear Kochan come up behind him.

"Doesit trouble you, Mr. Buchanan?' he asked. Buchanan's eyes were fixed on the pulsing blue screen
where two bandings of magnetic fields wove into one another in a serpentine configuration. Most of his
attention was on the projected fields, but he could hear Kochan. He registered the fact of his presence,
wondered at it, dismissed his own question since Kochan had every right to ingpect the ship his
Committee had commissioned. Kochan wastop brass. The busy engineers carrying out last-minute
checks on the colossa enginesthat would hold the ship at the edge of the unrea dimensionswould have
passed K ochan on without question.

"Doeswhat trouble me, Sir?' Buchanan asked. He watched closdy asthe jagged cylindrica lines
representing the ship's energy screens began to force away into the writhing coils of the Singularity's
fidds.

"Y our assgnment.” Kochan looked too.

"The ship'sas safe asit can be made, Sir,” Buchanan said. "I know it relies on arobot tug for the
deep-spacejourney to get it to the Singularity, but once it'sthere, I've no doubts about its capacities.” He
kept his voice low and confident. No excitement, no betrayal of hissick tenson. He wanted Kochan to
think of him as a sincere, dependable employee; one who would serve the Committeg's purposes with as
much caution and dedication, and as much mechanicd efficiency, astherobots. "See." He pointed to the
snakelike coilswhich showed green and black againgt the pale blue of the screen.

"That's how we read the configurations at the edge of the Singularity. Whatever's building these fields
adds up to thiskind of reading& mdash;we don't know exactly how they're caused but the ship's been
given enough force-shields to cope with the most intense readings recorded.” He grinned to show that he
was confident. "I'll be like asnaketrying to crush agreased wanut.”

Kochan said nothing, so Buchanan went on: "L ook at the cylindrical lines& mdash;the serrated red lines.”
"Liketeeth," said Kochan. Hiswrinkled brown face wasimpassive.
They were like teeth. Red teeth biting into the serpent coils.

"It'sjust the comps way of showing the relative strengths of our screens as againgt the energy fields
radiating from the Singularity. A better way of expressing it would beto say they'relike oil around the
dation.”



Kochan smiled bleskly. "I didn't come to ask about the ship, Mr. Buchanan.”

Buchanan sensed the man's own inner tensons. Behind the black eyes he could see aturmoail of spirit that
matched his own. Buchanan's wiry muscles bunched under the drab overdls, was Kochan, even now, a
threat to his salf-imposed tortured quest?

"No, Mr. Buchanan,” Kochan went on. "1 know something of the formation of the Singularity. | know the
ship can exis at itsrim indefinitely, whatever happened to the satdllites. | don't think you'll lose the ship,
even though the core of the Singularity has the most bizarre architecture of any object in the Galaxy."

A metallic voice asked Buchanan if he wanted the gpproximation to continue. He waved ahand and it
was slent. Buchanan waited.

"| talked to Mrs. Blankfort," said Kochan abruptly.
"And?' Buchanan sad, throat dry.
"| share her views."

Buchanan held down the expostulations, the denialsthat prang to hislips. He was prepared to liewith a
steady determination.

Nothing would stand in hisway, not now.
"Mrs. Blankfort'sviews?' he said mildly, asmilein place. "What are those, sir?"
Kochan fixed him with eyeslike flat black stones.

"Any competent deep-space man who knew field theory could handle the assignment. Most would
succeed in getting the required readings. Y ou're too anxious for the job, Buchanan. Y ou need to go to

the Jansky Singularity.”
"| told the Committee | thought | had a duty& mdash;"

"And s0 have I!" Kochan interrupted. Buchanan was startled by the iron in hisvoice. The man was used
to command. He remembered vague stories of Kochan's enterprises. he had been ruthlessin the pursuit
of power. And then he had abandoned his career.

"| don't follow, Mr. Kochan."

"Buchanan, you owe me something.”

"l oweyou& mdash;"

"Y our gppointment.”

"I'm grateful& mdash;"

"And more!"

"More?"

"Yesl Y ou owe mewhat you've wanted for three years! The chance of revigting the Altair Sar."

Buchanan was sunned into slence.



Denid was usdless. Kochan knew! The old woman had known. Y et she had been prepared to let events
take their course. And now Kochan knew& mdash;he had conferred with the old psychologist who said
she speciaized in decison-making procedures. Buchanan sensed amystery.

Hesad, cdmly enough, though he could fed his heart hammering wildly: "The Altair Star can't be
reached, ar."

Kochan's gaze dropped. The black eyeslost their hardness.

"The gtation isthe only civilian ship which can be taken over by a human commander,” said Kochan.
"Getting the Committee to accept an overrider was difficult. Getting you asits commander was more of a
problem. Y ou'd not have got the assignment if | hadn't suppressed some reports,” he said.

Buchanan gaped. Kochan could not be lying. He had an aura of complete sincerity, overwhelming
certitude. But amember of the Committee deliberatdly fasifying information by suppressng reports!

"Mrs. Blankfort& mdash;" Buchanan began.
Kochan nodded.
"She guessed, but | prevailed on her. | think she understood my motives.”

Buchanan's mind ranged franticaly over whét little he knew of Kochan's vast enterpreneuria activities.
The man had exploited whole stellar colonies. His persond wealth wasimmense. He could have headed
the Galactic Council. Was there some source of persond power in the Singularity? A mystery that he
could turn to advantage? Some inconceivable way of using the energies of that bizarre space-time event?
Kochan produced awallet. "Look," he said, raw iron defeat on hisface.

Buchanan saw the picture of ayoung woman in thefirst flush of adult beauty. Blonde hair cascaded to
her shoulders. There was a confident smile, wide blue eyes, adim neck and afirm bosom: she was
intelligent, courageous, beautiful. Life lay before her and she wanted its fullness. He grabbed the wallet
and stared.

"My only grandchild,” said Kochan.
Buchanan understood, or half understood.
"Shewas& mdash;" He had seen her before.
s

Those wide blue eyes had |ooked out at him in dow-dawning comprehension; an infinite sadness had
begun to swim into their depths. Buchanan knew her well, too well. It was the girl who had flirted with
young Preston.

Buchanan wiped cold sweat from his forehead.

"If there had been anything | could have done," he said helplesdy. "Anything!"
Kochan's black eyeswereimpassive again. He put the wallet away.

"I know, Buchanan."

Both men were lost for long seconds in despairing memories. Buchanan recovered firs.



"l havetotdl you, Sr," he said, sick at heart. "There can be no chance& mdash;none! Not in a starquake
likethat!"

"I know she can't be brought back to life," said Kochan in hisiron tones. "1 know and accept it!"
"And you gtill want meto go to the Altair Star!"

There was no need for deception now.

"es"

"Why?

Kochan's face was pinched, wizened, gnarled. Buchanan knew that worse mongterstrod through his
brain than those that afflicted his own tormented dreams.

"You smulated the interior of the Singularity just then," he grated. "But it'sonly asmulation& mdash;a
projection! We don't know redlly what goes on a the middie of the accursed Singularity!”

"No, 5r."

"Don't you see, Buchanan, that what terrifiesmeis not that my granddaughter is dead& mdash;”
Buchanan knew he was poised on the edge of afrightful knowledge.

"Sir?" he said, anxious for Kochan to continue, desperately afraid of the answer.

"I've checked on every known theory& mdash;dl the variations of every conceivable hypothess, every
interpretation of al known readingsl My God, Buchanan, I've devoted three years and enough wedlth on
research to build afleet of Altair Starsl And no one can prove that my granddaughter is at rest!"

"But life can't continue without life-support systems, Mr. Kochan! The ship was half-wrecked! There
wouldn't be air& mdash;energy& mdash; heet to sustain life for three years! Accept it,” said Buchanan,
afraid now. "She must be dead!"

Kochan fixed him with hisblack sondlike eyes.

"Buchanan, | was behind the building of the Singularity Station. | gave up al thoughts of persond
ambition so that | could control the policies of the Committee. Only the Committee has the power to
promote investigations of the Jansky Singularity, you see.”

"Yes gr."
The man's grim dedication and resolve matched his own. But what impelled him?
Buchanan heard, dmost unbelieving, as Kochan went on:

"At the center of the Singularity isacore. And that core has properties that are not understood.
Buchanan, believe mewhen | say this, that | have the best available evidence. Thereisapossibility that
within the Singularity thereisakind of life that we cannot yet understand!™

"Life?'
"Humen life& mdash;or inhumean lifel"

"Y ou think the people aboard the ship may be alive?"



"l want to know about my granddaughter!” Kochan was pleading with him. The old man went on: "All the
theories I've been able to gather have been fed into the compsin your ship. When the time comes, listen
to them. And then do what you haveto do."

"Y ou believe she may not be& mdash;dead?" Buchanan did not want to ask his next question. It
trespassed on an old man'sinnermost and most deeply-felt emotions. But he had to ask. Y ou want me
to find out?'

"Buchanan, there may be more than one way of dying. Make suresheisat rest!"

Stunned, Buchanan watched K ochan leave. He stood for several minutes staring at ablank, blue-pulsing
screen without redlizing it. He was brought back to aredlization of the present by the dight oscillation of
the ship asmore of its sysemswere given their find tests,

There was much to think about.

But, meanwhile, there was work to do.

The small shuttlelifted off between the great infragd actic ship's robot tugs, aminnow among salmon. The
whine of enginesthrusting out through the thin rain and then higher, past fifty-mile-high noctilucent clouds,
cameto Liz Deffant as an echo of her own silent howl of pain and loss. Within minutes, the shuttle would
dideinto the maw of the Enforcement Service vessdl, and she would be cut off forever from the bitter,
haunted man she wanted& mdash; needed! & mdash;and had lost to the ghosts of the past.

"Scan for the new Jansky Singularity Station,” she ordered, surprising herself.
"Yes, Miss Deffant,” an unseen automaton answered.

Before her ascreen pulsed into life and the docking area swam into view. She reached forward and
alowed apair of clinging sensor-padsto latch onto the palms of her hand; their touch was unpleasant.
Closer, she ordered, manipulating the padswith easy kill.

She saw figures moving about the black bulk of the ungainly vessdl. A group of engineerswere busy at
one massive engine-pad.

Wherewas Al?

She saw a stooping, thin figure emergetiredly. An old man. Who was he? She scanned closer still and
saw aface she knew from many newscasts. Kochan. What was he doing there?

And ill nosignof Al

She dmost ordered the scannersto cease probing, but she told herself she was entitled to one last [ook
a Buchanan.

For over ten minutes she kept the scanners hunting for asight of the lean, hard man sheloved. And dl the
time she could fed theinterest of the automatons which controlled the shuttle and obeyed her orders,
aready they would be reporting her interest in the almost-completed station. One more piece of
information for the endless banks of compsfar below the surface.

"All" shewhispered as at last she saw the familiar honed feetures, the long sinewy frame, the bitter mouth



which had begun to be able to easeinto asmile.

There was anew expression on hisface.

Before, he had looked tired, despairing, aman who thought of himsdf asafailure.
Now, he seemed completely logt. Cold, done, logt.

She watched until the image shivered and began to fill with shadows. The great engines of the ES110
impinged on the little shuttle's own force-bands.

With agentle shudder, the unmanned shuttle dropped into the dock of the looming infragalactic ship.

CHAPTER
4

Eleven members of the Board for the Regulation of Space Hazards turned out for the launching of the
Jansky Singularity Station. There wasaminimum of coverage by the news media. Buchanan's
gppointment had stirred the newscastersto afresh gppraisa of the dangers of the Jansky Singularity, and
they emphasized especidly theloss of the Altair Star; but interest soon waned. Kochan had used some
of hisvast, submerged powersto see that the affair was played down. Y et nothing of the turmoil that
surged in Kochan's mind was reflected on hisface as he shook Buchanan's hand and wished him a
successful voyage and asafereturn.

It was acold day, with a chill wind howling among the docked ships. Buchanan saw that Mrs. Blankfort
wasill, and worried too. There was an anxious look in her deep-sunken eyes. He knew that her concern
was for him. The members of the Board withdrew to take warm drinks when the brief ceremony of
commissoning was ove.

Buchanan entered the ship and forgot them.
And then he waited as an enormous tug latched onto the squat ugly station.
"Jansky Station clear for lift-off,” ametalic voicetold him. "Engaging first sage of flight schedule.”

"Yes," said Buchanan, hardly able to believe that the days had passed and that now the ship trembled
around him asthe tug exerted its huge powers.

""'Second stage commencing now," the robot told him.
"Good."

There was nothing to be said, nothing to be done, for the station and its throw-away monstrous tug were
in robotic hands until they reached the edges of the colossdl rotating enigmathat had clawed in so many
unwary ships. Then the tug would fall away. And the station would be his.

"Y ou should take your pogition for lift-off," the robot voice told him.



Buchanan looked at the cone-shaped pedestal which was the station's robot overseer. Anger shook him
momentarily. Mrs. Blankfort waswrong. Y ou could hate the robots. Even if they were capable of making
far better decisions than any human mind in the uncertain reaches between the spiraling arms of the

Gaaxy.

The ship was poised now, dmost aliving thing.

Buchanan settled into the soft couch. Tendrils of resilient plastics settled in aweb around him. Power
raged into the main drive of the tug. The edges of the large deck began to blur as the ship began to enter

into the disagreeable phenomenon of Phase. Sharp angles became rounded, straight linestook on uneasy
curves, flat surfaces bent and rose up eily.

"Lift-off, Commander Buchanan?'

It was aformdity, aconcession to thelost status of the nominal commander. Anironical request, part of
an oldritua. The robot was programmed to ask his permission to begin the long voyage.

"Proceed,” said Buchanan formaly.

"Welcome aboard, Miss Deffant,” the commander of the ES 110 said to Liz Deffant. She appreciated the
frank sincerity of hisadmiration. ™Y ou're not exactly what we expected, you know. We got the
authorization for aNew Settlements Bureau ecologi<t, femade, and they usudly turn out to belarge and
dedicated and not atogether& mdash; well, feminine." He paused and took in the sharp thrust of the
well-formed breasts and the promise of the firm long legs. "Not what we expected at al."

Liz smiled a him. It took no effort at al. He was ayoungish man, not yet thirty, short and broad, with
heavy features and hair like wire. When he grinned he showed large white teeth, and his eyes shone with
pleasure. She wondered if it was asign of recovery that she could respond to hisanima good spirits.

"Thisisn't what | expected of an Enforcement Service ship,” she said. It wasnt.

There was nothing to distinguish the control deck of the big infragaactic ship from, say, one of the New
Settlements Bureau's larger support ships, the kind that had acted as a back-up station when she was
working the Ophiuchi Complex. There were operations screens, the usua robotic control pedesta, the
banks of consoles with weaving sensor-pads dert to fasten onto a human palm, the big command chair
for the human commander& mdash;the usua setup; and an unexpected spaciousness. She had expected
more spartan conditions, perhaps afeding of oppressive detention.

"Tel mewhat you expected, Miss Deffant.”

"Liz"

"I'm Jack Rosario. Y ou'll meet the otherswhen we eat.”

"The crew?'

"Wecarry sx, including mysdf."” Rosario's gesture took in the contrals. " So tell me what you expected.”

Liz looked about the bright bridge, al golden yellow and green plastics. "It doesn't look like atraveling
jail. I could be on atourist deck& mdash;| thought you'd dl be carrying Sde arms& mdash;”



"Sidearmd!" hooted Rosario. "Phasardl”
"Wedl& mdagh;"

"No! Theré'sno need. Not since we went fully automatic. We haven't gonein for that sort of thing since
the coma-cells were introduced.”

"Coma-cdIs?!

"Weve used them for years. Itseasier for al of us& mdash; crew, guards, expellees. Were entirely
automatic.”

"Y ou put the expelleesinto acoma?"'
"Y es. Haven't you seen an Enforcement Service ship before?’

"I've seen them. Twice. But I've never been aboard one so far. Not until now. It wasn't my idea. It'sjust
that | wanted to get back to Messier 16 assoon as| could.”

Rosario's broad face was interested, but he did not follow up with aquestion; he caught the hint of regret
in her voice. She liked the way he did not pursue the subject.

"So we should be wearing side arms and have bunches of keys on our belts. And you should hear chains
rattling and prisoners groaning.” He grinned. "And thered be water and a bone you wouldn't careto
identify. That it?"

Liz smiled again. Rosario was like the people she remembered from her home planet Straightforward,
kindly, competent. Not bitter and lost. Not at al like Al.

"l waswrong."
Rosario looked at her speculatively.

"Y ou're with Galactic Service. Y ou must be well thought of to get a shuttle out to us. Would it disturb
you too much to see how we carry the prisoners?’

Liz fdt, for thefirst time, the authoritative strength of Jack Rosario. He was amember of aservice which
carried out with aruthless efficiency the judgments and pendlties of the Galactic courts. Enforcement
meant just that. Find offenders, bring them to the courts, and ferry those expelled out to the Rim. Rosario
was the commander of an expellee-transport. He was offering to show her the human cargo of the ES
110: the prisoners.

"I don't know," said Liz honestly.
"Think about it."

He called alow-grade robot servitor to show her to aguest cabin. She noticed that the robot was
congtructed aong heavier linesthan the usua run of servitors. Its antennas scanned her, and she was sure
that acomplete rundown of her physical characteristics was dready on itsway to the Enforcement
Service vessd's memory-banks. There was ahint of menace in its squat, armored bulk.

Shewondered if she had made amistake.

A few more days at Center would have been tolerable.



Buchanan waited until the mad corybantics of warped force-bands settled to a comprehensible pattern as
the tug drilled through the continuums on its vast, looping voyage toward the bizarre Singularity. It

seemed that smal metallic hands clawed at the fabric of hisbrain, such wasthe shock of thefirst
moments of thrust. The station had not the stability of aninfragdactic liner. It wassmall. A smdl blip
containing the life-support systemsfor one man, but a blip that would soon ride on three enormous
storehouses of energy. The sheer brute power was needed if the ship was to hold in the unred
dimensons.

Buchanan gloated in the latent power of those three great pods. Strange configurations existed within the

Singularity. Ordinary shipswould be swamped by one blind spasm. The gtation was built to withstand the
unknown.

Would it?

When the ship was riding more easly, Buchanan pushed aside the clinging limpet-like tendrilsthat held
him. He stood up and shook his head. Black light flashed before his eyes, but the worst was over.

"Give me an estimate of the duration of the voyage," he ordered the robot controller.

"We're holding onto a subgalactic surge," said the robotic controller. "It'salarge wave, Sr. Present
estimates put the ship'sarrival at the Singularity in seventeen hours, sir. That is, of course, gpproximately.
It could bealittleless.™

"It could?" Buchanan said, without interest. At one time he would have checked the projections for the
weird path among the starways of the continuums. 1t would have pleased him to see what interstellar
gaesthey could have ridden among, what freak quakings of expiring supernovasthey could have caught
onto to add impetus to the great surge of the engines. Not now. Let the robots do the easy work. The
routine duties.

"What's happening at the Singularity?"

"No measurable changes since the last batch of reports, air. It maintains aregular rotating shape, giving
the readings of agaseous fluid bound by its own gravitationa attraction. No profound seismologica
disturbances of the kind associated with starquake, Sr."

It was reassuring. No sign yet of the monstrous Singularity ripping space apart. No starquake. Thething
within the Singularity could set up atime-space event that shattered the continuums around it with a
colossd flurry of unknown forces. And if aship should chance to be nearby, then that ship waslost. But
now the Singularity was quiescent.

At the moment it was abland, eerie, dien beast: an event in the Galaxy like no other. Aninexplicable
thing, unguessable, atone, singular, asthe old-time physicigshad it, a Sngularity! At present, inactive.

"A drink," said Buchanan.
"Yes gr."

Icetinkled in the glass. Buchanan followed the single drink with arequest for amodest medl. "I'll egt,” he
sad.

It was forthcoming within two minutes.



Buchanan looked at the well-done steak and the salad. Then at the glass of wine, deep-red, full-bodied,
delicious. He amiled. An endlessrecycling. All of it back through his own system into the tanks, then out
to the culture-frames, then to the preparation-units; and so onto asiver tray brought by adeferentia
sarvitor. There was an excellent catering service. The Board had gone to some trouble to provide for his
particular tastes. He laughed.

Thismeal could bethelast of itskind.

He savored it, just as he savored the memory of the girl with the golden-brown eyes who had reached in
pity to wipe the deep lines from hisforehead. It had been such anear thing too. He had amost returned
toanormd life, dmogt cast off theload of guilt and grief that rode him like some greet foul wen.

Another man, much older, took over the bridge when Rosario said it wastime to eat. He was introduced
as Poole. Liz had the fedling he resented her presence aboard the ES 110. She understood, she thought.
Few women would serve on such ships. It was one area of public service which was almost entirely a
male preserve.

The crew she met at dinner were equaly impressed by Liz Deffant. Two were Security men, another, like
Jack Rosario, a crewman. They were introduced one by one.

Liz remembered their names carefully. The Security men were large and dike in physica appearance:
tough, hard-looking men in their thirties. There was a Dieter and aMack. Rosario explained that athird
was on duty. He atelater. A young fair-haired man who followed Liz's every movement with an
unbelieving wide-eyed stare was caled Tup.

The conversation was generd, mostly questions about Liz's experiences with the New Settlements
Bureau. Shetold them about the last project she had worked on, the experiments with Terran-type
plant-life on afairly hostile planet in the Ophiuchi Complex. It had absorbed her, and the men recognized
that she spoke with knowledge and enthusiasm. They had enough technical knowledgeto grasp the
centra problemé& mdash;the planet had an aberrant gravitationa core, so plants didn't grow with the same
kind of cell-structure as on Terran-type worlds; rejigging the planet's heavy meta core was possible, but
that involved the possibility of disturbing severa other ecologica features. The Bureau regarded magjor
reconstruction asalast resort.

She explained how they had been baffled until someone came up with the idea of making adight
molecular reglignment of new root formation to give the newly-introduced plants afirmer base; and that
had done the trick. When she finished she redlized that she had not thought of Buchanan for an hour. It
seemed like abetraya She could not be glad about it She was silent for minutes.

Rosario worried, Liz could see. He stared at her when he thought she was not watching him, and he
frowned when the meal was over. The othersleft, except for Tup. Liz was aware that they sensed her

misary.
"Doesit worry you& mdash;the fact that we are atransport for expellees?’ asked Rosario.

"No," said Liz. It did, though. Subtly, there was a sense of tired and defeated evil aboard the
Enforcement Servicevess.

"Would you liketo seethe cdlls?' said Tup eagerly.



"Y ou could," agreed Rosario. They were both making a strong effort to please her; but Liz had no specia
desire to see the condemned men and women.

"| don't think s0."

"Y ou're not againgt the idea of trangporting the expellees out to the Rim, areyou, Liz?" asked Rosario.
"|sthat what'stroubling you?'

"l don't think s0," said Liz, hesitantly. "But don't worry about me. I'm sorry if | seem to be out of
sorts& mdash; please don't worry about me.”

Rosario grinned.

"All right. Now | haveto go to the bridge. It's Poolesturnto eat.” To Tup hesaid, "If you can get Miss
Deffant to change her mind, show her around the ship.”

Theyouth could hardly believe hisluck. "Me, Jack& mdash; Sir?"

"She'swith Galactic,” said Rosario. "No regtrictions.” As he was walking acrossto the grav-chute, Tup
sad, "Miss Deffant could have alook at Maran.”

"Maran!" Liz was shocked into the exclamation.
Rosario stopped. He saw Liz's distress, yet hisface was hard.

It could have been the wild and bitter days of the Mad Warsdl over again. Maran was the greatest
cyberneticigt of al time. The human mind: that was hisworkshop. Maran's obsession was the inner
depths. Liz shivered. She knew something of obsessions. In asmall way, Buchanan was an example of
what utter obsessiveness could do. Maran wasthe far extreme.

"When | think what he did& mdash;" she began.
"And what he hoped to do," Rosario said.

"Come and see him,” said Tup, who looked from Liz to the ES 110's commander. "Y ou'll never get the
chanceagan.”

"No," said Rosario. "No one will. Except those a the Rim."

She knew what he meant. A humane Gaaxy had reverted to the oldest law of al. Those who could not
live by acommunity's code of ethics must leave. When there was no possibility of redemption, when a
man or woman put himself or herself beyond any hope of forgiveness, the verdict wasinevitable. To do
more was barbarous. To do lesswasto imperil the community.

The aberrant were cast out.

"There's nothing to be darmed about, Miss Deffant,” said Tup. He was, perhaps, enjoying her
discomfiture. "Maran's unconscious. They al are. Coming, Miss Deffant?

Maran aboard the ship. Liz did not answer for some seconds. She was till absorbing the ideathat he
was somewhere in the cavernous depths of the prison-ship.

| can open a million years of evolution, washissmple, sublimecam. If a few must be sacrificed to
show what the human mind is, then why not?



Liz caught hersalf gasping at the smple enormity of what he said. And &t the center of it dl, aterrifying
logic.

"Don't press her," ordered Rosario.

"Y ou won't get the chance again, Miss Deffant,” Tup inssted. He grinned placatingly a Rosario. "She can
tell them at Messier 16 that she saw Maran.”

"Don't go down if you don't want to." Rosario said.

Liz'sthoughts were confused. She had seen the newscadts, with Maran stating his case so lucidly. There
was acalmness about him that had fascinated al who saw him. And Maran was absolutely right in his
main point.

Man was a unique phenomenon. There was only one intelligence in the whole of the Galaxy. Perhapsin
thewhole of creation. It must be understood, this thing called man, Maran had said. We must know
the when and the how and the why of its beginnings!

When the gruesome details of Maran's experiments were reveded, it was difficult to equate the camness
with the horrific things he had done to fellow human beings. We must gouge out the secrets of a million
years, he had ingsted. Find the beginning, under stand the mechanism of transition fromthing to
man!

There was only one mystery, according to Maran. The mind of man. And he had devised his strange
machinesto investigate the human psyche. At first there were volunteers. The Enforcement Service
moved in when the news of what had happened to them began to filter out. By that time, he had agents
recruiting "helpers' in remote and primitive systems. Gullible men and women responded to his promises
of wedlth and mystica power. They were furious when the cruisers shipped them back to their barbaric
planets. Maran had charisma. His smple, monumental message had enormous potency.

Find the moment of man's emergence to knowledge! Hold the moment, freezeit intime; examine,
understand, develop it; and build the psyche into acosmic engine! Liz recaled the arguments. To 0
many, they had become a catechism.

"Suppose he'sright,”" she found herself saying to the two Enforcement Service crewmen.
"Maran right?' Rosario asked.

"y eg

"How, Miss Deffant? How right?' Tup wanted to know.

She could hardly put it into words, but she knew what she wanted to convey. Maran had pointed out
that, despite dl the attempts to communicate with supposed dien intelligencesin other idand universes,
there had been no answers. Vast scanners ranged the depths of the Universe. They had sensed no
coherent emissions. Despite the huge beamerswhich tried to tell far galaxies of the existence of the
human race there had been no response. Couldn't it be, Liz asked hersdlf, that man was entirely donein
the Universe? Maran said so.

She collected her thoughts.

"l meant, what if he'sright about our being the only advanced life-form?' Before they could answer, she
went on: "Oh, | know there have been theories about intelligent minerals operating on atime-scale too
dow for usto understand& mdash;l even went for the notion of inteligent stars when they found that



crazy double-star, but not now& mdash; you see, I've been around! I've been to dl kinds of planets
& mdash;|'ve seen insect-eating lichens, walking plants, fossilsthat wake up once every millenium and
then go back to deep& mdash;but I've never come across anything that | can talk to! Nothing! And
neither has anyone el se!™

Tup was startled by the flow of words, but Rosario was not. New Settlements people had this
enthusasm. It came from their planetfalls on strange worlds which might soon echo to the building of
towns. They had to be dreamers.

Liz redized that Rosario was waiting for her to go on. She saw his strong square face and looked a him
for the firg time as shewould look at any handsome man. A stray recollection came back. Buchanan. Al
Buchanan. He had looked so hel pless the first time she had seen him. Not wesak, but hurt. Not at all
determined, like Rosario. But Al and Rosario were of atype. There was strength in the Enforcement
Service commander's steady gaze: he would make up his mind and act. Perhaps not as obsessively as All.
Other memories clamored for attention as shetried to marsha her inchoate arguments. Liz recalled small,
intense private pleasures from the first days with Buchanan. A tiny victory when he said hewould not run
the recordings of the Court of Inquiry anymore. The fedling of dried leaves kicked up by their feet asthey
plowed through an autumn wood. The day they decided to fredlance. There had been so many good

days.
"Maran, Miss Deffant?' prompted Tup, who had not developed Rosario's patience.

Sheredlized that they were politely waiting for her to make up her mind. The decision, and the answer,
came

"I'll see him. Not because | want to tell anyone I've seen him. It'sjust that | wonder about the man who
thinks& mdash;believes& mdash;were unique.”

"Teke MissDeffant,” said Rosario. Hesmiled a Liz. "I think Maran could be right too."
"Jack?' said Tup, in surprise. "You think he'sright?*

"Y es. Right about the uniqueness of the human mind. Maybe we are the only advanced form of lifeinthe
whole of the Universe. Maybe we should find out what caused thisthing we cal intellect or intelligence or
soul.”

Liz hesitated. "Y ou think Maran was right to try to solve the mystery& mdash;of how we started?!

"Hewasin too much of ahurry. If he'sright, if thereis some way of understanding the processes of
human thought and building on them, then we needn't hurry. Weve been around along time. Therésno
need to force the pace.”

"Thisway, Miss Deffant,” Tup said. He could not help adding: "This way to the Chamber of Horrorg!"

There wasthe usua grav-chute. At the bottom, Tup announced their arriva to an unseen robot servitor.
"I'm bringing afema e visitor with full Security clearance” hetold it. To Liz he added: "Regulaions. We
have to comply.”

A shield did away and Liz saw the cell-deck. A Security guard came across, to be introduced as Pete.
Liz waved to him, but she barely noticed his polite smile, nor his brief welcoming words. She was
spellbound, rooted to the spot, dazed by the sight of the unconscious expelleesin the eerie green
subdued lights of the enormous hold.

It was so much bigger than she expected. And nothing had prepared Liz for the shock of seeing rows of



tanks, each with its gently swaying body cushioned by a grayish ooze. Tup had spoken of a Chamber of
Horrors. It was. The unconscious figures were subtly sinister, like so many effigies of once-fearsome men
and women. Liz tried to control her shaking hands. Shefdlt fear, sensed it degp within her body.

"They don't fed athing!" declared Tup. Wrapped up in her own reaction as shewas, Liz could recognize
achangein the young man'stone. He, too, sensed the chilled mdice that emanated from the scores of
tanks.

A green iridescence picked out the features of the expellees. Y oung, old, some women but mostly men.
Near-naked bodies bobbed in a pulsating ooze. All the minds blotted out, monitored by machines below
thetanks. Therewas no rationa causefor fear, thought Liz. But shefelt fear. It was not the corpsdlike
appearance of the expellees, nor the eerie glow of the subdued lighting, nor yet the soft squelching of the
ooze as bodies dipped and did about the tanks; none of these things mattered, for she knew that they
were held in astate of unconsciousness deep below the normal level of deep. The cause of her fear was
other than these.

Tup laughed. It was a young man's reaction, thoughtless and without malice. " Theré's nothing to worry
about!" he added at once. "They can't harm you!"

Sheknew it. Y et there was a sense of ragged, contained violence in the cell-deck. She shuddered,
conscious of the empty stares of the unconscious expellees. "It'sther eyes,” said Liz.

Pete nodded. "It's something you have to get used to.”

All threelooked into the nearest coma-cell where alarge and powerfully-built yet flabby man lay. His
eyes seemed to trandfix them with astraining, questioning intensity.

Liz shuddered again. Empty eyes, glaring into the emptiness of empty dreams.
"Isthat him?" She knew she spoke asif the man in the tank could hear.

Therewas a hodtile qudity in Tup's voice when hereplied: "That's Maran.”

CHAPTER
5

The Singularity was near.

Already the vague emanations from its strange depths were impinging upon the sensitive scanners of the
station. On the operations screen, which occupied dmost the whole of one side of the bridge, an image
of the coordinates of the Singularity was forming. Pulsing with avicious energy, the bizarre space-time
event announced its presence. Trails of discontinuous energy fields scored the region inhabited by the
Singularity. It was aleprous patch on the screen, a corroding and waiting beast poised, grim, blind.

Buchanan knew the configuration of the Singularity. Its unquestioned dangers he admitted; but they held
no terrorsfor him. Soon, the robots would |oose the tug and when it fell away he would point the sation
directly into the maw of the Singularity. But now he had other consderations.



K ochan had spoken in termsthat had urged new fearsinto his mind. The passengers and crew of the
Altair Sar were lost& mdash;dead, irretrievably gone, lost. Buchanan's self-appointed task wasto find
why the robots had given up so easly; why they had announced that no action on their part& mdash;or
on the part of any human, by implication, since they regarded themsalves asfar superior to

humans& mdash; could possibly do anything to save the huge liner. And that task had seemed enough. To
find the reason for the loss of his ship. But now there was more. Kochan had |oosed fresh devils to haunt
him.

Wasit possible that, within the vagt, rotating phenomenon, the victims of the tragedy wereheldina
fantastic chronoclasm?

Buchanan fed indructions to the sensor-padsin his pams. The screen cleared, pulsed with dim light, and
then projected afresh image. Buchanan stared for minutes, watching the ship's progress.

The ship& mdash;the station& mdash;coasted easily dong the inner arm of aspirding vortex that hel ped
flipit, like some cosmic dingshot, toward the dark regions. dwayswith economy and efficiency toward
the Singularity. The ship was being handled superbly. He admitted it. He had hours now, hoursin which
to think over Kochan's new and frightening idess.

He approached the robotic controller and spoke to the cone-shaped pedestal: "The Singularity,” he said.
"Sir?' grated ametalic voice.

"Mr. Kochan |eft information. Giveit. Begin."

"Yes gar.”

Buchanan watched. With growing dismay, he saw graphs, readings, projections. the foundation of
Kochan'sfears. It was possible.

"That's Maran,” agreed the guard.

The three of them looked at the lax body. A dow surge within the tank brought the bulk of the chest and
belly higher. It waslike the surfacing of some grest cresture from the lower depths. But for the eyes, it
might have been acomic sight.

Liz shivered. Here was the source of the unease in the cell-deck.
"Miss, why don't you go and look at the rest of the ship?"

The Security guard indicated awide grav-chute at the far end of the cavernous hold. At the sametimea
dight shake of hishead derted Tup to Liz's state of shock. Tup was perceptive.

"Not morelikethid" Liz shuddered.

"No!" Tup said a once. "Come on, Miss Deffant& mdash;you have to see the surviva-pods. What'sin
them, how they're launched. Y ou'll be interested& mdash;you've done some pioneering.” He took her
arm, for once unembarrassed. "It wasn't such agood idea bringing you down here. Well go down to the
deck below."

Liz alowed hersdf to beled past the rows of green-glowing tanks. Shetried to avoid the empty stares of



the expellees, but it was difficult. If she had been properly in control of herself and able to state her
inclination, she would have asked to be returned to her cabin. But the dightly dazed and considerably
fearful state of mind that troubled her made her suggestible. She followed Tup to agrav-chute at the far
end of the cell-deck and again found hersdlf floating downward to the further recesses of the great
infragdactic vesd.

Tup rattled on cheerfully about the method of propelling the prisoners once they reached the far star a
the Rim. Small, individua craft took the awakening expelleesto their new lives.

"Herethey are!” Tup announced. Shewasin ahuge cargo hold. But this deck was bright and cheerful.
No lines of tanks, no eerie haf-lights, nothing one could easily associate with the Enforcement Service.
Thehold wasfull, however.

Liz saw scores of tal white cylinders, each one about twice the height of aman. Their purpose was
obvious.

"The surviva pods," said Tup. He pointed to asmal lock. "That's where we launch them& mdash;all
automaticaly. The expellees are shunted down here by the robot servitors, then they're taken through a
fairly dow revivifying process. When they wake up, they'rein aglide path.”

Liz ingpected one of the cylinders. She made out the small propulsion unit.
"We carried individud life rafts something like them, but not so smdl asthese.™

"They're not designed for degp-gpace use& mdash;though they would last for about six hours. We launch
the expellees at predetermined coordinates that give them aflight of only afew minutes. Want to see
indde one?'

Liz shook her head. She was Hill shivering, though the temperature in the hold was tolerable, comfortable
even. Tup was disgppointed. "Doubt if you'll get the chance again,” he offered. "It's bending regulationsto
open them, but you'd be interested.” He grinned, shy once more as he redlized they were done. "I had
Pete program you on the console as a crew-member. Coming?”

"All right," said Liz. She examined the gleaming canister without seeing it properly. There were
ingtructions. Thewords did not reach her mind. There was something troubling her, but she could not
quite say what. And if she had been able to identify it, she knew she would not want to speak of it.
Something about the eyes.. . .

"L ook& mdash;everything they need for surviva!"™ announced Tup as he opened one of the pods. "We
launch them just outside the gaseous enve ope& mdash;they glide down in a preset path. By thetime he
lands, the expdlleeisfully awakened. Ready to Sart again.”

Liz shook her head and concentrated dutifully; she studied the contents of the capsule with aprofessiona
eye. Tup wasright. It was a neatly-designed survival pack. The expelleeswould not starve. The doubts
and fears she had felt were pushed to the back of her mind. She checked the contents.

"Water purification plant, seasond caculator, tools, medical outfit.”

"Simple expang on-principle wegpon in unassembled form,” supplemented Tup. "Where they're going
they could run across carnivores.”

Liz glanced at the package. She was uninterested in weaponry, however primitive or quaint.

"Location of chief minerd depodts, water cycle. It'safull ecological rundown,” Liz sad. "It's



comprehensve. They'll not garve.”

"I've thought of trying one of the pods out,” agreed Tup. "Y ou know& mdash;take a vacation and live the
amplelife”

"They'll certainly bedoing that," Liz said.
"After what they've done, they can't complain.”

Liz heard the edge of iron in Tup'stone. He too was more than he seemed. A shy youth, there was
resolution and authority benesth the bashful exterior.

"Wel," said Liz, with an attempt at lightness, "with that kind of rudimentary equipment they won't be
coming back."

Tup was not smiling when hereplied. "Thet'stheidea.”

At the entrance to the shaft that would take them up to the deck above and its grim lines of haf-lit tanks,
Liz hestated. Onimpulse she sad:

"Would you think it foolish if | said something about the cdll-deck?"

"No."

"It was the prisoner, Maran."

"Jano Maran," said Tup, not at al boyishly. "Heworried you?'

"It was something | thought | saw.”

"Saw?Maran?'

"It wasthe eyed™

Tup nodded, "It's hard to think that they're in adeep hypno-deep.”

Liz hestated, feding foolish now. But she went on with arush: "He was watching! I'm sure he wad!"

Tup smiled. "Their central nervous systems are keyed into the comps. Breathing& mdash;food

intake& mdash;waste products & mdash;every metabolic system is monitored. They're held in acomplex
state deep below norma deep. Getting them out of it isalong and tricky process. Each expellee hashis
own program for areturn to consciousness. They just can't do it on their own. Any premature awakening
could be dangerous, possibly fatal They'll be kept under until some hours before they reach the planet
weve taken over from your Bureau. Out at the Rim. Miss Deffant, Maran wasn't watching you. It redly
isimpossble. Believe me?'

"Thanks," said Liz Deffant.

They passed the rows of bobbing figures, Liz staying closeto the dight figure of the young man. Hewas
enjoying her dependence on him.

"We have complete automatic control of the expellees," he went on, keegping to aneutra tone to show
that he had no need especidly to reassure her. "They fed nothing. It's hardly necessary to monitor them,
but the machines do so. We're superfluous, redly."”



"l suppose 0," said Liz Deffant. She was fedling better. The sense of oppression began to lift asthey
neared the next grav-chute. It would not be long before she transferred to the Messier 16 shuttle. She
would not go to the cell-deck again, Liz decided.

"Ask Pete& mdash;Petel”

Thefigure of the Security guard was in dmost complete darkness, shadowed as he was by abank of
sensors. Tup went across, grinning.

"Aren't we just spare parts?' he was saying, but Liz did not hear.

Impelled by acompulsive curiosity, she had stopped at the tank containing the figure of the expellee
Maran. It was morbid, she knew, but she wanted to make sure that she was wrong about the eyes.
Thoseterrible eyes

Liz looked down.

The eerie hdf-light played on amottled face, amouth wide-open, with the tongue thrusting out blackly . .
. and the eyes. Wide-open in mute apped, but dead. Blank and dead& mdash;not unseeing, dead. And
not Maran's eyes.

Liz screamed. She knew who lay in the tank. It was the Security guard Tup had called to.

She looked away, stepping backward in acute mind-reeling terror. Tup's contorted features glared back
at her. She saw big hands at his neck, holding him in afrightful clasp.

Tup clawed once at the hands, and then something cracked with an abrupt, sickening findity. The hands
relaxed. Tup did toward Liz.

She knew who had killed him. The impossible had happened. It was the man from the tank: Jano Maran.

CHAPTER
6

Buchanan was oppressed by his solitude. He had not yet grown accustomed once more to his burden of
guilt: aresdud remnant of Liz Deffant's gentle, persistent, affectionate presence till lingered. Forget
her, hetold himsdf. Finished. Over.

He studied the information left by Kochan. That was hislife now, dl of it. There was no room for
tenderness. He had to be as unfedling as the automatons. Cold. Logical. Inhuman.

"I'll check the main features and you agreeif I've got them right,” he told the robot controller.
"Y es, Commander.”
"Firgt, the centra core of the Singularity could be a superdense form of neutron star or star formation.”

"YS, S r."



"If that's 50, it contains an areawhere the gravitationd pull isahundred billion times what would be
norma on an Earth-type planet.” It was inconceivable, so much pressure.

"About that, Sr."

"The coreis ultradense and stable, the crust brittle and fragile. When the crust breaks under gravitationa
drain theresult is starquake.”

"Ya S r.'n

A tiny superdense core ground in on itsdlf by those fantastic pressures. And then, cracking& mdash;
starquake!

"And associated digtortion of tempord field,” Buchanan said dowly. "Chronoclasm. The disruption of
time"

"It'sonly atheory, Sr. Therest isreasonably well substantiated by automatic readings over fifty years. All
recorded data associates the cracking of the crust with starquake. But discontinuous temporal aignments
haven't been recorded.”

"Mainly because we wouldn't know what to record them with," said Buchanan.
"Quite, gr."

"Soit'saguess,” said Buchanan, unable to accept the implications of what he had learned. "Time
didocationisn't proved.”

"Agreed, Sr. Mr. Kochan's team saw it as a strong hypothesis but only one of severa. For instance, Sir,
it's predicted that the Singularity contains what's called a'black holeé& mdash;an areathat contractsto
infinity. Again, Sir, there may be acombination of such ablack hole and a neutron star or star cluster. But
Mr. Kochan dissented. He holdsto the time-distortion e ementswith anillogica fervor.”

Buchanan's gaze was grim. Kochan was obsessed by an ideawhich was peculiarly horrifying.

"Let'sassume Mr. Kochan'sright," he told the robot " Assume time-bending or distortion could occur
within the Singularity. What projections do you have, given this?!

"Two didtinct posshilities, Sr. Both unverifiable
"How'sthat?'

"The station would have to enter the Singularity to get the necessary data, sir. And that isn't your
assgnment.”

Buchanan bared his teeth in a humorless grin. The robot would soon be disillusioned asto the gation's
misson.

"Thetwo possihilities,” hesaid.

"Yes, dr. Oneisthat there are dight distortions locally which would give awell-known effect& mdash;a

dight digunction of the time-scae between eventsinsde and outside the Singularity with adifference
measurable in microseconds. There are certain pardlelsin collgpsing supernovareadings.”

Wrong, thought Buchanan. Nothing in the experience of man in hisexploration of the Galaxy would be
liketheinterior of the uncertain regions. Whatever forces boiled up during and after asupernova, they did



not begin to match the weird qudities of the Singularity'semissons. A difference of microseconds!
"The other?"

It was the theory he had projected once Kochan's information began to flow. He had aready formed a
strong opinion, but he wanted the machinesto confirm hisinterpretation. The fearful one. The
interpretation which Kochan dreaded.

"A severe didocation of tempora patterns.”
"How severe?!

"Timewould stop."

"Stop! Sop?"

Buchanan had not gone that far. Time bent. Time flowing Sderedly. Time utterly out of joint. But time
stopped?

The robot waited for aminute and went on: "A most extreme possibility, Sr.”
"l hope 0," said Buchanan.

Hethought of the Altair Star lgpsing into the strange dimensions, falling away and into that gaping black
maw ... al thoselives. Into what?

"And what of the effect onthe Altair Star?" he demanded harshly. " On the humans aboard?'
Therobot showed him an image of force-bands held in abizarre equilibrium. Time hung ill.
"If the theory holds good, sir, then there would be a state of suspended animation.”

Buchanan saw that thistoo was possible.

"But they died! They al died!"

"Clinica death isnot easy to establish, Sir," the robot pointed out. "'In humans the precedent isthe
cessation of dl formsof dectrical activity in the nervous system.”

"Wd|?'

"For al dectrical activity to cease, there hasto be an outlet for the energy, Sr. It must be dissipated
somehow."

Buchanan had avision of frozen, undead, undying men and women, of children poised for thefind
moment.

"They couldn't live for three yeard™ snarled Buchanan, conscious of the pointlessness of hisrage.
"There should be the condition known as'degth," agreed the cam untroubled metdlic voice.
"And there may not be!" grated Buchanan.

"Pushing the theory to aconclusion, Sir, it may be said that the passengers and crew of the Altair Sar
might not have had enough timeto die.”



Buchanan experienced alurching sense of horror. The robot had given the inevitable confirmation. Had
he sensed, in the haunted eyes of the fair-haired girl, that already she was aware of a shadowy kind of
exisgence beyond time and death?

"It couldn't be," Buchanan said, bdlieving that it could.

"Wearetaking only of theory, gir," the robot voice said calmly into the aseptic, quietly-humming
emptiness of the bridge.

And what atheory, thought Buchanan. More than ever, he was sure he had been right to seize the
opportunity presented by the building of the Jansky Station. Right, too, to give up even aLiz Deffant.

"Only atheory," herepegated. "I hope s0."

The unreasoning terror held Liz for minutes. During thistime, she could neither think nor move. Etched on
her mind was the sight of the young Enforcement Service crewman's degth. Tup. She did not know his
full name. And now he was deed.

The generd circumstances of the scene impinged on her mind, but not with any coherent force. She could
see pain and bewilderment on Maran's ooze-flecked face. Dimly she was aware that he was suffering.
She could see that he was moving with dow, hesitant steps, about the area of the console. She knew too
that he had seen her& mdash; and disregarded her. But the shock of Tup's degth prevented her from
being able to analyze or react.

She could not even scream.

Tup had been laughing. He had approached the figure of the guard and surprised the expellee Maran.
Maran had turned, reached. . . .

Her eyeswere fixed, staring. They were dmost unfocused. Shetried to scream. Nothing came. She
recognized that Maran looked at her again.

In the two or three minutes of her total immobility, he halted theloca command structure of the
cell-deck. He subverted the robots. Liz could see, hear, watch with some kind of awareness, but she
could do nothing. Maran ignored her.

"This system advises al human crew and Security guardsto remain cam,” announced ametdlic voice
from the console. " Servitorswill investigate emergency on cell-deck.”

Maran heard and moved. There was an hierarchica structure of robotic control inthe big ship. Systems
controlled groups of lesser systems. At the moment, the Grade Two system which administered the
cdll-deck was dedling with a Situation it recogni zed.

"Emergency on cell-deck!" reported another, more authoritative voice. It was dmost human. "Emergency
procedure five-eight-stroke-two will be carried out.”

"Agreed!" the cell-deck supervisor answered. "L ow-grade servitors will apprehend rel eased expellee
forthwith. Mafunctioning of metabolic monitorswill be investigated!"

Deep within the vessd, tiny crablike maintenance machines began to skitter toward the dusty service
passages.



In Maran's dow-clearing mind there was an image of the robot's instant response to the information that a
prisoner had been freed. Helooked at his big hands, briefly checked that the girl was il in shock, and
acted.

Liz was aware, somewhere at the fringes of her mind, that heavy, armored servitors were moving. The
deck below her feet quivered. Two robots did past her. Restraint tentacles flowed smoothly from their
squat bodies. Maran was adark blur at the console. His hands began to weave over the controls of the
cell-deck asthe robots faced him.

"Do not move!" ordered araw, cold voice. "Y ou are subject to restraint order under Galactic Council
Pend Code Regulations.”

"Y ou are an expellee and must be returned to coma-cell," added the second servitor.

Liz Deffant dowly surfaced. It was over. Whatever calamitous accident had released Maran would be
put right. The brief nightmare, the terror and the horror, were over. Liz could begin to fed a sense of
relief. Therobots must prevail against Maran. The guard had been taken unawares; Tup had died
unknowing.

But the robots knew wheat they faced. The two low-grades moved like clever animals, oneto each sde
of the console.

"Yed" sad Liz, asharp satisfaction in her voice. "Get him!™
Maran was punching commands. A tentacle cautioudy flicked out. A bronchitic metd-lined voice called:

"Human interference with command consoleis not permitted unless authorized by Grade One system!
Y ou are ahuman. Y ou must move away. Y ou are under restraint order!”

The second machine added its warning: "Move away at once; otherwise restraint procedures will be
used!”

Maran flinched& mdash;Liz could see the big body shake& mdash;at the touch of the hawser-like
tentacle. He turned toward the dim-lit cell-deck, with its rows of slent, gently-bobbing men and women.
Liz could not help a sensation of vengeful satisfaction. Two lives cut off in minutes& mdash;the guard and
Tup.

Maran dammed a huge hand down on the bank of controls.
The eerie cell-deck became a place of ghastly, convulsed terrifying confusion.

A scream of protest came from adozen robotic throats. The flood of metallic howls, each one stepped
up in volume to make itself heard above the others, blasted at Liz. Pain rocked her. She put her handsto
her ears, the first move she had made since she saw Tup die. She was deafened by the uproar of the
robots.

"Emergency!" screamed one robotic voice above the others. "Expellee restraint systems broken down!
Madfunction in cdl-deck& mdash;"

"Condition of restraint broken!™ confirmed another, still louder. "This system has no data for release of
expellessin condition phasal"

Even through her hands, Liz could make out the sense of the most clamorous reports. And she could see
that the two servitors were affected by the massive confusion al around her. They had stopped, feet



short of Maran. Black tentacles began, to retract. Dull-gleaming carapaces |ooked about the cell-deck
with dmaost ahuman bewildermen.

Maran's hands were busy at the controls.
What was he doing? Liz thought dazedly.

"Confusad ingruction!" the Grade Two robot complained. "Instructions for the release of expellees have
been received contrary to standing orders! Confirmation from Grade One system requested!”

"Thislow-grade servitor is confused!" agreed the robot nearest Maran.

"This low-grade servitor aso!" added its companion. "No further ingtructions have been received since
release of al expelleeswas ordered. Does thisinstruction supercede order for apprehension of released
expdleg?’

A maintenance unit screamed for attention. Liz saw the-tiny, spider-like machine edge itsway from atiny
hole and make for the command console, where Maran was standing, exhausted and panting from his
efforts.

Liz saw with agrowing redization that Maran had temporarily disrupted the machines. She could at last
begin to reason; Maran was a cyberneticist. Maran understood the mechanisms of control asno one else
had ever done. And Maran wasloose in a ship which was run by the robots.

Why or how he was |oose could wait. That he was |0ose& mdash;that he had begun to exert hisbizarre
genius over one important system& mdash;was enough.

She spoke out, trying to make hersalf heard over the uproar of the machines. "Get Maran! He's
murdered aguard! Y ou two servitors& mdash;you had your instructions& mdash;get him!"

Sengtive to the human voice, ableto select its tones from the robotic clamor, they turned. Behind them
Maran reached for asensor-pad. Liz saw hisbig head stiffen. His hands moved again, weaving aspell
over the command console. Liz might have moved had it not been for the dight disturbance in the ooze
beside her.

She looked, the movement catching her eye. The noise of dithering increased. A head peered forward
from the gray ooze. Eyesthat had been busy with empty dreams were pools of doubt and pain. The
prisoner in the ooze was looking &t her.

Liz understood what Maran had done to cause such, confusion among the robot overseers of the
expdllees. He had begun to arouse the prisoners. Horrified, she heard Maran's voice. He was calling to
the dead man. Recognizing and despising her helplessness, she could only watch.

Maran glanced once, and looked back to the console. The robots' sensors followed his movements but
they were still in astate of doubt. Wary, ready to move with smooth speed, they were trapped by the
inability of their supervisorsto disperse the confusion Maran was ill building.

Maran raised his head to take in the scene. Sluggish movements from the tanks attracted him. He began
to talk, quietly, soothingly, to the console before him. Within seconds the robotic complaints began to die
away. The spider-like robot was aflashing, sparkling thing asit crept toward him. He reached out ahuge
hand and knocked it away. It lay ill.



Rosario had been thinking about Liz Deffant when the first warnings came through. She should have been
abright, talkative, happy girl, but she was not. There was a sadness about her eyes, she had been hurt.
Then there was the urgency of her return to Messier 16. Had that something to do with her low-key
conversation? He wondered if he could make astopover on the return flight from the Rim. 1t might be

possible.
Thefirg metdlic howls put dl thoughts of her out of his head.

The pedestal which housed the ES 110'srobatic director let out ablast of protest: “There will be no
premature release of prisoners! Ingtructions are not confused! Galactic Council Pena Code directives are
undterable! There must be no release of expellees until destination reached!”

The normally cam voice was partly obscured by the eectronic uproar of shrill syslems demanding
ingtructions, Rosario had never heard the robots disagree. Thiswas an emergency, possibly adisaster.

"Release,” cdlled Poole, emerging from the dining area. His mouth still champed on food. " Release, Jack!
Did it say& mdash;"

"Petel" yelled Rosario into the console before him. "Tup! What's happening down there?"
"A prisoner out," Poole said wildly. "How, Jack, how?"'

"Confused datal" screamed a Grade Two robot. " Servitors do not respond to my orders! Prisoner is
trying to interfere with controlsfor this sysem!”

"The cell-deck Grade Two!" Rosario shouted. "Dieter! Mack!"

The two Security men came at arun. They had no need to be told what was happening. Poole looked
helplesdy at the console. It was alive with writhing sensor-pads. 1t seemed demented. Warning lights
flashed zanfly. A stream of messages clamored for attention. From the Grade One's pedestal came a
confused roar of questions. Rosario grabbed a pair of sensor-pads and alowed them to report.

"Do we go down?"' asked Dieter when Rosario turned to them.
"No."

"What should | do?' pleaded Poole, infected by terror now.
"Red Alert?" asked Mack.

"It should have gone out!"

"It hasn't?'

"No," sad Rosario grimly.

"Then what's happening?' Poole shrilled, "We've an escaped prisoner down there& mdash;the Grade
Two says so! And he'staking over the deck!™

"What do we have so far?' asked Dieter. He had to shout above the sudden shrilling uproar.

"It's confused, but three different executive systems report the same thing. Whoever'sfreeistrying to
reectivate the whole deck. All the cdlls.”

Poole caught the words. "Reactivate, Jack? Who'd do that& mdash;no one but a maniac!”



"No one but a person who knew what would send the robots crazy,” said Dieter.

Rosario was ahead of him. There was a pattern in the chaotic events. The Grade One robot was
appaled. Severd of the Grade Two robots had at |east temporarily become incapable of
decision-making. They had been persuaded to rel ease the expellees. Unbdievable, yet it had happened.
Rosario could imagine the scenes on the lower deck as the prisoners awoke.

Neura systemswould be receiving stimulative charges. Powerful drugs, heavy dectrica bursts, would
pour into the conditioned brains of the expellees. Men and women would be shocked into consciousness.
Their bodies, totaly unprepared for the gross shocks they were receiving, would thrash freneticaly in the
gray ooze.

"Do something!" bawled Poole.

The robots were in a state of eectronic catatonia. They had accepted orders which contravened their
code.

"It'shim," said Dieter.

Rosario nodded. "No one else. Maran.”

"Maran!" Poole squed ed.

"We could take him," offered Mack, ignoring Pool€e's panic.

"No," said Rosario. He knew that three people he knew and liked were in appaling danger. "No," he
decided. "We have to stay here and try to get the Grade One to recover. But the main thing isto aert
Gdactic Center."

"A Red Alert,” agreed Dieter.
"With anyone dse, wed try," said Rosario. "But Maran& mdash;"”

They knew what he meant. Only aMaran could have baffled the sophisticated circuitry of the
Enforcement Service vessd.

Rosario turned to the console. "Thisis Commander Rosario,” he said firmly. Therewasabrief hdt inthe
uproar of metalic protest. "Thisisafull-scae emergency. Emergency systems must at once beam a
request for help. All Service shipsin the Quadrant must be informed. Beam, the request for help now. A
Red Alert condition exigts."

"Commander, it isnot in your sphere of authority to decide degrees of emergency,” the Grade One robot
answered. Therewas achilling assurancein its response.

"Beam the request for assistance now,” repeated Rosario camly. "I must be alowed control of the
dtuation. Y ou arereceiving false data from areleased expellee. | say again, a sate of emergency exists.
Beam Red Alert sgndsthroughout the Quadrant.”

"The Stuation has been contained. Thereisno need for darm, Commander. The expellee has been
returned to his coma-cell. He is defunct and will be removed for storage in accordance with Galactic
Council Pend Code procedures.”

"Someone'sdead,” said Mack.

Rosario shuddered. Who wasit? His mind boiled with anger. But he must keep calm. The machines had



been subverted, so much was clear. They were confused. They were making profound mistakes. There
had to be away of making them see the redlities of the Situation. But what were those redities? What
was happening in the cell-deck? Were dl the command systems under Maran's spdll?

"Well?" asked Dieter, looking a Rosario.

"Not yet. Well give the machines achance.”

CHAPTER
7

"Excuseme, gr," said the robotic controller of the station. " Commander Buchanan.”

Buchanan held his breath. He had seen it. The great |eprous blotch made by the uncanny wave emissons
from the vast rotating core of the Singularity was now forming into the patterns he had observed three
years before.

"A direct sghting, Commander,” the robot ingsted. "The Singularity.”

The profound gap in the cosmos waiting for the unwary. He watched for dmost an hour. At last, the ship
trembled.

"Commander Buchanan, the tug has releasad the station. We are now beginning independent flight.”
llYall

Buchanan watched the tug begin its endless voyage; another drifting hulk that would finish in the interior
of some remote star. Then he stared again at the Singularity.

The station would soon be his.

Inside the shocked, pain-filled head of Maran, ideas flared and were instantaneoudly put into action. He
was aware that he wasworking at alow leved of efficiency. The drugsthat had revived his body, and the
electrical discharges that had smashed through his nervous system, had blotted out whole areas of
memory and intellect. Maran knew he was using the dying remnants of his powersinginctively.

Thefirgt blinding shock of returning consciousness had nearly killed him. There had been nothing he could
doto preparefor it. No barrier could save him from it. The robots would have known if he had kept
back the least shred of consciousness. Automatons they might be, but they were superbly designed.

Not until the Enforcement Service ship wasway out from Center could the delay-circuit be activated.
And when it began itswork, when low-grade systems whispered to more sophisticated circuitry, the
result wasinevitable. Pain, terrible pain. Confusion. Mind-blinding agonies. Perhapsthetota didocation
of hisfaculties. At best, alimited hold on perhaps a quarter of the intellect that had so nearly solved the



ultimate mystery. Instinct would have to serve.
It did.

Maran's actions would one day be analyzed in wonder by relays of cyberneticists. There would befierce
controversy over precisely what he accomplished during the first few minutes. Symposiawould annually
dissect what was known of his subversion of the machines; how remote and unimportant syssemswere
crossed with vital cycles so that the higher control robots would withhold decisions. Maran himself could
not have explained.

Dazed, senses screaming in torment, he had emerged from the gray ooze, just as he had foreseen and
planned, and moved toward the control console. A memory came back to Maran as he caught sight of
the woman. He looked down at his huge hands and felt again the corded sinew of the Security guard's
throat. For amoment, he reeled. There should have been no attendants. No guards. Hisinformation was
that the Enforcement Service ships were entirely automaton-controlled. The guard had not seen him, not
eventurned. . ..

Maran pushed the memory back into the confusion of his agonized thoughts. The robots must be kept
from their appointed tasks& mdash;kept in a state of indecision, kept unbalanced. ... It had been so easy
at first. Thelow-grade servitors advancing, tentacles ready to hold him. And the woman& mdash;what
was she doing on the cdll-deck?& mdash;stiff with shock! No threat. An dert face, but quiterigid with
fear.

The sarvitors had told him how to handle the Situation. ™Y ou are subject to restraint order under Galactic
Council Pend Code Regulations!” one had said. ™Y ou are an expellee and must be returned to
coma-cell," another had directed.

Maran's hands had swept over the controls even as other robotic systems reported his actions. No, he
had assured the low-grade robots, he was not an expellee. All expellees were in the coma-cells.
Expellees could not escape from the cells. It wasimpossible. So no expellee had escaped. Therefore he
was not an expellee.

A query from a Grade Two system which was respons ble for monitoring the life-support gpparatus of
the tanks was answered at once. Maran assured it that al coma-cellswere full. Therewas aprisoner in
each of the tanks. Therefore no prisoner had escaped.

Doubly reassured, the low-grade servitors allowed black tentaclesto retract.

The girl wasrecovering, Maran saw. Heflinched at the touch of atentacle. The girl was saying
something. Shewas afraid, but there was the beginning of outraged determination in her eyes. Like dl the
others, she thought him amonster. Another who could never understand the supreme importance of his
destiny. Maran could see the resolve building up in her mind. Others would know that he was loose.
They would react more quickly. Crewmen& mdash; perhaps more Security guards& mdash;certainly a
programmed automatic reaction. Then there would be the appedlsfor assstance, and the big
Enforcement Service cruiserswould whedl around and follow the wake of the ES 110.

Maran'swildly straining eyestook in the rows of gently-bobbing expellees. Their minds were weaker
than his. They had frail bodies, some of them. Old men would not stand up to the shocks of sudden
revivification. Y et the robots must be hated!

His hands swept down in adazzling arc. Sensorslegped into his pams. Maran |eft the high-grade
systemns bewildered. Bawling metadlic voicesfilled the greentlit cell-deck with a huge uproar. In the midst
of it, Maran ordered the release of all the prisoners.



On the deck above, Rosario began to understand the extent of Maran's audacious and brilliant plan. As
he struggled to assert some form of control over the machines, Maran poured a steady stream of orders
into the Grade Two circuit which controlled the cell-deck. A part of Maran's mind functioned clearly. He
could hear Rosario, the commander of the ship. Unlike the robots, Rosario had not panicked. All his
energies were going into the one vita response: beaming aRed Alert.

Maran swesated coldly. Black shock waves made him redl. His limbs shuddered. Bunches of
nerve-endings throbbed and jerked. He looked up from the console and saw that the girl was amost
recovered from the blast of robotic noise. Above, theiron-nerved commander of the ship was talking
camly to the machines.

"Thisisafull-scae emergency,” he was saying. "Emergency systems must at once beam arequest for
help. Beam the request for help now. A Red Alert condition exigts."

Maran waited for the reply to the one message which must not be sent. He heard the Grade One robot's
refusal.

The calm voice of the commander did not fater. Maran heard Rosario tell the machine that it was
receiving faseinformation: that he had escaped; that he was a danger warranting aRed Alert.

"Check the identity of al expellees," ordered Rosario. "I repeat, check the identity of al expelleesheldin
coma-cells”

The Grade One robot hesitated. Maran acted. Sensor-pads relayed his orders. At the heart of the
massive complex of eectronic machinery, there was ahuge roar of protest. Men and women in the
comarcellstwitched, legped, screamed, thrashed freneticaly, dipped back, and died.

"l dentity check not possible at this stage,” admitted the robotic voice from its pedestal.
Rosario began to redlize that he had failed.

"Maran'sfeeding you falseinformation!" he roared, as the machine whined softly and soothingly. "He's
loose& mdash; he's confusing you& mdash;get him!"

"Try thelow-grades," said Dieter. "Apped to the servitors. They might respond.”

Rosario tried. Below, Maran watched as the armored robots listened to the voice of the ES110's
commander. Tentaclesflicked out cautioudy, then drew back.

"There does appear to be a serious mafunctioning of systems on cell-deck,” the robotic controller
admitted to Rosario. "One human unit isdefunct. | have confused reports and conflicting data.”

Maran knew thiswas the moment of maximum danger.

"Obey me!" cdled the ES110's commander. "Thisis Commander Rosario! All robotic systems should
obey only identified Enforcement Service personnel! | repest, obey only direct orders from Enforcement
Service personnd!”

To Liz Deffant, still dazed by the shrieking uproar of the robots, it was plain that Rosario had failed.
Maran had managed to obtain control of the cell-deck. And he had convinced the ship's robotic
controller that no emergency measures were needed.

"All Grade Three robotsto report to the cell-deck,” Rosario ordered, with anote of desperation in his
voice. "At once. Use all restraint procedures to hold Maran. Grade Two systems must not, repesat not,



alow interference with activation systems. Maintain standing orders. Beam Red Alert to al Galactic
Servicevesdsinrange!”

Liz Deffant moved forward astep. It took all her courage, for the ditherings and shrieks from the
coma-cells|eft her frozen with horror. She saw a gaunt head appear over the edge of acell. Green-black
eyes stared a her, pain dazzling them. She stumbled and ahand clawed feebly againgt hers.

"I haveto warn," acam voice said above her, "that there has been irreparable damage to some human
units. Thisemergency activation procedure is unprecedented!"

Limbsthreshed, eyes glared, shrieks were cut off as mouths submerged.

Maran saw the girl moving blindly. She was helpless. His body settled on the command console. Grinding
flashes of agony surged through his head. 1t was the moment of maximum danger, but he grimly kept to
histask.

". .. beam the message now! Now!" Rosario ordered.
The ES110's commander was desperate.

Maran heard the cold logic of the Grade One robot asit parroted the answers he had fed into its
confused circuitry.

"This system has no procedures for passing to human contral, sir. Kindly remain calm!™
"Y ou'rein Maran's hands& mdash;he's confused you!
Liz Deffant heard Rosario'svoice asif it wereamillion miles away.

Nothing would stop Maran, she knew. He was fighting for amonumental vision. Not Rosario. Not the
unarmed crew. Certainly not the Grade One robot on which, ultimately, the thousands of systemsin the
ship depended It was under Maran's spell. Liz heard its chilling answers.

"Itisessentid that expelleesberevived,” it pondered. "Thisis an emergency& mdash;”

Maran spoke above the metallic voices.

"Thisisan emergency where normal regard for expellees welfare must be temporarily suspended!”
The machine repeated his order.

"Yes" agreed Maran, pushing himsdf upright.

"Thisisan emergency not requiring intervention or ass stance of Service vesss.”

Maran encouraged the machineinitsdecison: "Correct.”

"Therefore no Red Alert call need be beamed.”

"Jack!" cdled Liz Deffant. "Jack, can't you get him!"

Shecould, at last, move. A head looked at her from the ooze. Somewhere awoman's dying screams
tore through the low cavern. Liz put her handsto her ears and ran blindly, anywhere to escape from the
horrors of the cell-deck. Ingtinct drove Liz toward the far grav-chute.

Maran was hardly conscious of her. He knew hewas at the furthest limit of his physical resources.



Above, dert men would be planning to contain him. The machineswould soon redlign their disrupted
programs. Time. He needed time to recover.

Again heingtructed the machines. Just before she descended the chute, Liz heard him distinctly.
"Thereisaposshility of danger for Service personnd on the cell-deck.”

"Therefore no Service personne must be dlowed to reach the cell-deck," agreed the amost human voice
of the Grade One robot.

"Sedl it off," Maran ordered.

"How could he get out?" Poole was saying as the machines decided the fate of the ES 110 and its Strange
cargo. "Jack& mdash;he couldn't! Wed have known. It would have shown up& mdash;the monitors
would have picked him up. He would have had to program four mgjor systems, and even then the Grade
One would have reported hisreviva! Jack, are you sureit is Maran? Couldn't it be amalfunctioning of
the Grade Twos?'

And gill they ignored hisfrightened, reasonable optimism.
"Wel|?' asked Dieter.

"We'reon our own," said Rosario. "No cdl for assistance went out. | don't know what he's
planning& mdash;™

Poolewasinsgent. "Y ou're not listening to me, Jack! I'm the systems engineer! | know what can happen
to machines once they start an aberrant pattern& mdash;it could al be some kind of interference
from&mdagh;”

Rosario spoke impatiently: "I haven't thetimeto argue,” hesaid. "It'sMaran.”
Poolewas quiet.

"Well go down to the cell-deck," said Mack. There was ahard edgein histone. Dieter looked at hisbig
hands.

"Thetwo of you, then," said Rosario. "I shouldn't ask it."

"Hell be exhausted,” said Mack. " Sudden revivifying like that. | don't care what kind of program hefed
into the machinesto get out. Hell be aswesk as akitten.”

"He knowswe haveto try,” said Rosario. "Be careful. And watch out for the low-grades. They'll be
dert”

They nodded and turned away. Rosario realized that the timefor talk was over. The two Security men
were well-trained. But Pete had not stopped Maran. Rosario almost called them back as they reached
the grav-chute.

He saw the dight change in the shifting, hazy field that was the entrance to the chute. A robotic voice
began to grate out amessage. At the sametime, Poole ran.

"It can't be Maran!" Pooleydled. "I'll go and put the& mdash;”



Rosario added ausdesswarning. Dieter and Mack had half turned when Poole plunged into the spinning,
black-spangled and closing field. There should have been fail-safes, Rosario thought dimly in hislast
seconds of consciousness. It had al worked for Maran.

Pool€e's body vanished.

The explosion hurled the two Security guards across the bridge, where they settled dowly. Rosario was
partly protected by the pedestal which housed the ship's controller.

It began to report on the latest disaster evea as Rosario crashed against the console.

It was the nearer of the two low-grade armored servitorsthat saved Maran. Black tentacles envel oped
him and flung him behind acomarcdll. Its occupant was caught by the full force of the explosion.

"Cell-deck seded off," reported adistant, hollow metalic voice.
"Maintenance units ready to repair blast damage,” said another.

"Twelve human units are now defunct,” reported athird. " Should this system now discontinue reviva
procedures?’

The Grade One robot pondered the problem.
llYall

There was a cessation of ectronic noise. The ES 110 continued its voyage. The machines waited.
Maran, head streaming with blood, twitched in an agonized ddlirium. After ten minutes, he groaned. The
machines tensed.

Their god would speak.

CHAPTER
8

AsBuchanan fdt the pull of the sation's drive, he had to hold down an urge to begin the descent into the
maelstrom. He watched the operations screen. The Sation lay at the rim of the enigma. The three
enormous engines surged to erect aforce-screen againg the insidious and ferocious energies of the
strange gap in the cosmos. Buchanan's hands relaxed. For the moment there was power to spare. But
enough power? Enough to counter starquake?

It wasin the sudden, irregular pulsing of vast gravitational and el ectromagnetic forces that the danger lay,
however. At one moment the station would be riding easily dong asmple dipole configuration; and then,
in the next minute portion of time, aleaping gobbet of force would blur the smplelinesand creste an
untenable, utterly incomprehensible vortex. And, somewhere within, was the emptiness of the pit.



Deep, unguessably deep.

The ship's scanners sensed the changes in the emissions from the core of the Singularity, but Buchanan
swesated coldly each time until the engines responded. The screens held. Perhaps they would continue to
hold. But for how long?

Theredlization cameto him that what the station was experiencing was nothing compared to the rushing,
monumenta cataclysm of starquake.

It was acondition that trapped ships a billion miles from the epicenter of the cosmic sorm. And if
garquake could draw in powerful shipsfrom such distances, then what forces raged within the Singul arity
itself? No wonder the robot satellites sent to record the seismic upheavals of the Singularity were lost!
What scanners and sensors could begin to measure the raging fury of theinterior?

Buchanan began to glimpse the dilemma of the robots.
Nothing in the Galaxy was like the Singularity. He would proceed with caution.
"We stay at the rim for observation," Buchanan said, awed by afresh pulsation from the depths.

"That isour assgnment,” agreed the robot.

Rosario opened his eyes and saw blood. In the bright-lit cheerful surroundings there was a particular
horror in the sight of so much blood. Pain came in adense flood. He closed his eyes, welcoming the
darkness. Somewhere near him there was the soft, heavy movement of machinery. Rosario
remembered. Maran.

He opened his eyes and knew it was his own blood that was congealing on the console. How badly was
he hurt? There was a splintered mass of pain down hisleft side. Ribs gone. He breathed more deeply and
the pain engulfed him once again. But he would not permit himsdlf to |ose consciousness.

He coughed and the pain surrounded him with armies of dart-wielding enemies. Heforced himsdlf to
think. He moved his head to see the bridge. An explosion, he remembered. A colossd blast. Before
that, Poole with his staring, foolish face set in an unaccustomedly determined mask. It wasthe onetruly
determined act of his career. And then the molecular spin had taken him apart, grain by grain.

Rosario shuddered. He would have to pass down the chute. Poor, sad-faced Pool€'s ghost would linger
initsforce-waves. And then what? What could he do?

Rosario tried to call out. Dieter and Mack . . . had they reached the chute? A Grade Three robot passed
beforethefield of Rosario's vision. He saw that it carried a burden. There was a strong, big-chinned
face. The body drooped, inert. Mack. Dead.

Heforced himself to move away from the console, an inch. It was a desperate struggle. His
dowly-growing rage hel ped keep him conscious. He saw the robot returning for the second smashed
body. There was no sign of Poole.

There wouldn't be.

Minutes passed, with Rosario hanging by athread to his sanity. Agony grew in hissdelikeavad,
barbed flower. A Grade Three robot stopped. Rosario felt the gentle touch of atentacle. He held his



breath. The robot inspected him, its cargpace shimmering asits sensors absorbed information.

Rosario stared back at it. Was Maran completely in charge of the ship? Had Maran ordered thisgridy
clearing-up? Or were the machines acting in accordance with ther interpretation of standing orders? He
waited.

The robot moved away.

Rosario made himsdlf think. He would have to seek out Maran. Down the grav-chute. Past the remains
of Poole. But there wouldn't be any, he thought wildly. Poole was now a part of the fabric of the ES
110. Dieter and Mack would be stored away. Then there was Tup. And the guard, Pete. And the girl.

And the expellees. Rosario remembered sickly that they had been grotesquely summoned from their
remote dreamsto help redlize Maran's bizarre ambitions. Y es, Maran had gained control of the
machines. Rosario blacked out.

Ashelay, haf supported by the console, the ES 110 machines decided that their function wasto
normalize conditions. Tiny maintenance units cared for their own. The spider-like machines picked up the
glittering broken machine which had been knocked away by Maran. Bigger, lower-grade units replaced
the smashed panels of the console on the bridge. And asilent corps of servitors began the macabre task
of lifting the expellees from the ooze where they had died. The command system waited.

Rosario again emerged from the darkness and sensed the watchfulness around him. The machineswere
waiting for ingructions. Not from the commander of the Enforcement Service vessel: from Maran.

It had to be now, Rosario told himself. Whatever he had done, Maran was not yet totally the master of
the ship. Perhaps he had succumbed to the shock of revivification. Rosario knew what Maran must do
now: escape. The ship would leave awake. Eventudly, he must deviate from the huge looping course
that would take the ship out to the Rim. When he turned the ES 110 off-course, robot satellites would
register its passing. But Maran would havetime.

Blood gushed from awide, deep cut at the back of Rosario's head. He felt asif the pain were attacking
some other body. Woolly memories baffled him.

"Stand," he said to himsdlf. "Get down to the cell-deck.”
"Sir?" asked apassing servitor.
"Carry on," ordered Rosario.

It considered and then moved away. Rosario swesated coldly. He could not ask the machines for help.
Not with Maran'singdiousinstructions subverting the memory-banks of the high-grade systems.

I've got to stop Maran, hethought. He tottered toward the grav-chute. It glowed, promising agentle
descent. The way to the cell-deck was clear.

Rosario looked down at his hands. He was atrained close-combat fighter; not so good as Dieter and
Mack, but competent. He amost grinned.

In his state, he might do damage to afrightened butterfly. He could hardly raise hisright hand. Hisleft had
to hold hiswrecked ribs together. He fought down the sick disgust that made him want to shout at his
own incompetence. How many had died because he could not assert himself? Why had he not been able
to find some counterargument that would divert the machines from their bizarre decisons?



Helooked down at hisright hand. It had come down to this. A crippled commander, perhapsthe last
living member of the ES 110's complement: with one hand. After the utter sophistication of robotic
control, acripple with ahead full of pain and one good hand.

The flowing fields of the chute had an insdious attraction. Perhaps even now Maran was coming to meet
him.

"No," said Rosario.
He stopped himsdlf. "No," he said, wrenching himsdf brutally awvay from the chute. "Not that way."

He braced himsdlf and dowly retraced his steps. Dieter and Mack dead. Poor Poole dying foolishly.
Tup& mdash; Pete& mdash; possibly the girl too.

Y et there could be no question of personal vengeance. Rosario recognized that he had been thinking at a
primitive level of consciousness. Not as the commander of the ES 110.

He had thought of Maran as enemy.

Histraining had reasserted itself at the last possible moment. It was neither hisfunction nor hisduty to
attempt Maran's capture.

A tiny flashing maintenance robot crabbed past him. He stared at the opening through which it had come.
Somehow he would haveto reach the lower levels. A dight disturbance of cold air helped concentrate his
senses. He visualized the soaking narrow corridors, dark and chill, which were the arteries of the ES

110. Rosario groaned aoud. He was half tempted to make for the grav-chute and the direct
confrontation with Maran. But he did not turn back.

Moments passed while he bound hisleft arm to his body to serve asaform of splint. The light webbing
harness was difficult to manage, but at last he had it in place. There was no comment from any of the
robots as he did into the dark hatchway. They were still waiting for Maran to spesk.

Rosario wondered if hewould live long enough to accomplish hismission. He groped forward. Then he
began to dide past conduits, rungs, protruberances, dusty cables and the skittering intent little
servo-robots about their blind tasks.

When the blast of the explosion sent ashock wave through the cell-deck, Liz Deffant was dready in the
lower hold. The noise cameto her only faintly. Events had happened so fast, that she had had no timeto
absorb them. Shelooked about the bright, cavernous deck, with its rows of gleaming surviva-pods, and
al was so cam and slent and orderly that she could dmost believe she had suffered a phantasmagorica

experience. She closed her eyesfor amoment.

It wasdl true. The nightmare was red. She shivered and called out.
It was Al Buchanan's name she called.

Shetried to order her thoughts. She saw again the two robots advancing on Maran. Almogt, it had been
over. They had advanced and then dowed to a puzzled creeping motion. Their tentacles were ready to
pinion him, and yet they had hated. Maran's terrible genius had stopped them.

Maran had won, shetold hersdlf. But Rosario? Where was he’? She had heard him trying to convince the



machines that Maran was the danger. He had apped ed to them. And al the time, she had been rigid with
shock. Why could she not have moved& mdash;acted& mdash;thrown herself at Maran?

She breathed in shallowly. She was acutely conscious of small sounds that had not been noticeable
before. Gentle soft noises. Remote systems pulsating. A distant, heavy jolt from the drive. Behind
panding, dithering, movements.

She experienced amoment of panic. She redlized that she might be done. If the ES 110's crew had not
yet sought her out, if Rosario had not yet comefor her, then they were hel pless. Perhaps, by now, they
were dead. Then there had been the thin whipping sound as she | eft the grav-chute. . . .

She wasin atorment of indecision and frustration. She looked about the hold. Scores of cylinders
flanked the cavern. At the far end asmall console stood. In the recess behind it, she saw what looked
like a space-lock.

She began to fed a bitter anger. Maran was athrowback to the days of the Mad Wars. He had shown
no compunction in sacrificing the lives of the Security men nor the prisoners. Expeless hisvictims might
be& mdash; people who had offended so vilely that they were intolerable& mdash; but they were human
beings. Death should not some so horribly. They should not die so, poisoned in the ooze.

With anger came determination.

What could she do? She was aresourceful woman, but she recognized that shewasin atotaly unfamiliar
gtuation. Her framework of experience was narrow. She was an ecologist. She had never faced aredl
danger to her continued existence in her years with the Bureau. And now Maran threatened more than
hersdif.

Maran wasin control of a powerful Galactic Service vessd, with dl its systems of

decis on-implementation. She was one person, helpless, unskilled in cybernetics. His sublimely creetive
mind, which had devised strategies for circumventing the eaborate safeguards of the ES 110, wasa
danger on acolossd scale.

The calm words of Rosario came back to her. A Red Alert. That had been the essentia thing. Warn the
Enforcement Service patrol-cruisers. Warn Center. Tell them Maran was loose. But how?

To dlow Maran to continue unopposed was unthinkable. To return to the cell-deck wasto invite the fate
of Tup and the Security guard. What could she do? Soon, Maran must consolidate his hold on the ship.

He would send out the robots to determine her whereabouts. Therewould be alittle time, probably,
before Maran regained his strength. On the cell-deck above, the robots were preoccupied. Until she saw
her way clear, she must bide.

But what would that accomplish?

Shelooked at the nearest survival-pod. Memories straggled for expression. Her determination was
growing to an angry resolve, one that could even face the inconceivable. She must halt Maran. Evenif it
meant returning to the greentlit hell above, she must go back.

She turned to the grav-chute. It gleamed invitingly. But her blood turned to ice and she could not move
toward it. She despised hersdlf with acold fury.

A noise somewhere behind the tal, white cylinders brought her whedling around. There was movement.
Not the noise of servo-systems. Slow, dragging movement, irregular and bleakly menacing.



Liz opened her mouth to scream. She could visualize Maran's massive head, the Sraining eyes, the
ooze-clotted heavy chest. The movement stopped. Whatever was behind the cylinders had sensed her
presence.

She backed away.
Then she heard the harsh note of agony. She dared alook back.

She saw ahand, an arm. Therest of the man& mdash;it was aman& mdash;was concealed. A runne of
blood began to creep from below the cylinder. Liz was poised, ether to run or to return. Pity won.

She went back dowly. She saw Rosario's head, with the long wound that was the source of the blood.

In the side of the hold, a narrow pand gaped. There was no movement within it. Nor the least Sgn of
movement from Rosario.

"Jack," shewhispered. "Y ou came through that?"

He had climbed down somekind of tunnel to reach the hold. Sheflinched as she turned his head gently.
Shelooked at hisbody. One arm was bound loosely to his sde. The other was stretched out in mute
apped . She had seen seriousinjuries before. This man needed immediate expert medica attention.

Her first thought was that there would be asurgica unit aboard the ES 110. Rosario needed al the care
he could get. He might be dying.

Shelistened for his bresth.

Therewaslittle enough of it. Liz gulped down arush of hope. Rosario had opened his eyes.
"I'll get help& mdash;"

"No!" Hisvoice was surprisngly strong. “Listen!”

Rosario's head fell back, adead weight. Even hisiron will had itslimits.

Another change came over Liz Deffant. Firgt there had been ahelplessterror; and then avague
determination that Maran should not be alowed histriumph; now, determination had turned into aclear
resolve. She could plan, actively plan. She had remembered something, something that had been
swimming in the back of her mind since she had run blindly for the lower deck.

But first, Jack Rosario.

CHAPTER
9

Buchanan felt the station sink down a shaft of strange energies. A skein of hypercubes shimmered dimly
on the operations screen. Then they flared into blistering radiance.



"Report!" he ordered.

"Emissonsfrominterior of Singularity increasing in strength,” said the robotic controller from its conica
pedestdl. " Associated discontinuities at edge of Singularity, Commander.”

Buchanan snarled suddenly: "I can see that& mdash;explain them!"

"Not possible, Commander. The scanners cannot range on the inner core.”
"Then range on anything& mdash; anything that shows up!”

"Y es, Commander.”

Buchanan threw the sensor-pads away. They gave him information, but they did not accept his orders.
But they would! When the station was affected by the Singularity's weird powers, then the overrider
would comeinto effect. The ship would be higl

He dmaost missed the sudden image.
"Shipd" Buchananydled. "There!"

At firgt he thought he had suffered an halucination, for the ships& mdash;so many of
them& mdash;seemed to wave and rock asif caught in subtle, shifting eddies. And such ships!

Tiny rocket-craft; here and there aminuscule scouting ship. One giant interstellar colonist ship from the
first days of Gaactic exploration.

And dl of them caught in the writhing coils of the Singularity, al trapped, logt, held cold, dead, forgotten.

The image of the big screen faded even as he spoke, but he had seen them. Y esl Maybe not the
ship& mdash;the one he had come to seek, but certainly ships.

A whole Sargasso Sea of wrecks, held in tenuous force-bands, where they hung in a strange
thermodynamic bal ance& mdash;hung by thin timel ess tendrils within the eerie depths of the Singularity.
Hung in shimmering white-gold tendrils.

Buchanan had seen a score of ships, some of modern design and some grotesquely ancient. Ships that
might have trundled from amuseum or afarground.

"Try again!" Buchanan sad. "The shipd"

" Ships, Commander?"

"I saw them! It was a Steady-dtate! A gravitationa and temporal steady-state! Run the sighting again.”
"Not possible, Commander. No sighting was recorded. Steady-state is not an acceptable theory!™
"Not recorded?’

"No, dr." And Buchanan thought grimly of the absurdity of alowing the machines control of anything
more complex than adomestic cleansing unit. “This system is not programmed to report and record
impossible eventd”

It was amost laughable. But life and degth were not joking matters. "Impossible& mdash;" he said
harshly. He stopped.



"Maintain regular scanning.”

It was absurd to quarrdl with amachine.

Liz Deffant wondered how long they had. Rosario would need food, medical attention, re<t.

"Jack! Jack!" she caled. "The others& mdash;where are they?' She put her hand to hislips. She could
fed hot dry breath. The solid beat of his heart gave her new strength. There wasterrible damageto the
rib cage, but he was a powerful man.

Therewas afault sound from hislips. The eyes opened again. "Liz?' came the Sghing sound.
Rosario's body trembled. Swesat glistened on hiswide white face.
"Y ou came down a maintenance shaft& mdash;why?" she asked.

He struggled for bresth against the anguish of hisside. Panic claimed Liz Deffant She did not want to be
adone agan. "Jack& mdash;try!"

Heresponded. ". . . Center," he got out, lipswhite. "Warn Center!"
"Yes, if | can! How?What can | do?'
Shefdt awild urgeto call to the machinesfor help.

It would take seconds for the servitorsto carry Rosario to the surgical unit, minutes to begin the work of
repairing the broken bones.

Thewordsfroze on her lips. Maran was the master of the machines. To invitether aid wasto reved their
presence. But Rosario was dying.

He groaned aoud, eyes open without recognition. He retained enough of his sensesto gasp his message,
not nearly sufficient to detall instructions. She knew he did not know her, but he must have recognized
that she was no enemy, for he said: "Tup?"

Liz wept bitter tears. "Dead!”

"Pete?'

"y eg"

"But you&mdash;" he breathed, and there was recognition now in his eyes.
"l got away!"

"Warn Center," Rosario sad digtinctly. " Poole tried& mdash;caught in the blast& mdash;" Raggedly he
went on: "The others & mdash;Mack and Dieter& mdash;dead!”

Blast? Liz thought, her mind redling. Blast? She watched Rosario dide into a shallow unconscious State.
There had been athin, whipping sound as she emerged from the chute. Poole dead& mdash;caught in the
blast? She dmost shook Rosario. "All dead?"

Liz whimpered with remembered loss. So many grim details crowded her mind now that she could not



think clearly. All her earlier resolve seemed to have did away. It would be easy to close her eyesand st
beside Jack Rosario until the inquisitive robots sought her out. She sat againgt the hard metd of the
nearest cylinder. 1t would be so easy to rest.

Sheremained quite dtill for ten minutes. Nothing at al happened. And then an dmost inaudible voice:

"In the pods!" someone was whispering to her. She emerged from awaking dream of fatigue to hear the
whisper fromwhitelips. "Liz. . . hurry ... Maran ..."

"In the& mdash;?' But Rosario was sllent. "In the pods, Jack? Jack!" She looked wildly. And
remembered. Survival equipment. Tools & mdash; life-support systems & mdash; canned

ar& mdash;food& mdash;and amedica unit& mdash;a medical unit! Liz was confused for amoment.
How long would it be before the robots searched the ship? How long before Maran redized that she had
disappeared? Minutes? An hour? Certainly not long! The hunt would be on! "What shdl | do, Jack?"

She had wasted time while Rosario lay dying. She stood up and her mind cleared. The medical unit in the
pod. She was no expert, but she had received abasic training in the treatment of injuries. And the
medica units contained aguide to trestment. Y ou fed in the observable symptoms and the unit directed
your efforts. She opened the survival-pod.

Theindividua surviva-pods contained life for Rosario. Resolution returned. She knew vaguely that
delayed shock had kept her in atrance.

The pods were designed for maximum ease of use.

When the white surface did away she saw the neet cartons of equipment, supplies, and systems. She
reached and took a pack down.

"... pods..." Rosario was whispering.

"Yed!" Liz sad, quickly stooping with the medical unit open. Rosario's face was completely gray, witha
faint bluetinge at thelips.

Shetook aknife and cut away histunic.

Already angry red-blue marks scored hisbody. He watched, straining for breath. She took a syringe and
pumped in theindicated pain-killing drugs. There was alacy strap that snaked from a container to cling to
the man's shallow-breathing bodly.

"...ligen ..." Rosario wastrying to say.

Liz held another syringe, the one that would bring peace.

"...dont!" hesaid with an urgency transcending his torment.

Lizlooked & him questioningly.

"Closer," he whispered.

Liz bent. Something in histones compelled her to delay the beginning of oblivion.
"Liz& mdash;use the pod!" he was saying.

"I havel I'll get& mdash;"



"No!" said Rosario, famt and with grim intengity.

mWhat?

"Use...surviva-pod. . . givesyou afew hours. . ." He stopped, choking for breath.
Rambling, thought Liz. Confused, hurt, rambling. She would have to hide him.

"Launch!" came Rosario's voice, louder now. His eyes blazed with a passionate urgency. "Usethe
pod& mdash;manua control for launching!”

"What!"

Liz looked about, stunned. Use the surviva-pods& mdash; while the ship blasted at a staggering speed
out toward the Rim?

"Y esl Automatic darms& mdash;Quadrant patrol-cruiser& mdash;Red Alert beamed& mdash;go!”
"But Maran had the Red Alert canceled!”

"They'll pick up- the launch& mdash;cometo investigate. Go, Liz!"

"An automatic Red Alert beamed when the pod islaunched?" Liz said urgently. She had to know.
"Y es& mdash;the ship's in degp-space& mdash;Phase . . ."

Liz nodded dowly. Maran could be defeated. The cruisers would range on the captured ES 110 when
the pod was launched. They would pick up the automatic darm.

"Go!" whigpered Rosario.
She needed one more piece of information. "Yes, al right, Jack! But how do | launch them?”

Rosario was sinking. "Behind you& mdash;manua console& mdash;independent& mdash;low-grade
sysem!*

"l could useit?"

"Loca control& mdash;take the pod's designation& mdash;feed it in & mdash;then 'Release Expellees!’
Fifty seconds delay& mdash;then get in the pod& mdash;go!™
"Yes" sadLiz

She released Rosario from hisagony. His eyes closed. She threw away the syringe. Insde the medica
pack she found astimulant. It acted quickly on her fatigued body. Somehow, she found the strength to
push and pull Rosario's body into the survival pod. The dressings about his chest were st like stedl. They
would protect him. And the drugswould hold him.

"Pod Two-Ninel" she said aloud.

Sheran, dipping on the polished floor to the console. It was, as Rosario had said, asmple piece of
equipment. A few controls, a single sensor-pad, and alocd very low-grade system. Perhaps a Grade
Three servitor would normdly be given the task of handlingit.

The sensor-pad settled limpet-like on her pam.



It indicated receptiveness.

Lizfedit orders.

CHAPTER
10

Maran had been cared for by the robots. They had listened attentively to bis hoarse, haf-demented
ramblings and diagnosed the cause of his condition. His shaking body was taken to the bridge, where
surgeon-servitors patched the superficial wounds. Stimulants began to counteract the effects of
revivification; fresh plasma replaced heavily poisoned blood; and, impelled by his vast obsession, he
began to struggle to full consciousness. Hewastoo late to intervene in the digpatch of the survival-pod.

It was done so quickly that Liz was artled into indecision once more. The console glowed and whined.
A port silently did open. Grabs moved the long white cylinder to the black-mouthed port.

Liz stared about the silent hold. It was time to consider her own position. Hers, Maran's, the ship's. Ina
moment, Rosario would be gected in along, looping parabolaaway from the ES 110. The pod would
continue to coast at the peed of the ship, but the smal auxiliary engine would gradualy take Rosario on
adiverging course.

Therewas atiny ripple of energy somewhere at the ship'sside. Liz fdt it. The console reported it. Circuit
closed. And ascore of higher-grade systems anadyzed the launching of the surviva-pod. Their evauation
was complete one five-hundredth of a second after Rosario began his unconsciousflight.

"Surviva-cylinder on flight-path!" reported ametalic voice from the console. " Surviva-cylinder launch
completel™

"No expellee-settlement within survival-container'srange," another spat back, this one the voice which
Liz had learned to recognize asthat of a Grade Two executive in the hierarchy of the ship's systems.

"Surviva-cylinders are launched only when destination isreached!” the cam, authoritative voice of the
robotic controller announced. "There has been afailure of Gaactic Council Pend Code ingtructiond
Therefore Galactic Council Pend Code instructions have not been complied with! This automatic control
system did not authorize launch!™

Liz fet faint. The machines were puzzled, confused. Like human beings, they sought a scapegoat.

"No systems of Grade Three or above wereinvolved in the launching! There was no failure of automatic
control!" the Grade Two executive stated.

Even the smadl consoletried to absolveitsalf: "This consoleis not salf-programmed nor autonomous,
therefore ingtructions for unauthorized launch did not come from this console.”



"Therefore instructions came from some other sourcel” the Grade Two robot said.
"] am confused!" admitted the Grade One robot.
Liz held her breath. She waited as the machine scanned its memory-banks.

"Surviva-cylinder should not have been launched. But cylinder contained expellee! Expellessare not
expelled during condition Phase, No expellee haseft coma-cdll. If no expellee has|eft coma-cell no
expelleeisin cylinder. Therefore& mdash;" The robot hesitated.

"Surviva-cylinder Two-Nine contained ahuman,” said the console meekly.

"Cylinder contained one human!™ echoed the Grade One robot. " Unauthorized launching by low-grade
system! Therefore request for instructions must be sent to Galactic Center! State of Red Alert exists
aboard Enforcement Ship One-One-Zero! Assistance required! Red Alert! Red Alert! Repest to all
Gdactic Service ships! Repeat to al Service ships! Red Alert!" the robotic controller called asdarms
screamed out.

Liz listened to the exchanges between the machines. She could have wept with relief. Not only was
Rosario safe: adl around the Quadrant of the Galaxy in which the ES 110 was warping space aside, ships
would be picking up the message and passing it on to the Enforcement Service's patrol-cruisers.

Now she should do what Rosario had told her: program the console to release another surviva-pod, the
onethat would take her away from the terrible Enforcement Service vessdl, its macabre cell-deck, its
mute robotic attendants, and the monstrous genius that now controlled it.

Liz took the sensor-pad once more. Its clammy suckersjangled the nerve-endings of her pam. She
indicated her wishes.

At once the Grade Two executive declared, from a position at the center of the long, high hold:
"Another surviva-cylinder readied for release! Unauthorized launching beginsin fifty secondd™

Liz knew she had littletime. Sheran to thetal surviva-pod. Behind her, there was aclamor of metdlic
voices. The manual console declared that its program was authorized. Superior systems began to argue.
Liz caught ahint of movement from the far end of the hold. A low-grade servitor was watching.

The pod began to close on her.
She stopped it.

There was astrange inevitability about her actions. Maran, she said to hersdf. Maran had a sanctuary.
His base had never been found, though the Service had searched the settled Galaxy. Maran was loose
and he had a secret, hidden planet where he could continue his experiments: ahidden place, with dl his
mind-warping mechinery intact.

"No," shesaid aoud.

Quickly Liz Deffant stepped out of the white cylinder. She turned, reached for a heavy package, and
touched the surviva-pod's manuad control. The servitor did not move.

Shewasjust intime. The heavy black grab swung smoothly and silently toward the cylinder. The port at
the end of the hold opened.

"Emergency launching!" complained the robatic contraller. "Unauthorized launchings of surviva-cylinders



must cease!™

"l am an ungraded servo-console,” said the machine which Liz had programmed. "I have been activated
by human personnd!"

"ldentify!" the robot controller said.

"Female ecologist Deffant passenger aboard Enforcement Ship One-One-Zero! Deffant has crew
Satud”

Liz remembered Tup's shy smile. She owed her chanceto him. By scheduling her asan ES110
crew-member, he had given her an opportunity to avenge his degth.

"Femde Deffant has authority to launch surviva-cylinderd™ the Grade Two executive confirmed. "Deffant
confirmed as of crew datus!”

"Red Alert condition exists," pondered the Grade One contraller. *In such conditions human personnel
have some executive functiond”

Liz heard the machine's analysis as she ran to the cover of the ranks of cylinders.

It was essentia that Maran should believe her to be in the second surviva-pod, if only for afew minutes.
She knew what she must do. She had away's been good with smple machinery.

"The launch proceeds," decided the robot. The port closed silently. The black grab retreated. Liz gasped
with relief. The deck shook dightly asthe pod winged away from the ship.

"Red Alert condition! Emergency!" bawled the robotic controller. " Survival-cylinder launched
prematurdy!”

Liz looked down at the heavy package.

She could have been safe by now. The cylinderswould last for hours. Maran would not have tried to
pick them up. Not with the patrol-cruisers aerted.

Why hadn't she gone?

She knew that she was a the limit of her courage and strength; why not |et the Enforcement Service hunt
downthe ES1107?

There was areason.

Againg al odds, Maran had somehow overcome the deep conditioning of the comarcells. Againgt dl that
was reasonable he had managed to avoid the continua monitoring of the machines. His desperate
energies had conquered the ship.

Liz was sure, with adeep conviction, that Maran would have a plan to escape the Enforcement Service
cruisers. The man was atowering monstrous genius.

She placed the heavy package beside her. She could only hope now that Maran believed her and the rest
of the crew dead or gone.

The words on the package gleamed, black on white: Instructions for assembly of expansion-principle
firearm.



A wegpon for use on an unknown planet.

Liz began to gtrip off the protective packaging.

Buchanan thought of the structure which, in theory, lay at the heart of the Singularity. Strange black
hole... cold neutron star, or both? Perhaps neither. If Kochan was right, the Singularity contained the
densest matter known. It had more bizarre properties.

To cregte the rotating vortices of the Singularity, it must have the strangest architectureimaginable;
perhaps aform that was beyond conjecture, one that defeated human imagination.

Matter so dense that the enormous contracting pull continued and continued so thet al that wasleft wasa
holein thefabric of the Universe.

Matter bent and compressed until spaceitself parted.
And what when space itsalf was broken?
It wasidleto speculate.

But Buchanan was fascinated by the idea of ablack hole in the time-gpace fabric of the Galaxy. A
hole& mdash; |eading where? Into another framework of space-time that bore no relation to this?

What was it that had defeated the robots?
Why werethey so sure that the Altair Star must join that briefly-glimpsed graveyard of ships?
And why would the robot not acknowledge the existence of the graveyard?

For hours Buchanan ran projections of the framework of the Singularity. He observed roaring upheavas
from deep within the writhing Singularity: their source could be smal cracks on acrusted core of matter
s0 densethat it would take the energy of athousand lifetimes for aman to climb aone-centimeter hill on
itssurface.

And aways Buchanan's thoughts returned to hislost command.

Hewas dill in the grip of asomber vision where the survivors of the Altair Sar hung in an undead limbo
when anew robotic voice clamored for attention:

"Gdactic Alert! Gaactic transmisson on Red Alert channels! | have a message with top priority for all
shipswithin this Quadrant, Commander Buchanan!™

"Let'shaveit,” hesad. It must beimportant. Red Alerts went out for full-scale disasters. They took
precedence over dl other beamed communications.

"Enforcement Ship One-One-Zero reports unauthorized handling of automatic systems. All ships scan for
position and course! Do not approach! Enforcement Service cruisers are now proceeding to intercept!™

Buchanan could imagine the scene aboard the vessdl. A failure of arobotic monitor. Nothing serious, but
the machines would take no chances with the resourceful, vicious, opportunistic men and women who
had been expelled from the settled worlds.



Buchanan shrugged.

There werefail-safes. The Enforcement Service had never lost aship.

It was not his problem. The cruisers would soon reach the Enforcement Service ship.
"Scan," he ordered, forgetting that the robot controlled his ship.

"It has been done, Commander."

AN

"No readings," the robot controller said at once. "No contact with ES 110."

"We're not specifically asked to take action?”

"My Grade One colleague made no mention of action other than repeating the report.”
"Then | need do no more?"

"Nevertheless, Commander& mdash;”

"Leaveittothe Service"

"Therewas afull-scale Red Alert& mdash;"

"Forget it!"

"l can hardly do that, Sr!"

"Keep meinformed,” Buchanan said. Old habits of command died hard. So did the deep-held sense of
responsbility that came with the years of Galactic Service.

"Very good, Sr."

Buchanan looked about the bright deck. The ES 110 was not his concern.
"Let me seethe Singularity again.”

"Yes gr."

Buchanan dismissed the prison-ship and its minor problems from his mind. Before him flowered the
wispy outline of the Singularity. He marveled at the flow of energieswithin its depths. Magnetic fiddsa
trillion timeslarger than thosein powerful starsboiledinitsrotating interior.

If some combination of black hole and neutron star configuration was the epicenter of the starquakes that
shook the cosmos around the Singularity, then the station might well bein peril.

He would not be deterred.

More than ever now that Kochan'steam of scientists had come up with anew and utterly strange idea of
an eternd moment of death, he was determined to enter the uncertain dimensions.



Maran flung away the skeletal arm of arobot attendant as he emerged from unconsciousness. He had
been in agate that was not deep, but one which allowed him to dream. It seemed that he was back at
the start of his experiments. Men and women he had known drifted into histhoughts, calling to him that
the ultimate mystery lay only just beyond the moment. They were proud, dmost arrogantly proud, to
have joined him. A little more perseverance, they called; another, more searching, machine that would rip
through the layers of consciousness and point to the primal source of intelligence. They vanishedina
blaze of light as he opened hiseyes.

Almogt ingantly he knew the long months of planning might be so much wasted effort. He blinked,
pushed away the restraining arm of the robot, and felt strength pulsing through his big body. His mind was
gartlingly clear, o different from the pain-racked haf-mind of those ferocious moments as he crawled
from the ooze....

Hesad doud: "The crew!"

"No emergency exists" afairly high-grade system was saying. "Therefore no further Red Alert calls need
be beamed."

"Red Alert& mdash;" Maran roared. " A Red Alert?"

"In the absence of ingtructionsto the contrary, Sir,”" began the smooth voice from the pedestal, "this
system took it upon itself, in accordance with programmed data, to beam signals to& mdash;”

"Leaveit! Why send the Alert?"
"Second surviva-cylinder launched!" a Grade Two system announced.

The robotic controller added its own comment, without answering Maran's question: "Therefore a Red
Alert sgnd must be beamed!"

"No!" Maran shouted. "No emergency exists! Do not beam any signads without my express
authorization!"

"Therefore no Red Alert signal need be beamed,” agreed the Grade One robot camly. "Because a
surviva-cylinder was launched during condition Phase, g, it was necessary to send the programmed
sgnal to al Enforcement Service vessels. That iswhy the Red Alert sgnd was beamed, Sr. Does that
answer your query satisfactorily?”

It had gonewrong. In spite of al his careful planning, there had been flaws. Enough of the crew had been
left to summon aid. Maran cursed hislack of strength. If he could have kept fully conscious for afew
more moments!

The machines were ready to block off the crew from any part of the ship's controls. He had held the ES
110 in hishands. And he had weakly succumbed to the revivification process. But it was only to be

expected.

There was along silence. Maran could sense the agony of the machines. They had been told to disobey
their deeply-implanted programs. Many of the syssems would have suffered irreparable damage. He
reached for the sensor-pads which writhed obediently as he demanded information.

He learned of Poole'sironical end. The unknown crewman had given him the respite he had so badly
needed. Reluctantly, the memory-banks added details. There were no living crew-members aboard the
ES110. Itscommander, Rosario, had been badly injured, but he had struggled to the hold.



"Commander Rosario,” said Maran. "Whereishe now?"
"The commander isat present in asurviva-cylinder approximately eighteen million milesfrom& mdash;"

"Yes, dr." The Grade One robot dmost groveled. "It contravenes Gaactic Council Penal Code
ingtructionsto dispatch cylinders during condition Phase, but in emergency certain procedures may be
deemed necessary& mdash;”

"Leavethat." He thought for amoment. "Could we pick him up?"

"Of course, sir! However, it is probable that the nearest patrol-cruiser will be ableto reach himin less
tirrell

"Cruisers," said Maran. Of course there would be cruisers. It would have been easy to avoid the satellites
which were strung out S0 sparsely in the voids between the spirding arms of the Galaxy. He could have
vanished, dong with the powerful ship. Now, the Enforcement Service shipswould sniff him out.

The big prison-ship would leave awarp-shift clear across the dimensions. Itswake would last for a
hundred years. Maran knew enough of deep-space shipsto redlize that the cruisers task wassmple.
They would follow the ES 110 with the assured ease of hunting dogs.

The machinestried to please. Now that Maran was functioning, they were hiswilling daves.

"Beam picked up by Servicevessd, sir," the Grade One robot reported. "Instructions? Scanners report
second surviva-cylinder beam aso reaching cruiser.”

"Second cylinder?' Maran said. In the moment of realization that the aert had been beamed, he had
overlooked the report of asecond launching.

The Grade Two system hastened to explain: " Second surviva-cylinder dso launched by fema e Deffant.
But no Red Alert condition now exists,” it added defensively.

Maran remembered the shocked face of ayoung woman. The eyes glowed with intelligence, though,
intelligence and resol ution. " She was a crew-member?”

"Miss Deffant had crew status,” obliged the Grade One robot. " She had authority to launch the
cylinders™

"Miss Elizabeth Deffant is an employee of the New Settlements Bureau,” added alower-grade system.
"So she got hersdf and Rosario away," Maran said aloud. She was resourceful.

"No, gr."

Maran checked as he was about to order a change of course. "Rosario isin one cylinder?”

"Yes, ar."

"And inthe other?'

"It was released empty, Sir.”

"Whereisshe?'



The machines were silent. Maran ordered a search of the vessal. The orders were delegated to
servitor-scanners. There was an atmosphere of quiet cooperation, complete subservience, and some
apprehension in the ship. The robots sensed Maran's dissatisfaction. Sight orifices explored the recesses
of the ship. "Female Deffant is on the survival-deck,” a Grade Two system announced. " She gave
authority for release of two cylinders. Thisisadirect contravention of Gaactic Council& mdash;”

Maran waited with an intense patience. | deas thronged his busy mind. He thought of the vast, boiling
wake |eft by the ES 110. He could visudize the gray-black snouts of the cruisers asthey arrowed onto
that flooding wake. Somewhere, two cylinders tumbled and eddied among the storms of hyperspace.
Gradualy, the ideas became coherent.

"Miss Deffant isleaving the surviva-cylinder hold,” the Grade Two system announced.
Maran waited. It was impossible& mdash;a lone woman?
"Female Deffant is on the cdll-deck!"

Therobot was incredul ous.

CHAPTER
11

"The assgnment isone of observation, not investigation, Sr! | have to remind you& mdash;”

Buchanan suffered the argumentsfor five minutes. It was right. The machine was programmed to remind
him of his primary task. Then he grew tired of argument.

"va.”

He was too tense to relax in the comfortable command-chair. Ratlike sensors writhed into his palms. And
gtill the robotic controller pointed out that it was histask to report on the Jansky Singularity, not to enter
it.

"l am assuming command,” he said. "No more questions, no more advice."
"Sr&mdadh;”
"The gtation iswithin the Singularity's parameters.”

"This Grade One robot agrees,” it said reluctantly. " Therefore command decisionsrest with the
commander of the Jansky Singularity Station. And you, Commander Buchanan, are the commander of
the Jansky Singularity Station.”

"In. Now."
"Yes, Sr. According to your ingructions.”

It wasthe Altair Sar engulfment al over again. Buchanan waited, filled with dreed, fearing more than



death. But huge engines surged to combat the grip of the Singularity'sfields. The station nicked inward,
rolling into the rotating, glowing phenomenon. Shields sprang out to counteract grotesgue forces.

The ation vanished into the Singularity.

Acrossthe spiraling arms of the Galaxy, long gray cruisersturned and activated drives seldom used. They
blasted through endless reaches of infragalactic space, across the starways of the dimensions and clear
through to the gulfs where two surviva-cylinders drifted in the wake of the ES 110.

The commander of the nearest cruiser gave sharp, terse orders. The spaceways began to empty.
Passenger liners whedled away into safer regions; colossal cargo-ships ten mileslong and crewed by
servo-robots lumbered out of the cruisers field of fire; tiny yachts shot into contiguous quadrants yapping
out irate questions. There were no answers.

Soon, the gray-black snout of the cruiser drifted near the dowly-tumbling cylinders. Force-fields sprang
out and the enigmatic pods were drawn inboard, sill flooding the beamer-channes with their
gren-blasts Red Alert! Red Alert! All Enforcement Service ships rebeam! Red Alert! The noisewas
cut off abruptly. Three cruisers could handle anything known in the Galaxy, possibly in the Universe,
They were the striking force of the Service. Their armament was always in a state of readiness.

Tensdly the crew waited as armored robots filleted the surviva-pods. They took no chances. Blast-walls
protected them, radiation-suits encased them; and it was | eft to the servo-robots to recover the contents
of the pods. But when they saw the badly-wounded man, immobile, drugged, half conscious but il
struggling to frame his message, they raced to him.

He said one word, but that was enough. L oaded with partially-suppressed agony, he breathed:
"Maran!" And then he began hisfight for life. The ship's commander, atal gray-haired man whose days
in the Service were dmost at an end, did not reveal histhoughts as he gazed at the leaden, shrunken face.
"Hell makeit," offered the medica officer. The commander nodded. "'If he says anything dse, let me
know." A youngish lieutenant burst out: "Why wasn't there anyone in the other pod& mdash;why two of
them? How could Rosario have launched two pods?

The commander was thinking of Maran. Maran loose: free to begin that frightful series of neura
operations.... "WEell know when we reach the ES 110," hetold the young officer. He crossed to the gray
metal coldly-functional console. Robotic servo-mechanisms sensed his nearness and awaited his orders.
The cruisers were the only ships programmed for complete and unquestioned control by human
personnd. There were those in positions of power who questioned the wisdom of risking falible human
discretion, but the members of the Service had so far persuaded the Galactic Council that the robots
could not cope with the sSituationsin which they might find themselves. They had not the resourcesfor the
kind of decison that occasondly must be made.

The commander spoketo hisfield man: "Link with the squadron. Try acombined submolecular field. |
want the ship intact.”

Liz Deffant's hands were steady as she pieced together the surprisingly elaborate mechanism. Severa
screws had to be wound into place. There was a Sighting apparatus& mdash; merely a notch, but it would
be adequate. The weagpon had a short range. About a hundred yards, Liz guessed. A smdl hammer held



the flint. There were springs, raichets, aflashpan. All had to bein adignment.

The propulsive force was a black powder, a mixture of easily-available chemicals. Out at the Rim, the
expelleeswould have no difficulty inlocating sources for the primary meterials. Before ayear or so
passed, they would be able to manufacture smple tools like thisfor themselves.

Pour the grains of powder into the upturned barrel of the weapon, she read. She split the cartridge
and made awadding from the cartridge-paper.

Prime the weapon by placing a pinch of powder in the priming-pan. Lizwondered if her fingers
were sweating too much. She wiped them free of moisture. A misfire could occur; she would have only
one chance, for the process of preparing the weapon for firing had aready taken over aminute.

Tap the projectile into the barrel, using the ramrod. Take care not to distort the shape of the
projectile.

The bullet rested on the wadding. All about her, Liz sensed the interest of robot eyes. She could have
wept with fear. It was an absurd situation, ridiculous. A chance encounter with afriend of Al'shad led to
thisdidtillation of terror, to this gagging range of emotions which had previoudy been unknown territory.
Shewas hitterly afraid. The determination that had kept her from leaving the ES 110 wasdmost entirdly
dissipated. She could not begin to understand why her fingers continued to prepare the barrel-loading,
archaic musket, for there was no directing force behind the movement.

They were apart of a pattern of events which had encompassed her. She felt asif she, too, were apart
of the robotic equipment of the prison-ship, a preprogrammed and mindless complex of nerve and tissue
that was a part of the spatid and tempord framework of events beginning with the sght of Tup'sdying
face, and taking in the horrors of the past few hours. The situation had grown around her. She had grown
intoit. Therewas aterribleinevitability iniit.

She took the heavy weapon, careful to close the priming-pan. Tears streamed down her face as she
began to walk toward the wide grav-chute. It led to the clamorous horror of the cell-deck, to the puzzled
low-grade servitors, to the tanks where the expellees writhed, and to the splayed, silent body of the naive
crewman she had known as Tup. And, somehow, she could negotiate the Sllent, eerie green-lit deck.

The robots had finished their work. Many tanks were empty. The dead crewmen were gone. She knew
that unseen scanners reported her presence. Twice she saw groups of low-grade servitors, but they did
not attempt to hinder her.

She had known at once that Maran would not be on the deck. She grasped the musket in almost
nerveless fingers, feding the smooth stock, the heavy barrdl, the ddlicate priming mechanism. Icy swest
covered her face and hands. Maran would be on the bridge.

"Al, I wish we hadn't parted like that,” she whispered. When she began the quick ascent to the bridge,
she could recdll every line of hisface. She had stormed away from him filled with a bitter rage, and she
could see now the poignant hurt in his eyes. The sense of loss was dmost unbearable.

After the green-lit haf-light of the lower deck, the bridge was startlingly bright.

Liz Deffant stepped out of the chute, narrowed her eyes againgt the flooding light, and sought out Maran.
The musket dmost dipped from her hand. Two thingsimmediately impacted on her mind: two low-grade
sarvitorswere very closeto her; and Maran stood squarely before her, outlined againgt the bulk of the
robotic controller's pedestal. He seemed to have been waiting like that for aeons.



Hisgreat body was clad in black. There was ahaf-smile on hisface, so that Liz had the feding that he
would cometoward her dmost indulgently. His eyes were nearly beautiful, she thought inconsequentidly,
more awoman's eyes than aman's. His eyebrows were perfectly curved above the heavy-lashed,
wide-set eyes,

Liz raised the musket and, enwrapped in her strange trance, she had aprevision of athird eye opening
redly above the pair that were regarding her. The projectile was heavy, round, metalic and in atenth of a
second it would smash through the large skull and Maran would be no threet to anyone. Thetrigger
curved in abow againg her finger.

Maran made asmdl gesture with hislarge, white hands. Liz had theimpression of ponderous movement.
The sights of the wegpon were exactly aligned on the center of Maran's forehead.

Maran said with massive camness. "Miss Deffant, do you redly know what& mdash;”
Therest waslost.

She nicked the priming-pan open, noticed in afrozen moment of time that afew grains of powder had
clung to her damp fingers, and then she pulled with increasing power on the trigger. The flint snapped
down.

Fire blossomed, red and yelow. Smoke gushed from the priming-pan and the barrel, and Liz was hurled
backward by the recoil. She did not know whether she was glad, relieved, horrified, amazed, or empty
of emotion.

The smoke cleared.
Maran had not falen.

The clear brown eyeswere not glazing in death, asthe young crewman's had. And there was no third
eye. Liz knew cold, clawing fear.

She stepped back half apace, her shoulder raw and full of pain, and then she could not step back. A
black tentacle carefully detached her hands from the metal of the musket. Maran came toward her, and
Liz opened her mouth in pure, blind panic.

She could hear the echoes of her scream bounding back from the cheerful pastel-colored walls. When
she moved, delicate tentacles restrained her. And Maran stopped.

The half-smile had gone. There was alook of sadness on hisface, that of alarge man who knowsthat, in
spite of his harmless nature, the sheer physical bulk of hisbody inspired fear in others. Liz held onto her
sanity, gagging down her bile. Sheredlized that he wastalking to her.

"Miss Deffant,” he was saying for the second or third time. "Miss Deffant& mdash;was it you who
released the surviva-cylinders? Miss Deffant?"

Liz repressed a shuddering sigh. He would want his revenge. The man was amerciless, obsessed
psychopath. All human emotions had died within him; he lived only for some bizarre vison. And thiswas
the man she thought could be right about the need for investigation into the nature of the only intelligent
lifein the Gaaxy. She wondered if he would kill her now.

"Yed!" shegpat a him. "I did it& mdash;and the whole Quadrant is repegting the Red Alert! Every
Enforcement Service shipin thefleet will be after you!" She amost dared him to kill her, but she could
not. There wastoo much animd fear in her. She could not challenge him so directly, not after what he



had done so easily to the guard and the young crewman. She could only wait.
"It was the bravest thing I've ever known,” Maran said.

Liz shuddered, awaiting a blow, the condemnation to some vile form of death, instructionsto the robots
to dispose of her& mdash;for anything but this. What had Maran said? That her action wasthe bravest
thing he had ever known? He was sincere.

There could be no doubt, for hisface expressed only an admiring interest. The grim mask she had first
seen glaring wildly about the green-lit hell of the cdll-deck had changed into this benevolent visage.
Maran waslooking at her with theindulgent air of a schoolmaster glad that his pupil had absorbed her
lessonwll.

"| tried to kill you," she heard hersdlf whispering.
llYall

"The cruiserswill takeyou." Liz fet again the uncanny sense of detachment from the Situation. It was
amogt asif the words were spoken by another woman.

"Possibly,” Maran said.
"They will!" She could chalenge him now.

"Quite possibly, Miss Deffant." He was quite cam. Liz could begin to understand the power of the man.
Hewas massively indifferent to her attempt on hislife.

Shuddering afresh, she said: "1 would havekilled you."
"Y ou thought | was some kind of mongter.”

He accepted it. Tearstrickled down Liz's face and she was bitterly ashamed of hersdlf for them; for she
knew that they came with the relief of knowing that she would not be killed. Maran would not harm her.
The great white hooks of hands would not reach oui....

"Sit down, Miss Deffant. Y ou are dmost exhausted. If you make no sudden move toward apossible
wegpon, the machineswill ignore you.”

"They stopped me from& mdash;”

"I watched you come from the lower deck, Miss Deffant. | wondered if you would have the courage to
carry through your plan.” The great brown eyeswere full of warmth. "The servitors were programmed to
disturb your aim only if it was accurate. It was." He pointed to awhite metalic scar above him. Liz could
seethe long line of the leaden projectile splashing the ceiling with itstrack. She sat down, aware of
Maran, of the robots careful scrutiny, of her own shaking hands; and aso of her own resignation.

A voicethat she knew asher own said: "Did you haveto kill them?"
Maran sighed. There was an indisputable sadnessin hisvoice, ared regret in hisface when he answvered.

"When | was ableto get out of thetank, | was ill in adeep conditioning, Miss Deffant. Y ou wereright
to be afraid when you first saw me. That was a monster, that creature who destroyed two

lives& mdash;when threatened, it acted at the most primitive level inthe most direct way." Hiseyeswere
hypnotically attractive. Liz felt her anger dying away. "That cresture is gone, Miss Deffant. Y ou see
before you only& mdash;Maran.”



And hewas not looking at her, but through her. She sensed the evocative power of his name: repesting
his own name had atalismatic effect. It reestablished him, gave assurance to hisremote and majestic
vison, substanceto hisbelief in hisrightness, in hisdestiny. Liz shivered. A palereminder of her furious
determination echoed in her mind: she had known that Maran would have a plan to evade the cruisers.
That waswhy she had assembled the archaic firearm from the surviva-cylinder; even now Maran's
incredible mind would be building astrategy for surviva. And there was nothing she could do, nothing a
al.

And thereit was, thought Buchanan. The dectromagnetic conundrum, the gravitationa enigma, the
terrible Singularity, that contained the most bizarre architecture of any object in the Galaxy. Around the
gation, pulsing with incomprehensible powers, the core of the Singularity set in motion force-fieldsthat
were beyond mesasurement.

Buchanan held back aprayer asthe three huge engines bit into the straining coils. They gripped the
gtation. Buchanan could fed the very deck beneath him curving dightly in response to the gigantic flood of
power from the three pods. The engines surged, bit, and the serpentine coils relaxed.

The coils glistened. They backed away like scorched snakes.

The makers of the station had foreseen the uncanny power of the Singularity. The engines surged again.
And they held the web of coiled forces emanating from the darkness at the center of the Singularity. The
screen of the station projected red-banded submolecular fields, and Buchanan wiped the swesat from his
face. Hewatched and lost himself in the marve of the machines,

The Singularity was an imponderable, afreak. But human ingenuity had defeated the fantastic vortex. The
small, squat, ugly vessel hung at the edge of Beyond. But it was not drawn into the gaping maw of the
terrible Singularity. It survived.

It had survived, thought Buchanan, with a sudden accession of pride. The Jansky Singularity Station truly
existed! Built with asingle purposein mind, it was atechnologica marvel. But amarvel of limited scope.
Three colossal engines, each enough to power avast infra-gal actic ship. Stupendoudy overpowered,
absurdly potent.

None of this power usable in warp-shift, dl of it directed toward containment. To hold back the forces of
black night. To keep the station swanning through the edges of the Singularity. And more, thought
Buchanan. It had done more. Even within the Singularity, the station was safe.

Its shields could divert the stupendous and bizarre vortices of the Singularity. They heaved, struck, and
glissaded away. The station did out of the serpent's coils.

Buchanan experimented with the sirange dimensons.
The gation clawed into a furious mag strom.

Buchanan's senses redled as the ship was flung about in the depths. He eased the ship into a calmer
region. Therobot controlsin his pamstrandated his commands into action. Creaking with monstrous
powers, the engines held a strange equilibrium in the weird hmer depths.

Then Buchanan saw what he sought.

"Dear God!" he whispered as the mael strom's fantastic energies fell away and he saw into a corridor of



unholy calm. "The ship!"

It was the strange graveyard of ships he had glimpsed before the descent into the Singularity. And there
was hislost command!

He swesated as the screened image of the Altair Star was steady for long moments. Theruin held a
lonely, frozen space among the other ships of long ago. The scannersranged closer. He could see detalls.
There were the marks of that ferocious wrecking when the bridge was ripped away. An engine hung
clear of the ship, torn away asif by akraken. But what of the silent crew and passengers? What of the
slent company of the dead? Or the undead!

"Readings!" he snapped to the robotic controller. "How near& mdash;how soon!™
IISrI?I
"The Altair Star & mdash;therel”

"This automaton ingtdlation has records of the Altair Sar lost three years ago. Y ou want the detalils,
Commander?'

It knew, of course, of his past. The machines had their own subtle ways of passing on information. The
Grade One system that was now at his command knew quite well that he had once been the chief officer
onthe Altair Star.

"She'sthere! Y ou must have readings& mdash;| can seeit on the screen! The scanners must have
assessed the parameters! I'm sureit's a steady-statel ™

"No data, Commander," the machine said.

Buchanan grew angry. The machineswere ranged againgt him.
"l can seeit! You must have readings!”

"Of what, Sr?"

"The Altair Star!"

"No readings, Commander.”

Buchanan contained his excitement. He determined on reason rather than rage. Y ou couldn't hate
machines. Y ou could try not to. In fact, you could not manage without them, he told himself. However
much you could do on your own, you needed them, every last system of the millions aboard the station.
Understand the robot, Buchanan ordered himself. Why wasit refusing to admit the Altair Star lay
within the degp well of the Singularity?

Thesensorsin hiswet pamsfed in continuous streams of information: the ship'senergy levels, the
reserves of power available in the three great engines, estimated characteristics of eectromagnetic forces
emandating from the center of the vast web of the Singularity. Nothing on the eerie tunnd that contained
the shipd

"Scan!" ordered Buchanan again. "There!™

The screen changed at his direction. Buchanan ranged closer. The Altair Sar's hulk came nearer. He
could make out details of ports and scanner-housings. And something else. All about the ship wasa
glistening cocoon of black-gold pinpoints of light.



"Still no readings?" asked Buchanan.

"Of what, Commander?'

"TheAltair Sar."

"The Altair Star wasatotd loss, Commander."
"Eventhough | can seeit now?'

The machine was sllent for minutes. Buchanan could imagine the endless circuitsfar below him, dl
searching for an answer. At last it spoke, and again the Grade One robot retreated into unknowledge.

"Thisingdlation cannot register theimpossible, Commander.”

"Impossible” bresthed Buchanan.

The grange graveyard that existed within the rotating fury of the Singularity wasimpaossible.
Andyet it lay there, in an eerie matrix of forever.

But the robots could not& mdash;would not acknowledgeit. The strange timeless tunnel did not exi<t. It
wasimpossible.

Soit did not exist.

How could he convince the machines otherwise? If he were to go closer, he needed the massive
resources of the station's robots. He needed the robots and their instant technology.

Warning impulses roared through the nerve-endings of his palms. He ignored them, mesmerized by the
sght of the Altair Star. He had to get aboard that ill-fated vessdl!

"Commander Buchanan!" the robotic controller caled. "High field momentum from the Singularity corel
Action necessary!"

Buchanan till watched, and it was only when the frosted, glittering Altair Star began to disappear
behind strangdly dive coils of imponderable forces that he shook himsdlf free of his ghost-ship's soell.

"Wd|?" he asked.
"Commander Buchanan, core emissionsindicate maximum danger.”

The station juddered as its screens adapted themselves to the huge energies flowing from the bizarre
center of the Singularity. Buchanan saw the screen shiver and dissolve. The scannersroved the

Sngularity.
Then Buchanan logt interest in the Altair Star, for a probing scanner ranged deep into the central core.

He saw into the very womb of Singularity, the hole that gave birth to the wild, incomprehensible and
deadly mongter that dominated the Quadrant.

"The hole," whispered Buchanan.

Seemingly empty, black, formless, and yet having properties of shape, it was agap that held neither time
nor space.



"Gol" Buchanan called, suddenly more afraid than he had been for three years. "Go!"

"Starquake,” commented the robotic controller. *Commander Buchanan& mdash;starquake! The station
isindanger, ar!"

Still awed, Buchanan punched ordersinto the console.

The Station's three storehouses of energy screamed with effort. Roaring, pulsing, blasting, they countered
the feroci ous unguessable emissions from the black hole. Y et Buchanan ill watched that uncanny gep in
the cosmoas, even asthe station began to dide away from the selamic disturbances.

He held the scanner locked onto the eerie black hole until the station abruptly bit with great fangsinto the
serpentine coilsthat embraced it.

Sowly the station heaved itself away from the furious storms of the inner depths. It clawed out and away
from thefrightful emissons.

Buchanan could still seethat terrible emptiness long after the scanner was unable to range oniit. The
black hole had imprinted itself on hismind; it was an afterimage on the retina, one that would not leave
him.

There was a cosmic mystery here: Buchanan was dmost stupefied by the otherness of what he had seen.
The black hole belonged to no part of the Gaaxy.

It was the ultimate mystery, the ultimate danger. Buchanan felt drained, spent, utterly fatigued.

Some hours passed before he could concentrate on his self-imposed task. Buchanan owly recovered.
There was no dackening of hisresolve. Starquake had not dismayed him. The eerie black hole had |eft
him shocked but not overwhelmed. The strange graveyard wasterrifying, but he could faceit. Buchanan
looked at the robot's cone-shaped pedestal.

Somehow he had to convince the machines that what he had seen was possible. That the huge Sargasso
Seaand its wrecks were not beyond reach.

There was one source of comfort. The station had proved itsdf. Even the frightfulness of starquake could
not dent its shields. They had held, just as the engineers promised. But God help any ship that came near
the Singularity now!

CHAPTER
12

"Enforcement Service cruiser ranging. Course atering. Super-Phase engaged,” reported a scanner.

They would have picked up Rosario, thought Liz Deffant. She sat quite ill in the comfortable, deep seat
as Maran soothed the disturbed high-grade machines. She had expected pain and terror, grotesque
threats, Maran's fury. And nothing had happened. Her reaction had been predictable, she recognized:



resignation and a state of complete supineness. Not only did shefed that she could no longer interferein
the take-over of the ES 110: if there had been a practicable way of upsetting Maran's schemes, she
could not have brought hersdlf to consider it. Shewas drained of nervous energy. Shock, her mind said
again. You're in shock. The shock of Maran'stotally unexpected treatment. He was a murderer, yet he
had a strange dignity. He was awarped persondity, yet he could talk sandly to her about her work with
the New Settlements Bureau though three cruisers were ranging on the ES 110.

"Y ou're with the exploration teams, Miss Deffant,” he had said encouragingly. "I expect you know the
planet where it was intended to send me?’

"Not that one. Not persondly. | know of it."

She had been able to answer in the same calm way. And what a conversation it had been. Hersdlf,
scared witless and only now able to control the shaking of her limbs, Maran, dmost eegantly directing
the machinesthat had once controlled the ES 110. Here she was on the bridge with a huge, black-clad
man who regarded her with compassion and admiration. Maran the murderer. Maran whose bizarre
machines had ripped out the minds of so many deluded men and women.

"l believeit's an inhospitable planet,” he was saying, talking asif she were arespected colleague,
discussing the planet at the Rim where this batch of expelleeswould have been gected.

"It wastolerable," shesaid. "A rather severe range of temperatures. But there were excellent indigenous
building materids. There was a problem with carnivores& mdash;" She stopped. She was replying to him
asif he were not the murderer of the guard and poor dead Tup. Maran saw her hesitate.

"Hence the primitive balistic missle-projectorsin the pods,” he prompted. "Resourceful thinking, Miss
Deffat."

"You killed them!" Liz burst out, unable to sustain the role Maran was offering her.

"Regrettably, yes." Maran turned to the console and fed in commands. He turned back to look at her.
"But for you," he said dowly, "I could turn this ship toward my own planet. Maran could begin again.
Everythingisready." Liz flinched as she saw the muscle straining in his neck. He was flabby, but the
muscle wasthere. "Now, Maran must run.”

“I'mglad!”
"Naturdly, Miss Deffant. But you must agree that you have caused me consderable harm.”

"M essage beamed from Enforcement Service cruiser,” interrupted the Grade One robot. " Commander
Lientand requests direct visua and sound contact with crew-members. Failing that, Sir, he requests
amilar contact with you.”

"You can't possibly get away,” Liz said quietly. "Not three cruisers& mdash;it just can't be done. Tak to
them. They!ll try to understand.”

It took al the strength she could summon up, this pleato Maran. She was fascinated by hisimpassive
gaze. Hewas|ooking past her now, to the big operations screen which showed a shadowy
representation of the gray-black form of the cruiser. The blue-pulsing screen was the center of al his
thoughts. It seemed that he was willing some new contingency to arise. Liz had thefeding that, if he
stared hard enough at the operations screen, some avenue of escape would open in the blank reaches
between the arms of the Galaxy.

"Three cruisers now on converging course," reported another scanner.



"Therés nowhereto go,” Liz said, more softly fill.

"Weleave awake like acomet'stail," said Maran. His big white hands flickered over the console. Liz
saw the cosmos pinwhed on the big blue operations screen.

The entire Quadrant lay before her. Another, sengitive motion of Maran's hands brought the coruscating
wakes of three cruisersinto brilliant focus. "The cruisers,” said Maran, and the long black snouts had the
look of night creatures. "1 wonder if they know you are aboard?!

"Tdk to them."

"No, Miss Deffant." And now he looked at her directly. "I wonder if they know you are aboard the
ship?'

Liz said scornfully: " A hostage! They won't worry about one Bureau empl oyee& mdash;not now they
know you'reloose! They'll do anything to stop you!"

But Maran was not listening to her.
"Another request for reciprocal voice and vision contact, Sir,” the Grade One robot said deferentially.
"No," said Maran. "Thereis no need to accede to the request.”

"Theresno likelihood you can use me as ahostage,” repeated Liz. "What good can it do to try to
escape?’

Maran was intent on the screen. She had ceased to exist for him.
"Time," he muttered. "Time! It's possible, but once they know, they can range on the ship!”

Liz felt blackness crawling into her head as Maran suddenly jerked the enormous Enforcement Service
ship out of its course and plunged it wildly among the storms of hyperspace. Gold-shot sable-edged
shards of jangling molecules dipped through her brain-cells, leaving an impresson of pure chaos. The
robots howled reports. Alarms screeched out across the bridge.

Momentarily, Liz saw the cause of Maran's lightning action.

Thethree cruisers had turned in askilled and predetermined move, each flinging out avast skein of
force-fiddstoinhibit the ES 110's drive. Traceries of power flashed toward the ship in acareening,
terrifying onrush of pyrotechnics. Maran had seen the maneuver. And he had evaded the cosmic
whirlwind.

"Evadive action!" the robotic controller called. "This ship must take evasive action againgt Enforcement
Service cruisers apprehend procedures! Why?'

Maran punched commands and it was Silent.

Liz was deep in the shelter of a soft couch, whose restraint bands had automatically cocooned her against
the violent forces surrounding the ship. Maran's bulky strength kept him at the console, the command
chair enfolded him in its protective cushioning as he faced the whining, flashing bank of controls, his
massive jaw jutting out over the sensor-pads, his deep dark eyes haf closed in concentration.

Liz looked at the screen and saw the three wakes weaving amillion-mile-wide pattern againgt the
emptiness of the Quadrant. A great, jagged shard of energy hung momentarily around them.



"Now!" Maran bawled asit began to creep across the intervening reaches toward the ES 110.

And again the prison-ship danced madly into sable darkness, dways away from the advancing onrush of
force-fidds. The drivesfdtered. Liz cried doud, and Maran grated fresh commands. The ship seemed to
hang il asthe great cloud of forces neared it. Momentarily, the thrusting drive was inhibited.

"Emergency Phase!" Maran yelled. "Burn the engines out!
Thefabric of the vessdl creaked.

"There's nowhere you can go!" Liz cried above the scream of the overworked drive and the complaints
of ahundred systems.

Maran ignored Liz. His handswove afresh spell. Liz could wonder at his steadfast power. Without a
tremor, he was working some fresh legerdemain that would take the ship beyond the reach of the
Cruisers.

The machine responded.
The ES 110 howled, jangled, screamed!
"Kindly confirm latest ingtructions regarding expellees,” said a Grade Two System.

"| advise an dteration of course,” the Grade One robot said before Liz could begin to ask hersdf what
the machines meant.

Maran again worked his strange chicanery and the machines were soothed. Nevertheless, the Grade One
robot asked nervoudly:

"| takeit, Sr, that it isessentid for the ES 110 to continue the courseindicated?’ It waited "If you say o,
Sr. Scannersreport objectivein view."

Liz looked at the operations screen.

There was agreat blotch across the cosmos. She had seen it before. "No," she whispered, staring in
disbelief. "Not now& mdash;not there!™

The ship gave aseries of small, abrupt jerks.
Scanners ranged on the wake of the ship as Maran gave orders.

Dazed by the trangtion from the strange, spreading blotch that had so astounded her, she saw another
incomprehengble sight.

In the eddying wake of the ship, scores of tiny objects tumbled end over end in ajerky, unsurejumble.
She looked back at Maran. He was watching her.

"| should have sent you, too, Miss Deffant, but | could not." His hypnotic eyes held her. "Miss Deffant,
have you ever met aperson for thefirst time and had the most powerful intuition that you and that person
were inextricably bound together?"

Liz knew theterribleirony of hiswords.



The grim-faced commander of the Enforcement Service cruiser saw the erratic movement of the
prison-ship and wondered how long its drive could sustain the colossal pressures exerted oniit.

"Anything from Rosario?" he asked.

"No, gr," sad the young lieutenant. "He'sin acoma.”
"And we still don't know the Situation out there.”

"If itsMaran& mdagh;"

"ltsMaran."

"Then he's kegping us guessing, Sir.”

Though he did not dlow it to show, the commander wasworried. A humane and compassionate man,
Commander Lientand had policed the cosmosfor thirty yearsin a Service which he admired. He wished
retirement had come earlier. He thought of what he might be called upon to do. Only once had he seen
the ghastly, gobbeting power of the cruiser's main armament. It was asight to forget. Somewhere within
the depths of the cruiser, the golden pellets would be ready.

The ship on the huge screen suddenly leaped into a new framework of dimensions.

Thefield man fought silently to aign the force-field which should have snuffed out the ES 110’ sdrivelike
acandlein agde. Twice now, the prison-ship had €l uded the blanketing concentration of energies.

"What's hetrying?' the young lieutenant demanded. "He can't get away," he said, echoing Liz Deffant's
words. "There's nowhere he can go!"

The field man frowned. There was a pattern about the runaway ship's moves: one that made no sense at
al. But apattern nevertheless.

"Sir&mdash;" he began. He was interrupted by an excited report.
"Sighting of surviva-cylinders, Commander!" arobot reported.
"Scores of them!" echoed the lieutenant. "1t's the expellees& mdash;maybe the crew!”

"The ship could be bresking up!" another voice caled. Lientand rapped out orders. The three cruisers
whedled to claw in the scores of pods. It was a decision that had to be made ingtantly, for the cylinders
were not designed for deep-space use. True, they had a certain capability of endurance, but alimited
one. Rosario had been lucky.

"Maran's abandoned the ship!" yelled acrewman jubilantly. "Well have him in afew minutes!”

The field man forgot his unformed yet uneasy moment. He was dated, like the other crewmen; the hunt
was over. Lientand was smiling. Therewould be no need for the frightful holocaust of the sungun. They
al watched the bobbing, weaving kaleidoscopic patternsin the prison-ship'swide, swirling wake. A
successful action. Theintegrity of the Service had been preserved: never had they lost aship. A particular
delight was that the machines had failed: the robots had been unable to cope with the emergency.

"Sir!" yelled thefidld man, thefirst to redize that the ES 110 had dipped away like some incorporegal
manifestation faced with the dawn. He pointed to the screen. Thin tendrils of broken space showed
where the prison-ship had been.



And then the reports camein.

The ES 110 had jerked itself violently away from the space-time where the dowing cruisers and the
oscillating surviva-cylinders were making their rendezvous.

"I knew it made sense!” the field man yelled. "I didn't think anyone would use it& mdash;look, sir!" he
shouted, pointing to agrowing blotch on the screen. "That's where he was making for!™

Lientand cursed silently. Maran had used the pods to conced hislatest maneuver. Maran had outwitted
him. "Engage main drivel" he cdled. "Emergency!" Seconds|ater, he added: "Range onthe ES 110
& mdagh;main armament.”

The young lieutenant gasped: "Sungun, Sr?"
"He used the expellees as cover to delay us," said Lientand. "'l should have guessed.”
"But where can hego, Sr?"

Thefidld man pointed to the screen. "The Jansky Singularity.”

The normal bodily processes seemed to he utterly irrdlevant to what he had witnessed. Nevertheless,
Buchanan found himsdlf to be ravenoudy hungry. He wastired, too, he redized. He had not dept at al
sncethefirst sghting of the Jansky Singularity by the long-range scanners, and not much for days before
that. Living seemed to be telescoped. Everything focused on the search.

Buchanan ate and wondered at his appetite. Wasit that, by finding the Altair Sar, by locating it, he was
free of the tensions of the past three years? The thought disturbed him, for it led to other prospects. It
led, for one thing, to thoughts of atime when he should have completed his mission. But that way led to
despair. There was nothing for him now.

In amoment of clairvoyance, he understood that only aLiz Deffant could have brought him back into the
range of normal human fegling. There would be no more of her kind. Not for Al Buchanan.

"Seep," hetold the cone-shaped pedestal.
"Yes gar.”
The bridge dimmed agreegbly. A couch did toward him, deeply foamed, utterly inviting.

"Six hours," he said. Six hours of deep, conditioned deep, and then the eerie tunnd. He could watt that
long. When he woke, he would take the station down into the depths and search out his ship.

Satisfied that he had almost come to the end of his quest, Buchanan settled to deep. It was so nearly
over. A bridgeto that cocoon of forever.... It was possible. It had to be.



CHAPTER
13

Liz watched the operations screen as Maran indicated the ES 110's course. Under hisskilled direction,
the scanners swam out through the uncertain dimensions, seeking their object. And they found it. Ripples
of power surged in the blank regions. A network of bizarre serpentine coils spun across the cosmos. It al
had aterrible familiarity. At the center of the whirling, coruscating mass was a sulking darkness.

"l haveto losethe cruisers, you understand, Miss Deffant,” Maran said. "'In order to do so, | am taking
thisvessdl briefly near the outer reaches of the Singularity. Our warp-shift wake disintegrates once we get
near. It'sasmple choice, you see, Miss Deffant. Maran on an obscure planet, or the culmination of a
lifedswork."

Liz ligened, acurious sense of relief drifting around her mind. She would be near Al. What a bitter
coincidence of events, the take-over of the prison-ship and Al's haunted mission! Asthe ES110
shuddered under the strain of Maran's reckless urgings, Al would be somewhere at the peripheries of the
Singularity trying to solve his own obsessiveriddle. They were dl to rendezvous at the raging
efflorescence of the Jansky Singularity.

"The cruisers have dowed to take on the expellees,” Maran said. "'l used your ideg, Miss Deffant.”
"It was Commander Rosario'sidea”

"Nevertheless, you were the decisive factor. | needed asmall delay. | had to distract the cruisers so that
they would think | had abandoned the ship.”

"Youthink it'sgoing to survivein that?"

They both looked at the coiled and mgestic phenomenon that dominated the cosmoswith itsraging
might.
Maran was serious to the point of portentousness:

"Miss Deffant, Maran must be free! There are things that only Maran can do. Never before has such a
mind been brought to bear on the ultimate mystery." He put his handsto hislarge, gleaming skull. "Within
thisbrainisaconjunction of powersand crestive ingght that iswithout paralel. Maran isthe culmination
of decades of research and dedicated experiment. And he is near& mdash;so near! & mdash;the
redlization of man's supremevision!"

It was lunatic. Egocentric, megalomaniac, salf-obsessed boasting that was amost ludicrous. Y et the
swest-streaked, huge face, the dark brooding eyeswith their strange beauty, the very posture of that big
body, dl of these things, and then the resonant voice to give them meaning: Liz could understand how he
had gained his proud followers.

"Give up,” shesaid quietly. "Go to the Rim. Work there& mdash;plan but don't experiment. Y our work
will be recognized.”

Maran spoketo her asif she were achild. "Maran on abarerock, Miss Deffant, Maran? A stone hut
and amusket? No, Miss Deffant. My unique genius needs the tools of this millennium.”



"Y ou could begin."

"Yes. Ten years, Miss Deffant. That's how long it would take. Ten yearsto minethe ores, refine the
meta's, make the primitive tools, begin to build the technologica capacity for the equipment | must have."
Helooked &t hisbig, white hands. "I am not ayoung man, Miss Deffant.”

"They won't let you escape. They cant.”

Maran sent scanners ranging far out into the uncertain dimensions. They brought back the cruisers ferd
shapes. One of the hunted, Liz could adso share the fedlings of the hunters. She saw the three cruisers
hanging starkly in the boiling incandescence of interdimensiond haze. They left ahuge triple parabola
across the cosmos as they tried to sniff out thetrail of the ES 110.

"Message beamed from Commander Lientand, sir," reported the Grade One robotic controller. It no
longer attempted to offer advice to Maran. "Message warns of interdiction throughout the Quadrant. Y ou
are advised that thisship isnow in an interdicted zone."

Liz fdt achill passing through her body. She knew the jargon of the Enforcement Service sufficiently well
to understand what Commander Lientand wastelling Maran.

"I think it would be aswell to listen to the commander,” said Maran. He gave orders. "It will bea
close-run thing, Miss Deffant. Our warp-shift wake is breaking up, but they are closing.”

Hewasworried, but his massve cdmness had areassuring effect on Liz. Sheredized helplesdy that she
was placing some kind of trust in this monstrous cresture; his strangely haunting eyes had awarmth that
did much to cancel out her fear of him. At the same time, she wanted him caught. Caught, not obliterated.

Commander Lientand was brief and precise: "Maran, you can't escape. | have a squadron of cruisers
closingin. I have placed an interdiction on the Quadrant. It ismy duty to apprehend you, but if | can't |
am empowered to use my main armament to destroy the transport. | order you now to hold the ES 110
inanorma condition of Phase and beam your present coordinates. Y ou will be safe. Y our trestment will
be in accordance with Gaactic Council Penal Code Regulations. Y ou have my personad guaranteethat dl
will be doneto insure your well-being. Reply at once.”

"He makes no mention of you,” said Maran thoughtfully.

"It doesn't matter! Do as he saydl”

"And you are not afraid for yoursdf,” Maran said approvingly.

"I am! But it'sover! The ship'snot built to stand thiskind of strain! Giveit up!"

Low-grade systems complained bitterly. Maran swung the ship away on anew spiraing series of
maneuvers, dways toward the mgjestic menace of the Singularity. All over the grest infragalactic ship,
unitswerefailing under the strain of the mad flight. Maran silenced the complaining machines,
subordinating them, one by one, to hiswill. The fabric of the bridge shivered asit drifted near asmall
white gtar; Maran used its gusting radiation to ding the ES 110 even more wildly toward the rotating
blotch that wasthe Singularity.

"No reply, sr," reported the young lieutenant " Excuse me, Commander,” the medicd officer said.
"There's something you should know."



Commander Lientand's thoughts were on the man who had seized an Enforcement Service
vessd & mdash;arrogant, of lightning decision, adroit, aman of infinite resource. To destroy that mind was
acrud wagte. Lientand'stired face remained grim.

"Wdl?'
"Rosario was conscious for afew moments, Sir. He was asking about agirl."

"Girl?1 see. One of the femae expellees.”

"No, gir. A passenger.”
"Passenger? Onthe ES 110?"

"A femdeecologig, dr. With New Settlements. She would have clearance, especidly if she had friends
at Center. Rosario wasinsstent, ar. Very distressed when we couldn't give him any assurances.”

"Shewasntinacylinder?"

"No, sr." The medicd officer went on: "I'm guessing at this, but | think she's the one who gave him first
aid. And then launched the two pods we picked up. Rosario in one, the other empty.”

"So she stayed behind.”
"Yes gr."

Lientand watched the growth of the Jansky Singularity on the vast blue-pulsing screen. " She stayed with
Maran."

"SheisaMiss Elizabeth Deffant, single, sir. Rosario was rambling, but he remembered her name from the
log."

"Did he say why she remained?’
"No, sr."

A girl, thought Lientand. It had not been easy to think of the holocaust swallowing up the ES 110 and its
bizarre commander; but he could have done it and lived with his conscience afterward. Lientand could
only speculate helplessy on the impulse that had made the unknown Bureau girl send Rosario away to
safely while she watched the empty surviva-cylinder leave without her. Perhaps she had been afraid at
the last moment. Perhaps the thought of the colossal storms of hyperspace spuming the tiny pod about
was too much for her. He shook his head. Another thought struck him, but he dismissed it. The New
Settlements people were highly-motivated and resourceful people: could it be, however remote the
possibility, that she had stayed to confront Maran?

Maran! thought Lientand savagely, Maran had not answered his orders, not so much asreplied with a
sngleword. Maran knew the vaue of his pogition. There was everything to be gained by keeping his
pursuersin doubt: by blanking off al communication with the cruisers, he could keep them guessing asto
hisintentions. The girl's presence was abonus, a source of doubt and confusion.

"Sighting?' he asked.

"Nothing, gir,” said hisfidld man. "Ther€salot of discontinuous action about the
Sngularity& mdash;weve log hiswake."



"Canyou trace him?'

"With three sets of scanners, dmost certainly, sir. We can do an integrated plot& mdash;”
"Doit. Sungun ranged on first Sighting,” he said to his young lieutenant. " Shoot on my order.”
"Sr! Thegirl&mdash;"

Lientand silenced the opposition. Bleskly he said: "I won't take my shipsinto that." He pointed to the
raging fury of the Singularity. "And | won't risk loang Maran.”

"But thereisthegirl, gr,” the medica officer ingsted. Tight-lipped, he faced Lientand's drawn face. "She
saved Rosario.”

Lientand turned away. " She would forgive me."

Buchanan had been adegp for more than five hours when the ES 110 registered its presencein the
locdity of the Jansky Singularity. There was asubdued metdlic discusson and then, eventudly, a
decision. The couch began to heave gently. Impulses were directed through nerve-centers. Tiny derts
jangled, speaking of an emergency.

"Report," said Buchanan, yawning in spite of the sharp tingling of nerve-ends. The deep uninterrupted
deep had restored him, but it still invested histissues.

"This system has readings of approach of a Gaactic Service vessd, Sr. Designation: Enforcement Service
vessal One-Hundred class.”

"A transport.”

"Yes, dr. On routine voyage to the Rim. Crew of sx, accommodation for& mdash;”
"About a hundred expellees.™

"Modified for control-monitoring of not more than eighty expellees” the robot corrected.
Buchanan was not even mildly irritated. He remembered the earlier message. " Show.”
"Yes gar."

Scanners ranged and Buchanan saw the transport. 1ts warp-shift scattered wide showers of broken
molecules.

"It'sthe ES110!"
"YS, s'r.ll

Buchanan redized that the deep deep had drugged his senses. He punched commands and allowed
sensor-padsto dideinto his palms. Information roared into hismind. He lost his deepy, relaxed look.
The craggy features became sharper, the eyes narrowed; hiswiry body became taut with suppressed
muscular energy.

"You let medeep!" he exploded after aminute. "While Red Alerts go out from three



cruisers& mdash;when there's a hijacked prison-ship heading for ugl”

"Y our ingtructions, Commander, were that you be |eft to deep. There are no standing orders overriding
your ingtructions. This system did take it upon itself to awaken you when your degp-requirement quotient
was effectively satisfied.”

Buchanan snorted and then contained his useless anger. He scanned the bulky transport as ft soared
around the edges of adecaying white dwarf star. Its engines pushed space and clouds of interstellar dust
aside. A blast of solar wind obscured its drive: on the screen, the wake showed as an uneven tidal wave.

"What in the name of God isit doing?' Buchanan expostulated. "Don't they know what the Singularity
can do? Beam direct& mdash;warn the ship!”

"Automatic signals have been beamed for the past nineteen minutes and eight seconds, sir. There has
been no acknowledgment. Damage is reported by our scanners. The ES 110 isengaged in a series of
dangerous maneuvers. It is gpproaching the critical area of the discontinuities zone. Power readings from
the ES 110 indicate an insufficient level for survival should condition of starquake begin.”

"Put me on to its commander!”
"YS’ s' r.ll

Buchanan felt the rush of urgency as amessage came strongly through hispams. A high-powered sgnd
on the Enforcement Service Red Alert beamers was on itsway. As Buchanan waited, alaconic system
reported that the Singularity was again heaving its coilsin adow, massve pattern.

Then the operations screen filled with an image of the cruiser squadron’'s commander. Buchanan
recognized the features of Commander Lientand. He waited for the message to come winging through the
unreal dimengions. A vague but profound premonition began to trouble him; he had been alone with his
haunted memories, and now the busy turbulent life of the Galaxy was seeking him out. His concern had
been with the dead& mdash;with the ghosts who thronged his mind; and here was Lientand and an errant
transport. Buchanan bit hislip. He wanted no part of the transport's problems. Nor Lientand's.

Y et the ES 110 was even now blagting furioudy toward the Singularity.
"Commander Buchanan,” said the laconic system. "Renewed activity suggestive of starquake& mdash;”
"Wat!"

Lientand was speaking, not entirely clearly, but clearly enough to be understood: "I am Commander
Lientand. My ship isan Enforcement Service cruiser. | have under my command two more cruisers. My
assgnment isto capture the Enforcement Service trangport ES 110. Itisin the hands of the crimina
Maran& mdash;"

"Maran!" Buchanan could not help cdling. "Maran!"

Lientand could not hear him, but he must have known the impression hiswordswould cregte. | repedt,
the ES 110 isin the hands of the criminal Maran. We have located the ship and attempted to inhibit its
drives, so far without success. Maran hastaken the ES 110 into the vicinity of the Jansky Singularity,
where hiswarp-shift wake may be conceded. It may be impossble for my cruisersto arrest the ship, in
which case | shdl destroy it. The Quadrant is now an interdicted zone. All shipsreceiving thismessage
must leave the Quadrant immediatdy."

Buchanan knew the reason for the ES 110's gpparently suicidd maneuvers. Maran would try anything to



evade the pursuing Enforcement Service vessals. But why had he chosen now to make his escape bid?
"Have you established reciprocal contact with the ES 110?" he snapped to the Grade One robot.
"Not yet, Sr."

"Beam to the cruiser& mdash;message received and understood! Tell Commander Lientand Maran's
here. And tdll him his ship's damaged!"

"Of course, Sr."

Helooked at the big screen as robotic systems smulated the transport's wild course. Suddenly a
gobbeting, snaking coil flooded the screen, engulfing the prison-ship.

"No!" whispered Buchanan.
"I'm afraid so, gr," said the metdlic voice sympatheticaly. "It was dways apossbility, Sr.”

Maran had gambled with hislife. Thistime, he had lost. Nothing could help the ES 110, Nevertheless,
even aMaran deserved awarning. Buchanan thought of the other condemned men and women aboard
the ship. And the crew.

Abruptly he called: "Jansky Station to ES 110! ThisisBuchanan, Jansky Singularity Experimentd
Station& mdash;cdling ES 110! Utmost danger exists& mdash;turn away at once& mdash; burn the drives
out if you have to& mdash;but turn away from the Singularity! Starquake conditions exist& mdash;turn
away now!"

The station's powerful beamers began to reach out across the gulfs and through the serpentine coils of the
Singularity. Surely Maran would try to save himself?

"ES 110& mdash;| repeat, starquake conditions exist! If you turn away now and use maximum
emergency power you may pull away& mdash;call the cruisers and ask for combined fieldsto help you!”

Buchanan could not bring himsdlf to address Maran directly. But there wasthe rest of the ES110's
complement& mdash; perhaps the crew could reason with Maran. Maybe they could persuade him to try
to save himsdf and the future of his stupendous, visonary schemes.

There was nothing he could do now but report to Lientand. Quietly he spoke into the beamer channd:
"Thisis Buchanan at the Jansky Singularity Station. | have Commander Lientand's message. The ES 110
is approaching the rim of the Jansky Singularity. Violent starquake conditionsexist. | am doubtful of the
ability of the ES 110 to survive for many minutes. Maran does not respond to my warnings. Itismy
opinion that the ES 110 wastaken to the Singularity deliberately. Have you any ingtructions for me?”

Buchanan saw the transport clearly asit blasted across aglowing pit of incandescent radiation. There
was adecayed air about it& mdash;bits of fittingstrailed away; the drive jerked the ship about
gpasmodicaly; an unidentifiable section broke away from the stern and sank into the haze of the
discontinuities. Another ship would join the sllent, time-lost fleet.

The Jansky Singularity was claiming another ghost-ship.



CHAPTER
14

The big battle-screen pulsed blue and then filled with the great efflorescence of the Singularity. Scanners
darted about, leaving gossamer trails and bringing back only unidentifiable, amost unfathomable readings.
Lientand thought of the New Settlements Bureau girl. He wondered what she must be going through
now, asthe ES 110 plunged into the Singularity'sfieds.

"There!" yelled the field man suddenly.

On the screen, the ES 110 appeared. It hung like a broken moth againgt the frightful attraction of the
raging depths. There could be no doubt about it. It was the ship. The superb scanners had been able to
locate the ringing shards of its broken warp-shift, in spite of Maran's maneuvers.

Lientand tensed, face gray with grim pity. Hewould do it himsalf, his hand releasing the gobbeting fury
that would tear across space with the force of a supernova and expunge the lives of the two human
beings aboard the ES 110.

"Shelll forgiveme" he whispered to himsdif.

The sensor-pad in his palm demanded assent. The deadly golden pellet waited to be g ected from the
long snout of the cruiser. Warning sirens shrieked to the other cruisers. beware!

Lientand bresthed in deeply, the order risng to hislips.
"Sirl" shouted the young lieutenant.

Lientand dmost said the word, admost released the sunburst, dmost wiped out the two lives. But he
stopped.

"Wel?' he grated, bilein hismouth.
"Beam from Buchanan, Sr!"
"Buchanan?'

The gtrain of the terrible seconds had |eft amark. Then Lientand renembered. Buchanan. A
wreck& mdash;not many years ago. And, recently, something else& mdash;

"The Jansky Station, sir! The new crewed research beacon& mdash; Buchanan at the Singularity!”

"Yes" Heremembered it now. It had seemed a strange appointment to him. Buchanan had survived a
ghastly wreck, and he had been appointed to this experimenta ship. "Go on.”

"We got arepeat beam& mdash;from arobot beacon. Therésalot of distortion from the ES 110, gr. It's
heading into the Singularity& mdash;and Buchanan saysthe Singularity's brewing up for starquake!™

"Held have hoped to lose us," said Lientand dowly. "Now he'slost. And the girl." He pushed the
sensor-pad away. "Keep ranging. Gunners at action stations.”

He watched but they did not see the doomed ship again. All aboard the cruiser could imagine the



progress of the transport asit was swept nearer and nearer the rotating, blurred ragged hole where
Buchanan'stiny station hung.

"Buchanan asked for indructions, Sr," said the young lieutenant.

"Il tdk to him," said thetired man.

Buchanan saw that the ship was blind, dmost helpless.

Its drive left achurning, twisting shape briefly among the tongues lapping out from the Singularity. Tendrils
of power snaked out from the rotating coruscation and flung it about. Buchanan sensed asaphysical
thing the jerking, rushing movement of the ES 110. He remembered another ship that had left him regling
with vertigo asit danced and plunged in the grip of starquake until it was a the edge of the great maw of
the Sngularity.

Inevitably the ES 110 must join that strange flest, that time-lost collection of slent ships. It would bea
doubly bizarre end for the expelleesin their coma-cells, for they would be embalmed in the cocoon of
forevernesswithout ever waking to their danger.

Buchanan located the cruiser squadron. They held off, coasting well beyond the Singularity's lapping
tongues. They had chased the hijacked ship until it was forced againgt the swirling fields of the Singularity.
Their task was over. Ingde the transport, Maran and those that survived would redlizeit.

Already they must know that it was too late to surrender. When Buchanan had called to Maran, there
was only the remotest of possibilities of saving the ship. Only afreak combination of fields, such asthat
which had saved him three years before, would enabl e the prison-ship to loosen the grip of the serpentine
coils. The ship'sfailing engineswould not provide shields for long against the strange vortices.

It was adoomed, dying ship.

Buchanan watched itsinelegant shape as the Singularity reached out. He could sense the tumult within the
Singularity through the padsin his hands. Starquake was imminent, might even now be mangling space
and time. The black hole would open, the ship would lurch through& mdash;

"Starquake confirmed, Sir," arobot voice informed him.

Buchanan spoke again to the cruiser commander: "l ask again, have you any ingructionsfor me,
Commander Lientand? | have your message regarding Maran and the ES 110. ThisisBuchanan at the
Jansky Singularity Station. | have your message. | have just seen the ES 110 begin to enter the
Singularity. Starquake condition is confirmed. The ES 110 is going, Commander. Starquake emissions
have the ship. No ship can hold against these conditions. | repesat, have you any ingtructions for me?"

Not that there's anything | can do, thought Buchanan.
"Buchanan, Jansky Station," he cdled again. "The ES 110's going.”

Impelled by amacabre curiosity, he moved the station closer and closer to the doomed transport. The
little station edged among increasingly powerful surgings as the effects of starquake split the dimensions.
And then Buchanan saw thetwisting ship clearly.

Insdeit, was Maran fighting for hislife? Was he trying some desperate expedient in avain effort to hold



back the blackness at the Singularity's core?

He could not succeed. The drive was visbly failing. Buchanan watched itsjagged, fading wake. Often the
ship wastotally obscured by the boiling waves of the Singularity's emissions. What remained of power in
the ES110 was aweak, splintered thrust. Nothing could save Maran. There was no chance that the
robotic systems could hurl apart of the ship clear of the Singularity, for the engines were dying.

Thelittle station did nearer, agreased nut in the bizarre serpentine coils. Buchanan saw the details of the
prison-ship'slast plummeting flight. Grest chunks of the ship fell away. A complete engine pod burst into
anuclear holocaudt, to be ingtantly extinguished by the weird emissions from the black hole. Snuffed o,
the engine's debris a once drifted into the core.

Buchanan was fascinated and horrified by the big infragalactic ship'send. It was o like the last careering
plunge of the Altair Star. Again, an overwheming freak of nature was gobbling aminuscule and frall
victim. Struggle asit might, the ship could do nothing.

By thetime the cruiser commander acknowledged Buchanan'sreports, the ES 110 wasawreck. The
Singularity'sroaring fields dmost wiped out the powerfully-beamed message, but enough of it came
through. Buchanan listened as he saw the prison-ship begin to fall gpart.

"...Buchananat ... cruiser. . .. Your message received. . . . agreed, Buchanan, there can be no hope. . .
.My fidddman'sreadings. . . Sarquake emissons. . . ." Lientand's voice crackled. And therewas along
break, so that Buchanan's attention was diverted to the screen. But Lientand's voice, aswell ashisimage,
camethrough clearly for the latter part of his message, the part that burned into Buchanan's mind like
whitefire: "Especidly regret the loss of the courageous woman passenger. She enabled Commander
Rosario to escape just before Maran released the surviving expdllees. If you can do anything to get a
message to her, please do so, Buchanan. Tell her Commander Rosario is safe. And the rest of the
expellees were picked up unharmed. It'slargely through her efforts that Maran wastraced. | know there
isnothing any of us can do to help her, but let her know at least that we are dl in her debt. My
ingructions, Buchanan, are that you should tell Elizabeth Deffant that& mdash;"

It was dl Buchanan heard, for though Lientand's voice went on the words would not register. Buchanan
saw the gray face, the long jaw, the lean upright body. The beam came from acruiser hovering beyond
the Singularity’s peripheries, and it showed the commander'simage: hisface, with the lips moving and
words coming out dowly, aface gray with fatigue and with lines of age etched deeper by mental torment.
The man was suffering, Buchanan recognized. And he was ordering him, Buchanan, to get amessage
to& mdash;

". .. Deffant?" he whispered. "Y ou said 'Elizabeth Deffant'?"

The shape of the commander vanished as the processes that made up the seismic monstrosity of
starquake struck out and splayed the dimensions adrift. Buchanan was unable to respond.

"He said&mdash;" and moments passed as Buchanan, dit-eyed, jaws clenched, his thin face white,
repeated the commander's message. ""He said& mdash;aboard the ES 110& mdash; Liz"

Thoughts spun wildly about histormented mind. Liz? Liz Deffant on the prison-ship? Why!

It wasinconceivable. Enforcement Service shipsdidn't carry passengers. Their function wasto take
expelleesto newfound star-systems, Liz had been on her way to her home planet, to Messier 16, not to
the Rim of the Galaxy! Buchanan swesated coldly as seconds passed. Futile questions rang around his
mind. Worse answers followed. And he would not admit that he had heard Lientand's words.



"No," said Buchanan.

It had been an effect of starquake distortion. That, and his own guilt fedings. He had imagined Lientand's
message. He had invented the commander's mention of an Elizabeth Deffant because hisloneliness had
worked on his mind to such an extent that he had needed to hear someone mention her.

"Ravings& mdash;hdlucinations,” Buchanan decided. Lientand hadn't said anything about awoman
passenger who saved commanders. Especialy Lientand hadn't said aword about aLiz Deffant who was
nowhere near the Singularity& mdash;who was making for her home planet in afit of righteousindignation
at being cast off like an old shoe! Buchanan blinked. Wrong.

"He said 'Elizabeth Deffant.” And Buchanan reached for the writhing sensor-pads. "Hedid," he repeated
dowly. He cdled for information with adeadly cam. "Dataon ES 110!" he ordered. "Posshility of a
woman passenger named Elizabeth Deffant, employee of New Settlements Bureau, shipping out to
Messier 16, being aboard ES 110. Soonest.”

The Grade One robot was efficient The answer came within a second: "This ship's systems have no data
on awoman named Deffant, but it'sadistinct possibility that Commander Lientand isright. AsaGalactic
Service employee, she would be entitled to travel on al Service ships with vacant accommodation.
Regulationsdlow for it, Sr, but not many take advantage of the facility. It'sunusud, Sr, not unheard of "

"Shewas going to Messer 16!"

"All the morelikdy, then, dr," the machine pointed out, hel pfully smashing down Buchanan's hopes. "The
ES 110 was scheduled to pass near enough for the regular shuttle to intercept, Sir.” It paused. "l havea
full recording of Commander Lientand's message, Sir."

"l expect you have."

"| thought you were denying the validity of the commander's message, gir. It'squite clear. A Miss Deffant
isaboard the ES110."

Not Liz! And, with aslent plea, Buchanan accepted it. Liz Deffant was drifting away, slently spinning
into the eerie depths of the Jansky Singularity. He groaned aoud. It was too macabre a coincidence, too
sck atriumph of avengeful fate. The inconceivable was happening as he watched. Liz wasjoining the
ghost-flest.

Maran fought the ship even asit died.

Heworked in adetermined frenzy, shearing off defunct systems, abandoning an engine that threatened to
rip the vessdl gpart, calling on remote and rarely-used emergency circuitsto add their power to the weak
thrust of decaying engines. It could never be enough, Liz knew. The Singularity had them. The ship was
wrenched about in short, bone-shaking surges. The fabric of the ES 110 was buckling. Writhing tendrils
of dien energiesthreaded through submicroscopic orifices.

The Singularity was claming the ship. And the ES 110 could do nothing. High-grade systems had ceased
to clamor for relief. Liz found it especidly frightening that no more warnings came from the robots.

They recognized theimpossibility of their task.

Liz cried out in true fear asashock wave hit the ship.



Maran's huge face streamed with swesat. He too was afraid, but for him the physical fear of persona
extinction was nothing; Liz sensed his obsessive agony. He was terrified that he would never complete his
ten-million year search for the moment of transition of beast to man, never range the inner depths and
bring out, dripping, the gem of information that was buried somewhere benegth the overlay of a
haf-million lifetimes

Liz Deffant stared, unable to restrain a choking gasp of awe at his struggle. Therewas aprimeval force
loose on the bridge: Maran, that Strange elementa being that was so remote from a humanity he sought to
explain, wastrying to wrest the ship out of the Singularity's grip. And it was no use.

A penumbraof black light flooded the bridge. The bright-painted walls buckled. And still Maran stood at
the console. Even though the ship was breaking up about him, Maran held the machinesto his purpose.

In atormented ddlirium, Buchanan caled for every particle of energy the station could exert. He drove
the small vessdl through the writhing, serpentine coilswith the fury of desperation. The ship spunwildly,
gripped on awrithing hump of uncanny forces, and eased itsdlf toward the boiling fieldswherethe ES
110 hung. Skillsacquired in years of infragdactic flight among the reefs of hyper-space enabled him to
squeeze the Jansky Station nearer and nearer the fraying transport. Liz! hismind was ydling, but he said
nothing. Not until arumble of metalic discontent came from the machines.

Hedlenced it bitterly: "Get nearer the ES 110!"

"Sir, starquake emission reports show as yet uncharted emissons. The trangport isin aconfiguration of

maximum danger!”
"All engines a ultimate power! Any risk& mdash;get near that ship!”

Buchanan watched the vessd shredding. A decaying area of black light hung around the drive housing.
There waslittle to show that itsremaining engines ill functioned; ajagged scar was dl that remained of
one engine pod. The ES 110 trembled and fluttered like awounded insect souming on its axis and
describing a powerless course within the serpentine coilsthat were drawing it into the vortex.

It wasthe Altair Star dl over again, but thistime it was so much worse. Buchanan could fedl Kochan's
corrogve grief asif it were hisown, Liz, joining the silent long-gone who might not be dead! Not a
company of expellees & mdash;not Enforcement Service crewmen who would have known the risks of
their job& mdash;not impersond strangers one could fed ared but distant pity for: it was Liz Deffant who
was being taken into the black pit. And Maran.

Buchanan tried again to gain contact with the doomed ship.

"Buchanan at the Jansky Station cdling Maran!" Before he had known that Liz was aboard the ES 110
he had not been able to use Maran's name. Not directly. Now, he would do anything.

"Maran!" Even though it was hopeless, hetried. "Maran, thisis Buchanan! I'm trying to get near you! This
isaspecid research ship&mdash;I'll try to reach you!”

But what could he do then? Within the station he was safe& mdash;it had weathered the uncertainties of
the Singularity even when starquake had occurred to multiply its hazards. But how could he reach the ES
110? How could he or anyone from the ship crossthe wild and bizarre regions?

Buchanan turned to the machines. Set up the possihilities, he ordered. Soon, the Grade One robot



answered.

Impossible, came the reply. Impossible to build any kind of space-raft that would be capabl e of
withstanding the stresses of the Singularity.

He ordered afresh analysis, given the wildest freaks of chance.
It responded glumly.

Given luck, admitted the robotic controller, agap might be found through which asmdl fragment of the
ES 110 could be gected into a safer framework of dimensions, perhaps even to the cruisers. But there
had to be massveinitid thrust. It demongtrated a series of possibilities, and Buchanan's hopes died.

With luck& mdash;with the most freakish luck, the right combination of energy fields and the abrupt force
of the ship's engines, somekind of life-raft could be blasted clear of the Singularity.

Buchanan scanned estimates, forecasts, projections.
"Wel?' he asked, knowing the answer.

No, the Grade Onerobot said judicidly, not in the case of the ES 110. Its power-levels were too low.
Absurdly low.

Thesmdl miracle of the Altair Star would not be repeated.
There would be not even one survivor.
Without hope, Buchanan would not give up.

"Maran! Put the woman Deffant in alife-raft!” he ydled into the blankness before him. ™Y oursd f
too& mdash;! swear I'll try to save you! The robots say it can't be done, but maybe | can get some kind
of field rigged up& mdash;try, Maran! Get alife-raft made. For you& mdash;and the woman!"

The fatigue showed in Maran'sface. His eyes were opague, their hypnotic beauty dimmed. Through the
sound of metal shrieking, force-screens Jangling appalingly, and distant systems advising that they were
defunct, Liz could hear his grated orders. He would not surrender to theinevitable. The man was
invested with arageto survive, and Liz was freshly amazed at the supremacy of hisvison. He played the
machines asif they were ddlicate music, and while they gradudly lapsed into quiescence he soothed
them, wringing each last note of power asthey died. When she recalled how she had tried to shoot him
with the ponderous, archaic weapon, Liz could have wept. Shefelt no more bitter anger at Maran.

It was abetraya of her regard for the young man she had known for such ashort time; it was a betrayal,
too, of dl her ingtincts and training; yet she could not hate Maran, either for what he had done so horribly
to his deluded followers, or for the murder of the Enforcement Service personnd. Therewas apitiable
quality in his desperation. And she pitied him.

Al Buchanan's voice seemed part of the nightmare at first.

"... | swear I'll try to save you! Therobots say it cant be done, but maybe | can get some kind of field
rigged up &mdash; Try, Maran!" His voice rang through the black-flooding bridge. "Get alife-raft made.
For you& mdash;and the woman!™



Liz redlized that she had not thought of the station as a means of help. So bewildered had she been that
she had thought of Al as nearby but not within possible reach. And thiswas hisvoice cdling with a
contained desperation to Maran! And to awoman.

Did he know shewas on the ship?

"| repeat& mdash;get the woman Deffant and yoursdf into alife-raft!”
Liz cried out in pain, relief, abandoned joy, frustrated happiness.
Maran reacted ingtantly. "Reciprocal contact! Get me this Buchanan!"

Failing systems hoarsely assured him that they would try. He wove his big white hands over the console
and armored servitors appeared. Suddenly the bridge was dive with movement, where before it had
seemed adying organism.

"Miss Deffant! This station& mdash;you know it?*

Liz tried to refuse the information. Al wastrying to reach her, but Maran was adeadly threst to the
hundreds who might beinvolved in his next series of grotesque experiments, to thousands who might
follow them. But she could not. She had reached the end of her ability to resst the urgeto live.

Al wasthe voice of promised life. She could not deny the promise. And she could not spesk.

Intently, Maran said to her: "I thought | should never say thisto another person, Miss Deffant, but | must
do s0. Do not think | talk to you in thisway because | am afraid to die& mdash;| am not. | am talking to
you as an equa & mdash;and for the first time to any man or woman! & mdash;because | care that you
understand. | do care that you have the facts. That you are able to judge for yourself why | haveto
survive now& mdash;that | have to reach this man Buchanan who means something to you. | must have
your confidence and hishelp, and thisiswhy. Ligten.”

And, strangdly in the midst of preparations, clamorings, fee noises of the disintegrating ship and the
robots exchanges, Liz listened with the deepest attention.

"I know," said Maran, "that there are farsighted and dedicated men and women in positions of authority
who would help me. They know the vaue of my work and they know that | am the only man who can do
it They know Maran isunique. They admit that there should be agencies of changein the Gaaxy if manis
to venture beyond it. Before he can go farther out to the ends of the Universe, he must first learn to
explore himsdf. Miss Deffant, the key to al knowledgeisin herel”

Maran rested his hands on his swesting head. He had the look of avisionary priest who isready to make
aprophecy.

"There are d o the inhibitors who cannot yet see that what we have donein this Galaxy isonly a
beginning. They cannot yet see that the Galaxy isonly the microcosm. And it isthese malignant
crestures& mdash;the men of no vision & mdash;who have decreed that Maran must livelike an apeon a
rock! They would send this brain, thismind, this soul, to the Rim of the Galaxy in company with acargo
of poor lost psychopaths, and condemn it to extinction.” He paused, and Liz could fed with him the sense
of time passing, of visons swimming into the void unredlized, the waste, the venomous opposition of the
small-minded, the soaring fantasy of hismind. "In thelong-term, it isthe great, creetive mindsthat win,
Miss Deffant. Always, thereismore vitdity in creation than in the negation of the human spirit. Butinthe
short-term, it isthe inhibitors who win. They have the authority to suppresstheindividua geniusof a
particular man. They can delay the passage of the human spirit for ameasurable time& mdash;for a



life-span, perhaps more. And, certainly, they can deny aMaran. They can send Maran to ableak planet
where the predators and the harsh climate make bare existence a heavy and unending battle. But Maran
would begin now, Miss Deffant! Maran would change the whole direction of the human racel Maran
knows where the search beginsto unleash the infinitely gigantic genius of the human race! Maran can
unlock the deepest wells of the human spirit!" And once more Liz Deffant saw the uncanny effectson
Maran of the repetition of hisname. Maran. The word boomed out in hisrolling bass voice with the
effect of adrumbeat. When he spoke of himsdlf, hiseyeslost their cloudiness. They shone clear, like
beacons. Hisfacelost itsflat planes and swelled like agreat orb. His body cowered in the gloom of the
shredding vessdl, and among the robots which were his acolytes, he looked like adety. "Maran can
show you aswell, Miss Deffant, that the power of the human spirit can surmount even the boundaries of
time!”

She did not know what he meant, and cared less. He no longer frightened her. His presence inspired her
with afeding of religious awe, and she believed that he was what he said, aman of aunique mold, one
who could wrench the vells from the ultimate mysteries and discover the secret of man'senigmatic rise
from the besst.

"The gation, Miss Deffant?"'

"It'sanew, experimental device," she answered. "Crewed by one man. Designed for observation of the
Singularity. It has the capability to withstand al recorded emissions. It can operate a will within the
peripheries of the Singularity, or o itsengineersclam.”

"Buchanan?'

"My fiancée. My former fiancée."

Maran nodded, ponderous head bending in sympathy. "He has aregard for you."
"l believe s0."

"Andyou for him?'

"Doesit matter?"

"It might, Miss Deffant.”

"Wes"

"A drange mesting.”

Liz felt hollow. Too many emotions had raged within her. She needed rest. Deep oblivion. She had seen
two men whose every thought had centered on asingle, obsessve vison. First Buchanan, now Maran.
They had bled her of energy. She was as passive as the dead | eaves she and Buchanan had once kicked
away asthey ran through an autumn wood when the sun flickered through branchesfull of yellow and

gold.

"Miss Deffant, | have the fegling that we were preordained to meet. Y ou and |. Buchanan and yoursdif.
Buchananand . | shall try to make the meeting possible.”

He redoubled his efforts a the console. All about the ship, failing robots answered his summons.
Low-grade servitorsfinished the task of building amake-shift raft. Higher-grade systems shored up
failing screenswith the remnants of their power-sources. The entire vessd willingly gave upitslast
resource to insure that the god of the machines received hisdue. And, at last, there was reciprocal



contact with the Jansky Singularity Station.

Liz heard aflat metdlic voice announce the presence of the station and the man she had loved: " Jansky
Singularity Station closing. Two scanners have visua contact.”

"Near," sad Maran.

"Engines operating at four percent efficiency. No reserve. Estimated drive capability & minimum levels,
seven minutes a this utilizetion rate.”

"Seven minutes," said Maran. "I hope your Buchanan isaman of resource.”

Liz realized that she wastoo tired, too shocked, too used, to answer. She had no response to offer, none
aadl.

"Thisshipisin animmeasurable gravitationa and eectromagnetic conjunction of forces," said the robotic
controller. "Increasing in complexity and magnitude. Source isthe Jansky Singularity.”

"This system can maintain avoca contact with Commander Buchanan at the Jansky experimentd
dation," announced another robot system.

Liz tensed.
"Let me speak to him,” said Maran.

And Buchanan's craggy features began to filter through the gppaling vortices. Liz Deffant saw the man
who had gone to search out the ghosts of the Altair Star.

CHAPTER
15

Buchanan followed the twisting course of the ES 110 asthe coils of starquake held it. The Singularity's
motions were those of arapacious predator; it would not give up its prey now. The ES 110 wasto be
ingested.

"Commander Buchanan, | have direct contact with an officer called Maran, but | should warn you, S,
that my colleague aboard the ES 110 hasinformation that this officer isalso an expdllee. In
addition& mdash;"

"Direct& mdash;get me Maran!™

And Buchanan glimpsed the shadowy ouitline of abroad, heavy-featured face with straining eyes, a
familiar face: Maran. But Buchanan was peering around the shadowy image of the man; hetried to make
out the figures that moved like ponderous wraiths behind him. Machines! No sign of the dim shape of the
woman who had aimost exorcised the demons that rode his spirit. Wherewas Liz?

Maran was speaking. Across the broken dimensions, the words came hdtingly: ". . . life-raft with all
possible power-units. . . any way of using your screens.. . ." And though much waslost, Buchanan knew



that Maran was appedling for assistance. ... awoman passenger named Elizabeth Deffant, Buchanan!™
Buchanan heard, dmost clearly. What was Maran saying?

That Liz was safe? Or that she had dready succumbed to the smashing fury of starquake?

For Buchanan there was an eternity of agonized waiting as the gation's scannerslost contact with the
decaying prison-ship. Momentarily, the robots picked it up again. End over end the grest infragalactic
ship tumbled, strewing wreckage in ashower of nameless fragments. And then the sensor-pads informed
Buchanan that he could again spesk to Maran.

"The Singularity's throwing out starquake. Maran, I'll try to get near. Get into the life-raft and lay the
bridge open& mdash;keep to the ship aslong as it has some powerl If you and the woman get into the
raft, I'll try to lock it into my screens. | say again, hold to the ship for aslong asyou can! It will givethe
life-raft some protection! And get the woman into the life-raft! Use degp-space armor& mdash;al you
can carry!"

The three huge engines of the station screamed as the massive drive built to a crescendo.
Incomprehensible energies sprang outward as starquake raged. The cruisers ran from the menace of the
serpentine coils, seeking calmer dimensions. Buchanan called again to the lost ship, but therewas no
answer. LiZ hecdled slently.

"Maran, Maran!" he cdled. "No contact! Get the woman Deffant into alife-raft!"

"Beamfromthe ES 110," cut in the calm voice of the Grade One robot. "Commander, the expellee who
seems also to be an Enforcement Service officer hasimpressed my colleague aboard the ES 110 with the
urgency of the situation. He has a proposa which, I am bound to say& mdash;"

"Direct!" snarled Buchanan. "Direct to Maran!" So Maran was devisng some scheme for hisown
self-preservation. Buchanan was past caring how much a danger the escaped man might be: he had one
overwheming concern. Againg the safety of Liz Deffant, nothing mattered, nothing had ever mattered,
not the futile quest for the Altair Star, not al those lost passengers and crew; and certainly not the
grotesque personality of aMaran!

The broad, swesting face swam into view. A pulsing of sensor-pads told Buchanan that Maran could see
him, in turn. Warningsirradiated his nerve-endings, Maran wastrying to cut into the command-systems of
the ation.

"...theonly way," Maran was saying to him. "I know from your high-grade systemsthat your ship is
under your contral. It gives me achance, Buchanan," he said urgently. "This vessdl has power for only a
few minutes! Give me direct access to your ship's memory-banks& mdash;alow meto take over its
decision-making procedures! | could do it mysdlf, given time, but thereisno time! | have Miss Deffant's
welfare to consider, Buchanan! | know it'simportant to you& mdash;do as| say, Buchanan, and |
might..." And again, to leave Buchanan writhing with agonized impeatience, the coils of the Singularity
blotted out al beamer channels.

"Liz!"" heydled, knowing she could not hear. But she was safe& mdash; safe! he thought wildly, sefeif
Maran'sword could be trusted, safe for afew minutes, and then the lunging descent into nothingness!
Maran knew the connection between Liz and himsdaf& mdash;she must have told him; And Maran would
know that he would try any course of action, no matter how dangerous or traitorous, so long asthere
was the faintest of hopesthat she could be pulled back from the black center of the Singularity and its
promise of eternd slence, unending night.

The machines were uneasy. The Grade One robot voiced their doubts: "1 view these proceedings and



proposaswith darm,” it began. "My colleague aboard the ES 110 suggeststhat the crimind Enforcement
officer Maran be given free access to the readings so far accumulated at the Singularity. More, it suggests
that Maran is a suitable person to control other functions of this ship now delegated to yoursdlf, sir!”

Buchanan collected his scattered thoughts. His craggy face was aflame with rage ashe yelled at the
pedestal which housed the robot: "No comments, no suggestions, no interference! Never!™

Even as heydled, heredized how he had cometo treat the machines as somehow persondized.
"...dr," themachineresponded, initsflat metdlic voice.
"Agreed," Buchanan said across the gulfs that separated him from the ES 110. "Anything, Maran.”

He knew he was conniving at the release of aman condemned by the Galactic Council asthe greatest
threat to mankind since the madness of the early Confederation days. If Maran could reach the Sation,
he could hold it for ayesar.

But what was the dternative?

Refuseto hep him, and Liz Deffant would join the eerie unlife of the time-lost tunndl. She would be
beyond recall. Maran might do more and worse damage than he had done dready; but if Maran the
cyberneticist believed that he could work some kind of miracle among the robots resources, then it must
be s0. There was no timefor dispute.

Buchanan rdinquished the sensor-pads as the first authoritative, insdious commands seeped into the
gtation. Soothing, € egant instructions had the sensors-pads writhing in expectant ecstasy. Buchanan
looked down &t the console and knew that he was giving up al he had lived by during his years of
Gdactic Service, aswdl as hisquest for the Altair Star. And nothing mattered, none of it.

The robotic controller raised no more objections. It became Maran's dave as soon asit picked up his
wheedling, harsh, irresstible commands. Buchanan monitored the sequences with agrowing wonder.

Maran caled on the powerful, sophisticated memory-banksto give every last detail of the observed data
associated with the Singularity. He demanded& mdash;and received& mdash; readings of which
Buchanan knew nothing. The robots recognized the touch of the master-cyberneticist as Maran's
persondlity infected the controlling devices of the Sation.

Maran heard the machines offhandedly mention the theories which they had decided wereimpossible,
and his response was instantaneous.

"Steady-state?' he demanded.
"It'sonly atheory," Buchanan wasdriven to interrupt "1 think there might be& mdash;"”
"Report on screen strengths necessary to stabilize the station in steady-state conditions,” Maran rapped.

"Such hypotheses are interesting as speculations,” the Grade One robot told Maran pedantically.
"However, they must be regarded only as probably unlikely interpretations of conflicting data. In the
absence of systematic recordings& mdash;"

Maran cut in abruptly: "Devise awarp capable of containing such a steedy-dtate!”

Buchanan tensed. The two ships were close now, the sickening descent temporarily arrested asaflurry
of vortices blustered againgt one another and created a pocket of relative cam. The unlikely eements



weregiving the ES 110 a breathing-space. And Maran was using it to try to convince the robots that they
should atempt theimpossible.

Hewastrying to save the ES 110 as, three years before, Buchanan had tried to save the Altair Sar.
The difference was that Maran was using his unique abilities to change the direction of the machines
conclusons.

Buchanan had attempted to wreck the robots, Maran made them his puppets.

Buchanan watched as the prison-ship lost agreat chunk of itslower decks. Fragments of equipment,
dores, engines, and unidentifiable debris hung in the grip of the Singularity'sfidds.

"This system is not designed to measure the impossible, nor to create atechnology capable of
withstanding theimpossible,” the machine answered primly.

Buchanan watched the last struggles of the ES 110. Surdly it waslost now? He followed the flow of
information that was streaming across the impassabl e gap between the two ships.

Maran checked and rechecked the data. Especidly he wanted the few available readings which the
machines would admit to concerning the eerie tunne where the ghost-fleet hung in the eddying fields of
white-gold tranducence.

"This system suggests that Commander Maran regard himsdlf as defunct,” the Grade One system
announced. "Estimated power-reserves of the ES 110 now give three minutes duration cgpability.”

"Warp," Maran said, moreto himself than to the machines.
"Impossible, dr," the robot answered.

Buchanan thought sickly of Liz Deffant, who would be waiting to hear the cold information that would tell
her of thefailure of the ES 110's last power-reserves. And yet he could not accept that she would be
logt. Not while Maran fought the chilling logic of the robots.

Buchanan saw the man'sface. Straining every nerve, he was concentrating his strange powers on the
machines decison-making centers.

"The ES 110 must be regarded as atotal loss," the robot told Buchanan. "Shall | repeat and beam to the
cruisers?'

Wearily, Buchanan assented.

The somber message began to seep through the Singularity'sweird fields, but even asit went, Maran's
eyes narrowed to pinpoints and, like aclarion-cal, his voice rang around the bridge of the station:

"Thisis Commander Maran! Y our orders are to build a Quasi-warp capable of withstanding the
discontinuous zones!"

Buchanan clutched at the straw. Quasi-warp!
"Repest, please, Commander Maran,” said the flat metallic voice of the Grade One robot.
"Build aQuas-warp!"

"Elucidate, please, Commander.”



Buchanan was ahead of the machines. The machines had said that they could not warp aside the chaotic,
billowing fields of the Singularity. It wasimpossible. Inconceivable.

So Maran had ordered an approximation of awarp.
A Quas-warp. One that might be possible.

It was aform of words. Don't try to make theimpossible, Maran was ordering. Build on the data from
theinterior of the Singularity and make an gpproximation of that!

Maran's steadying, insdious, soothing, irresstible arguments followed, and, within seconds, the station
jangled into hectic movement. Scanners ranged into the pit Comps boiled with data. Engines began to
flex for the first impul ses; makeshift force-fields edged out into the strange void; awhole new dimensond
framework began to invest the ship.

Then, like asword-thrust, agreat band of white-gold trand ucence cut through the boiling fields of the
Singularity. It diced asde the threatening serpentine coils and bathed the dying prison-ship in asheeth of
strange radiance.

A scanner showed Buchanan the whole scene.

From the squat station an eerie, tauntingly beautiful tunnel had been pushed out toward the wreck of the
ES110. Around the three engines of the station hung aflowering, rippling surge of black light. Immense
floods of power held the white-gold tunnel in place.

"He'sdoneit," Buchanan whispered, between rdief and incredulity. Then: "Liz!"

A freak of beaming showed her dim figure. Maran, directing aherd of low-grade servitors, hid her at first
He moved aside asthe robots brought asmall life-raft to the last part of the ship to resist the unreal
dimensions. And then Buchanan saw Liz.

An impassive low-grade robot was hurrying her into deep-space armor. Buchanan yelled to her, but she
did not see him. Shelooked dazed, atogether helpless.

Anger began then. Buchanan's craggy face was set in acold mask. Mostly, the anger was directed at
himsdlf. Had he been harder& mdash;had he put the safety of hisfellowmen first, he would not have
alowed Maran to take control of his command.

A man of sterner spirit would have sacrified even aLiz Deffant.
Maran was loose.
Then Buchanan saw what atrap the station was.

Maran might be loose. He was not free.

"Commander Lientand to al cruisers,” the Enforcement Service commander was saying. "'l havea
message from the Jansky Singularity Station to say that the ES 110 isatota |oss. Buchanan reports that
thereisaremote possbility of survivors. He's sanding by."

Asthe ES110's screensimploded, Lientand completed his ordersto the cruiser squadron:



"I repedt, keep to dlotted patrol stations. All cruisersto carry out necessary steps with regard to the
expdleeMaran.”

CHAPTER
16

"Commander Maran," said the Grade One robot from the Jansky Station, "my high-grade colleague
aboard the ES 110 isready to assst in the completion of Quas-warp. Kindly stand by for remova of
sections of the bridge.”

Liz Deffant dmost giggled at the punctilious observation of niceties among machines which were
disobeying their primary conditioning. Shetried to operate the controls of the degp-space armor. It
added an ement of lunatic comedy when she began to float on asmall force-screen toward the blank
screen.

"Miss Deffant, please" said Maran, gigantic in the armored suit. "'Into the raft, Miss Deffant.”

A low-grade casudly hooked her toward the small port asagang of servitorsripped away the sides of
the ship. Liz gasped with sudden pain as a blinding white-gold trand ucence flooded the wreckage. It was
crazily beautiful, a zany dance of white and gold particles againgt snking chains of hypercubes.
"Quad-warp," shesad, haf stunned.

Maran lumbered into the confined space of the raft, his movements energetic in spite of the weight of the
armored suit. Liz glimpsed atentacle flashing across the wrecked bridge to close the port of the
makeshift raft. It wasthe last she saw of the ES 110, for the eerie flow of white-gold particles enveloped
the entire ship. The strange trand ucence seeped into the raft too, finding invisible gaps & mdash;irradiating
the cramped interior with its uncanny presence.

"Thisvessd isnow defunct,” said the robotic controller of the ES 110.
It was the only epitaph the prison-ship received.

Lizwasflung hard againg the Sde of thetiny craft asit lurched into the broken dimensonswith a
mind-regling plunge. Theraft spun wildly for afew seconds, and then it was grinding down the
Quasi-warp tunnel away from the wreck of the ES 110. Liz looked at Maran and saw that his armored
suit was crawling with the glittering, eerie radiance. He had the look of amonstrous god riding a chariot
of suns

Buchanan felt the absence of the station's protective screens with a deep-space voyager'singinctive
adarm. The gtation quaked in the mael strom. Engines howled with the effort of projecting the warp which
could not exist. And which had been manufactured.

Scanners showed the breakup of the ES 110.



A fresh flurry of starquake grabbed the prison-ship and drew what was |ft of its shattered hulk inward.
Buchanan caught the last unconcerned message from its robotic controller. There was afaint blast asthe
ES 110 imploded.

Buchanan shivered. Any shipwreck was a desolating thing. There would be only broken fragments of this
vessd to sink into thetime-lost graveyard where the Altair Star lay. And then, through the showering
debrisand the fury of starquake, Buchanan glimpsed the hauntingly beautiful tunnel. It grew like some
living thing in the broken dimensions, atube of white-gold tranducence that seemed too fragile to endure
againg the devadtating onrush of serpentine coils billowing from the depths of the Singularity.

It held, and the engines of the station kept the wildness of starquake back. And the life-raft dowly crept
toward the gation. It lurched forward at first, but then its progresswas dow, asif it fought painfully
againg an dien dement; Buchanan breathed in shalow gulps as he thought of Liz Deffant encased inthe
frall pellet of aship that was being reborn through the coruscating tube.

Hewasin the gtation's smal hold when the raft nudged into thelock. A strange delirium of hope gripped
him. When the battered raft creaked to arest and the white-gold trand ucence died away, he could not
contain himsdf.

"Lizt Liz"

The two low-grade servitors that were the entire complement of the station went about their work
efficiently. They assisted the two dazed figures from the raft and began to remove the massive space
armor. Buchanan was taut with aimost unendurable emotion. He heard the robotic controller of the
dation announce:

"Commander, starquake emissions dying down. Quasi-warp fields have been withdrawn. All three
engines have resumed normd functions. There has been adight failure of some dements of Number Two
Engine, but maintenance systems have repairsin hand. Full efficiency will be obtained in dl syslemsin one
hour. What are your ingtructions?

Buchanan was beside her as the helmet came free. Her long hair flowed around a pae face. She blinked
and stared a him. A tension that had built up during the hours of the ES 110's lunging voyageinto the
Singularity now burst, and Buchanan reached out a big, wide hand to touch her face,

Hefdt tears.

"Al&mdash;" whispered the girl, and he felt his senses battered. The touch of her soft skin wasthe reviva
of al he had ever hoped for. The Altair Sar was only adistant, thin ghost, onethat could stay inits
shadowy nonlife. Thiswasred, thistactile impresson of her tears.

He saw her eyesfill with darm and remembered that Maran was on his ship. He turned, fast.

"What are your ingtructions?' asked the robotic controller. "Sir, have you any ingructions regarding ES
110 personnd?'

Buchanan was himsdlf again, dert and decisive. "'l resume full command of the sation,” he snapped. "Full
restraint procedures& mdash;seize the crimina expellee Maran and take him for medicd attention. Heis
not to be permitted to speak& mdash;do not alow him to communicate with any automatic system!”

"Al, he controls& mdash;" Liz yelled, as Buchanan took astep toward the burly figure.

"What are your ingructions, Commander?' the metdlic flat voice interrupted, as Liz was shouting.



Buchanan opened his mouth to roar at the stupidity of the machines when he saw that the blank faces of
the two low-grade servitors were not turned to him. In that moment, he knew what Liz wastrying to say.

"Reinquish al decison-making procedures!” he cdled abruptly. "1 am commander of this
ship& mdash;accept no orders but mine!”

It wastoo late.
"Commander?" asked the robotic controller.
Both low-grades faced Maran. They were awaiting his orders. Like dogs, they knew their master.

Buchanan tried to reach Maran. His hands were wedge-shaped, the hard edges downward, the muscles
in his shoulders and arms ready to power the blows that would crush Maran while hewas till dazed
from the mind-redling passage of thetunnd. It was dwaystoo late. "Redtrain,” said Maran hoarsely.
Tentacles snaked to encompass Buchanan's limbs. He stared at him as two metallic carapaces regarded
him indifferently. Buchanan felt anger surge within him once more, and again the anger was directed at
himsdlf. He had acted with such stupidity that it was hardly believable.

Maran had issued commands before leaving the ES 110. Of course he had! But he had been vulnerable
for afew seconds when the life-raft lay like a stranded monster in the hold of the station; the man had
been half crazed by the shock of the strange phenomenon of Quasi-warp. That should have been his
chance, Buchanan thought savagely. He had lost it.

A sense of unredity gripped him. Here hewas, in his own command, a prisoner of hisown servitors.
Facing him was the bulk of Maran, one of the most dangerous men ever to be sent to the Rim. By afresk
of chance, Liz Deffant was here too& mdash;she had been brought across the spiraling arms of the
Gaaxy to this encounter, having played some part in the desperate events leading to Maran's presence.

Shocked, enraged, bewildered, he shouted to the robots: "I am Buchanan, commander of the station!
Release me! | resumefull control of dl systems throughout the station! Maran is not to be allowed access
to any systemé& mdash; secure him now!"

The tentacles did not relax. Buchanan's rage seeped away.

Both he and Liz were waiting for Maran to shake the sense-blinding effects of the Quasi-warp from his
massive head. Haggard, patient, utterly fatigued, he at last |looked directly a Buchanan. The sense of
unredlity would not leave Buchanan.

"Buchanan," Maran said, his strange deep eyes assessing the bound man before him. There was no hint
of triumph. Buchanan could begin to appreciate the power of the man; another, in his place, would have
shown pride, perhaps boasted of his mastery of the machines. Maran accepted the Situation and his
dominance of it; it was hisright. About him, there was an aura of grandeur that was only partly to be
explained by his sze. He was uninterested in fighting Buchanan. He would not accept him asan
opponent, in spite of the defiance in Buchanan'sface. Any kind of confrontation was ruled out by his
monumental patience.

Buchanan clung to his one advantage. "Y ou can't get away," he said. "This station has no degp-space
Phase capability. And Commander Lientand's squadron iswaiting.”

Maran was unperturbed. Like Liz, he was swaying. He was dmost on the point of collapse. "Attend to
Miss Deffant,” hesad. "Youll do that?"

"What?'



Liz Deffant heard. She wastoo tired to begin to explain.

"Yes" said Maran. " A remarkable woman." He gestured to the servitors, and the tentacles flowed away
into invisble orifices. "The machineswill hold you if you attempt to harm me" hesaid. "Be aredig,
Buchanan. | must have rest& mdash;Miss Deffant will tell you about their trials aboard the prison-ship.
When | have recovered, your machineswill tell me about your command. In the meanwhile, do nothing
rash.”

Buchanan tensed, and an amost undetectabl e robotic quivering told him that the contraction of muscle
been noted. Maran was massively unimpressed.

"The robots will watch, Buchanan," he said. His eyeswere wdls of tiredness. ™Y ou were appointed to
this station, presumably, Buchanan, because you have an expert knowledge of thesetools." Heindicated
the low-grade servitors. "Respect them!”

"Hesright,” sad Liz dowly. "Hesadwaysright.”

Buchanan could not resist saying: "Y ouwon't get away, Maran.” Childish asit was, the threat did
something to restore his confidence.

"Very possbly," agreed Maran. "To the bridge," he ordered aservitor. It aided his halting progressto fhe
small grav-chute. Buchanan was sure he was ad eep before the chute took him to the bridge of the Jansky
Station.

When he was gone, Buchanan looked down at hisbony hands. He felt the crab of helplessnessstirring in
his body, gripping, clawing at him. Despair and doom echoed through his skull.

"Al?" whigpered Liz, and he saw that she was exhausted.

Confused and bitter as he was, he responded to the appedl. Liz's eyes held no condemnation, only an
urgent need. She lifted her arms and he bent to hold her. Minutes passed. Only the dow whine of remote
systems could be heard. The ship might have held no more than the two of them. Buchanan felt a
suffusion of delight such as he had never, not in the best days of their relationship, believed possible. It
was abursting of happiness that drowned the crablike clawings deep in his body.

Liz gently pushed Buchanan away. They had both drawn strength from the tenderness of reconciliation.

"l wasafool," whispered Buchanan, till amazed at the freak of coincidence that had kept her from
joining thelong-dead in the time-lost tunnd. "Why did | leave you?"'

"You had to! I know how it was, Al!" Buchanan saw that she had changed. There was anew edge of
resolution about Liz Deffant. He remembered the cruiser commander's message.

"Maan?' hesad. "He held you hostage?'
"No. | don't think s0."

"When | think of him& mdash;"

"Don't& mdash;not now!"

"We haveto!"

"Theré€'s been too much, Al! Too much for anyoneto take!™



He held her, lightly thistime. But even during this second long embrace, Maran's brooding presence
madeitsdf felt. A robotic voice said peremptorily: "Routine report, Commander Buchanan!"

"Wd|?'

He hardly had timeto ask himsdlf if the machines had revertedly to his authority beforeit demolished the
unborn hope.

"Commander Maran wishesyou to listen to al routine reports, Sir. The latest on core emission isthat
condition starquake is now in abeyance. There are Smple dipole configurations and data corresponding
with previous readings. No aberrant energy fields. That isdll, gir."”

Buchanan heard, filled with a sharp self-disgust. Maran had instructed the machines to keep him
informed. Hewas, possibly, useful to the cyberneticist who had so easily taken his ship from him. Maran
dept, confident of the robots loyalty.

He heard aracking sob and saw that Liz Deffant was at the end of her powers of endurance. Cursing
himsdf for his selfishness, heled her to the grav-chute. A tentacle restrained him gently.

"Let mepass,” he ordered.

"Commander Buchanan will remain in the hold until summoned by Commander Maran,"” it informed him.
Buchanan shrugged. "Get a couch for Miss Deffant.”

"Yes gar."

Liz wastalking now. Some of the story came out, garbled and incoherent: ". . . hewas so young! And
thosehands. . . but hehad to do it! It was the animal that took over. . . . Al, hewasn't

respons ble& mdash;but the eyes! The eyesin the cdll-deck& mdash;dl staring! It was green, Al& mdash;
they were thrashing about and dying! But he had to do it that way! I1t's the small-minded bigots who had
him sent out! If he's given achance, he can change the nature of our minds! And poor Tup's

neck& mdash;it broke, broke!"

Al stopped the flow of words as her voice rose to an hysterica pitch. He could only guess at the horrors
of the doomed ship'slast hours. Murder. The successive shocks of the cruisers combined fields. The
escgpe of the wounded prison-ship commander. She should not go through the trauma of telling it, not
ye.

He soothed her, comforting her by his physica presence.
"Rosario?" she asked abruptly.
"He was picked up. | had a message from the commander of the cruiser. He's safe and well.”

And then she was back in the nightmare. "l tried, Al&mdash; | found a gun& mdash;amusket, and I've
never killed anything in my life& mdash;but | tried to kill him!™

"All right! Now regt! Tell melater!”
"But | tried to kill him!" She wastrying to make him understand with an agony of desperation.
"Liz, | would have done the same!”

"But him!"



And Buchanan knew shewasin afrenzied torment.
"Forget him! Rest now& mdash;deep!™
"The musket fired& mdash;he knew!"

Buchanan began to worry. This was more than fatigue& mdash; more than understandable nervous
reaction to even mayhem. Liz wasin astate of acute anxiety over Maran.

"Not now, Liz," hesad. "Leaveit!"
"| tried& mdash;to& mdash;kill& mdash;Maran."

Buchanan thought of what he knew of Maran. A powerful and hypnotic persondity, a man with aunique
charisma, aman who could exert such apower over the minds of men and women that they volunteered
willingly for the brutal surgery his machinesinflicted on the deepest centers of the cortex. They died
believing they were Maran's disciples.

Liz?
She was staring a him with ashocked despair.

She had tried to kill Maran. And, because of that attempt, she was suffering from an unholy fegling of
guilt that would not give her the dightest remission.

Buchanan sensed the right thing to say. Hating himself, but able to say the words to the woman he loved,
he whispered: "Heforgave you. Liz, Maran forgave you."

Lizsanguish diminished. Gradually the panic lft her eyes. "Yes" she whispered back. "Hedid." She
dept.

Buchanan kicked out savagely at the watchful servitor. Even as hislegs braced to take theimpact of its
metdlic bulk, atentacle swept out to hold him. Another prevented him from faling.

He sat down to watch Liz deep. He had found her again, only to lose her to the mesmeric geniuswho
had taken his ship.

The three of them were trapped, he and Liz doubly trapped. And where was the way out for any of
them?

CHAPTER
17

Watching Liz Deffant dowly emerge from adeep deep, Buchanan had the curious impression that none
of the eventsleading up to Maran's presence aboard the station had happened. Time telescoped. They
were together, and they seemed not to have separated. Liz looked tired, of course; they wereinthe
cramped hold of the station; a servitor followed their every dightest movement; but they were the same
people, he and Liz. They had a planned future.



Buchanan frowned. Except that Liz seemed to be under Maran's spell. It was amatter he would have to
gpproach with care. Maran himself was adifferent thing entirdly; if only there was some weapon he could
use againg him! But it was out of the question. The responses of the automatons were measured in
ten-thousandths of asecond; Maran wasright to rely on their lightning reactions.

Then Liz opened her eyes and Buchanan could relax for amoment.
The panic and despair were gone.

Buchanan had aways appreciated her levelheaded, gentle, persastent way of thinking. He respected her
intellect. He had known her achieve better results than cleverer colleagues because she did not try too
hard. She alowed her mind to range over a problem, letting an answer emerge by asow process of
growth. Buchanan could see that she had recovered her balance. However, he would not broach the
question of her fedings about Maran.

"Liz, Fd like to know more about what happened& mdash;l know some of it," he said. "I'd like to know
sothat | can think of someway of getting us out of thismess."

"Al, we can't do anything."

He hadn't expected this camness. "No?"

"No, Al. We haveto leave decisonsto Maran now."

Complete resignation, thought Buchanan. It was bad. "1 tried to establish control while you dept.”

"Itsno use, Al. I've thought alot about it." A memory swam through her mind. An amost perfect
humanoid, hair receding, smiling, concerned, knowing al about her. The clerk at Bookings had known
exactly what she wanted, who she was, where she had been. "It was dl too easy," she went on, and
Buchanan again felt hollow at the degree of resignation in her voice. "He knew that the robots would

obey him."
"Maan?'

Shewent on: "He must have had only aminute or two in which to gain control of the cell-deck. It couldn't
have been longer. There would have been automatic aarms, and the cruisers would have easily caught up
with the ship."

"It shouldn't have happened at dl," agreed Buchanan. "The prison-ships are triple-protected by fail-safes.
He couldn't have got to them." He attempted lightness: "When we get out of this, well live primitive. No
machines. Y ou do the cooking, I'll cut thewood. If a machine comes near, I'll get it to abort itsalf.”

Liz smiled, and Buchanan dmost groaned with relief.

"Maran must have prepared, Al. Don't you see, it was dl too easy for him! He must have had
contingency plans. | don't believe he could have taken over the machinesin so short a space of

time& mdash;he must have foreseen that he would be taken out to the Rim on an automatic ship. Al, the
machinesknow everything! They'real mutualy compatible.”

Buchanan saw now. Maran would have got to the Enforcement Service central memory-banks. There
would have been somekind of delay-circuit.

"Yes That'show hedidit."



"And the hypno-d egp conditioning& mdash;with amind like his he could evolve amenta and physica
smulation of conditioning. Drugs& mdash;an dteration of hisneurd patterns & mdash;and an ingtruction to
the high-grade robots to cut in when the ES 110 was deep into the gulfs.”

"And | let him take over my ship.”

Liz was gill wondering at Maran's genius. "'I've worked with the Grade One machines. They're
sophidticated. | sometimesthink they have their own emergent persondities. They frighten me. But Maran
could get to them. He must have contingency plansfor when he gets away from the Singularity.”

"He can't!" Buchanan could not alow it to pass.
"Y ou don't know him," she answered quietly. "He's more than human.”

"Thereésno way out for him. Not with cruisers patrolling the entire Quadrant. Ther€ll be anetwork of
ships and beacons out there until the station can't support itself within the Singularity. It can't get

free& mdash;there just isn't the Phase capability. Were trapped; he'strapped, Liz." He hesitated. "Y ou
wouldn't want him free?"

Lizwastroubled. Theair of fanaticism she had worn when hefirst saw her had gone; but she was deeply
disturbed by the strange encounter with Maran.

"Free again, Liz& mdash;Maran?' he prompted.

"I didn't want you to waste your life looking for aghost-ship.”
"That," said Buchanan, redizing how little it meant to him now.
"I couldn't stop you. We can't stcop Maran. We shouldn't.”
"No, Liz?'

"I don't know!" she burst out. "He's done terrible things& mdash;| saw Y am squeeze thelife out of a
young crewman! But he shouldn't be put away like an anima & mdash;not amind like hisl Al, he has
quditiesthat we can't begin to understand!”

"He did things to men and women that shouldn't be done.”
"l know!"

Buchanan did not press her. The wildnesswasin her eyes again. They glowed golden, helpless, full of
doubts and confusion.

"Heisdifferent,” admitted Buchanan. "It wasimpossible that this ship could project any kind of warpin
the conditionsthat existed afew hours ago. But he told the machinesto make ahypothetica warp, a
Quas-warp ashecdled it, and they did it. Y et there's till no way out for him."

"| thought he wanted me asahostage,” said Liz.
"Lientand wouldn't consider bargaining with& mdash;"

"No! Maran wouldn't bargain either,” She said, puzzled. "He wanted meto stay on the ES 110& mdash;
he could have had me released when he sent the survival-cylinders out, but he didn't. | think he wanted
someone with him. Maybe as awitness, Al. Someone he could explain his conduct to& mdash;someone
who would be able to report that he acted as he did because he was, smply, Maran.”



Buchanan thought of the man's deep eyes, hisimposing bulk, the way he had shaken his massive head to
freeit of the jangling residues of the sense-blinding fields he had passed through. What did heintend
now?

"If I hadn't been so blind!" he groaned. "To think | started thig"

Impulsively, Liz Deffant reached acrossto him: "'l told you | understand now, Al. Y ou had to
go& mdash;truly, Al, I know it."

It was the thought of the Quasi-warp that made Buchanan tell Liz about the Altair Sar. Therewasalink
that he could not yet comprehend, one that he was not aware of having thought of as possible;
neverthel ess, the memory of that beacon-bright eerie field growing out toward the failing transport had
something to do with thetime-logt liner.

"l saw it," hesaid. "'l saw the ship.”

Liz felt asurge of resentment. It passed. Thelost ship was no barrier between them anymore.
"Theremainsof the Altair Star!" she asked.

"The shipitsdf,” heindsted. "It didn't break up, likethe ES 110."

"It'sintact?’

"It'swith aflegt of other ships& mdash;shipslost for athousand years, Liz."

Liz knew the dreadful turmoil of spirit that Buchanan, had endured three years before. Was he suffering
from some sort of hallucination brought on by grief and loneliness? Shelooked and saw the ective
intelligencein hiseyes, not the visonary excitement of aMaran.

"Did you reach the ship, Al?"

"No. | caught aglimpse of akind of ships graveyard & mdash;dozens of ancient ships. They wereheldin
some kind of time-tunnel, some weird effect of the Singularity. | saw it, but the robots wouldn't have it
that it could exist. They said it wasimpossible. There couldn't be such atempora discontinuity.”

Liz grappled with theidea. Cosmic events surrounded her. A bizarre genius had taken over aprison-ship
and hurtled with it into the Singularity; at the Singularity, Al could talk, more or lesscamly, about a
strange tunnel of time. And Al, trained field man, talented beyond so many in his area of research, had
not been able to persuade the robots that what he had seen could exist.

"It waslike aholein the fabric of the Universe," went on Buchanan. "It was so utterly dienthat | could
not begin to explain what it was."

"It il troublesyou?”

Buchanan felt his own unsureness. He had been ready to forget the Altair Sar and itsghodts. If it had
been possiblefor them to leave the Singularity, he could have left the mystery unsolved. There was no
prospect of that, though.

Liz watched him. Buchanan's ghosts were not laid, whatever he said. Thefinding of the Altair Star was
only the beginning of Al'snew tribulations.

"Y ou would go to the ship& mdash;if you could?



"It'simpossible.” But he had said that before. There was something that he should remember....
"But you'd go?"

"| keep seeing thefaces!" he burst out.

"Did you see anything in the ship?'

"Not the passengers or crew. But it was exactly as| remember it. There was no further deterioriation of
itsfabric. It'sexactly asit waswhen | saw it go into the Singularity& mdash;into that weird fild.”

"Al, I'vetold you | truly understand. | couldn't before. Now | know how these ideas can hold one.”

Buchanan was back intime. "If I'd been able to get down to the engines& mdash;if 1'd thought of
wrecking the memory-banks sooner& mdash;maybe | could have worked something out!"

Liz was near to weeping with pity for him. "Doesit matter so much, Al?It'sdl long gone!”

Buchanan looked at her. There was more, she thought. Deep lines she had not seen for years were
etched into hisface.

"They may not have gone."
IITI,MI
"Nearly seven hundred men, women, and children.”

"Al, they must have been dead for three years! Y ou can't help them!™ Liz felt asense of cold inevitability.
A shadowy horror hung over Al Buchanan, and it was cregping out to envelop her too.

"l wasn't going to tell you."

"Tdl me"

"Kochan made the station possible.”
"Why?

"His granddaughter was a passenger.”
"Tdl me Al"

"His scientists came up with atheory about the Singularity.”
"This& mdash;tunnd ?'

Buchanantold her. "Timemight hold till.”
"And if it does, then she& mdash;"
"&mdash;and dl the others. Still there.”

Therewas ahorror, thought Liz. Death was the constant companion of them dl. It was the thought of not
dying that was peculiarly horrible.

"A theory, Al& mdash;only atheory, you say!" She was shuddering.



"l haveto make sure.”
"Maran& mdash;he won't be interested in the tunnel! Y ou won't be able to go to the Altair Sar, All"

Buchanan's craggy face was ugly with bitterness. While his mind had been ranging over the amazing
glimpseof the Altair Sar, he had experienced one of those moments which come, with rare and
fortunate intuition, to trained field men when they are faced with irreconcilable sets of data and conflicting
theories. A double mystery might, just might, be explicable. Maran's abrupt orders, the frenzied activity
of the machines; the building of the eerie Quasi-warp; the time-lost tunne which the robots would not
record. Memories, idess, projections had surged and coal esced and strayed together. Buchanan was
sure of what he said.

"Maran will want to seethe Altair Sar."
IIWI,.H!H
"Yes Liz"

Staring a the man she il loved, Liz thought she would never be able to follow histhoughts. She sagged
back on the couch. She might have lain until she dept had not arobotic voice caled deferentidly to them.
A welird, over-polite invitation brought her to her feet.

"Commander Buchanan and Miss Deffant. Commander Maran presents his compliments. He would be
honored if they would dinewith him immediately. This system requires confirmation,” it added.

Buchanan put an arm around Liz Deffant's shoulders. "This, Liz," he said, "will be something to tell them
about when we're back at Center.”

He could not understand why Liz began to sob uncontrollably until she said: "Tup said the same thing!"
Jerkily, shewent on: "It wasthefirg timel saw Maran! He said it would be something to tell them about
when | got home! And he's dead!"

"We're coming,” Buchanan said grimly to the servitor. There was no way to comfort Liz. Shewould have
tolearnto live with her own ghosts.

CHAPTER
18

The mea was a parody of adinner party. The servitors passed around the food and wine with the
deferentid air of family retainers. Maran headed atable like some patriarch. He ate and drank with gusto,
politely attentive at dl timesto Liz, and complimentary to Buchanan on the excellence of hisjudgment in
selecting appetizing mea-programs. He would not alow adiscussion of their future until the robots deftly
flicked away the last of the dishes.

"Coffee, Miss Deffant?' heinquired. "And try some of Mr. Buchanan's brandy. Excellent!" he added,
spping thefineliqueur. "Y ou'll gppreciate that | have not been able to enjoy the pleasures of thetablein
recent months. The Enforcement Service have a puritanical gpproach to refreshment. Their atitudeisa



hangover from less enlightened times than our own."

Buchanan cautioned himself againgt an outburst. Maran's treatment of them had been utterly correct.
There had been no threats, no demands. And though he had taken over the station, he had treated Liz
and himsdlf as honored guests. What could one do in the face of such unjatronizing confidence?

"No doubt you will be thinking of the time when the Service again has meinits charge?' Maran inquired,
uncannily picking up Buchanan's unspoken retort.

"I can't see how you can evade the cruisers,”" Buchanan answered. "The station has alimited capacity for
life-support. The cruisers can keep on patrol in relays. As soon asthe station triesto leave the
peripheries of the Singularity, it can be picked up by force-screens. Y our escape istemporary, Maran.”

Liz Deffant looked from one man to the other. Both were impressive, both resolute and determined. She
had no doubt which would triumph in any contest. Maran's single-mindedness would be supreme. She
could only be a spectator now.

Maran exerted his personality when he spoke again to Buchanan. "I have told Miss Deffant thet | have
thefeding that you, she, and | were predetermined to meet, Buchanan."

"Sowevemet," said Buchanan tightly.

Maran smiled. "Buchanan, | know the conditioning you Galactic Service personnd receive. But try to
break out of it for afew moments& mdash;forget what you have heard of Maran the mongter. Think of
what you see before you& mdash;look!"

And Maran was asmiling, easy hogt, glassin hand and relaxed smile creasing hisbig, broad face. Liz
Deffant saw the deep, hypnotic eyes and wondered at the strange influence he had over her. Since he
had first explained his tormented vision, she had been unable to summon up ajot of resolution or
courage. Looking at Maran was like being faced with some stupendous force of nature.

"I heard what you did," said Buchanan. "Y ou can't be alowed to rip the minds from any more men and
women. Even though they arewilling."

Maran nodded dowly. "My machines are crude. They are not yet ready for the delicate work oi
examining the cellswhich carry an imprint of man's evolutionary processes. They harm, they maim, and,
regrettably, they destroy. | won't pretend that Maran has not brought misery and death to the noble
spiritswho followed him. But, Buchanan, there hasto be agtart! We must examine the deep centers that
aone carry theimpression of that moment of trangtion that made uswhat we are! One day, Buchanan,
cdll-surgery will be acommonplace& mdash;but only if astart ismade! And Maran has made the start!
And Maran will find away through the mists of time and isolate that moment of change. Miss Deffant,” he
sad, turning to Liz. "Y ou bdievethat Maran can do it?

Buchanan saw the answering gleamin Liz'seyes.
She said nothing, but he knew that she was Maran's.

"It isnt my decison,” Buchanan said. "But if it were, I'd stop you. And send you out to the Rim." He
paused. "If | had to, Maran, I'd destroy you."

Ashesaidit, he knew that, if hefdt abitter antagonism toward Maran, it was not for his trestment of
those who had volunteered to take part in his strange experiments. It was more smple, more basic, than
that. Maran had woven aspdll on the woman Buchanan wanted more than anything in the Universe.
Jealousy, he recognized. He was jealous of Maran!



"Would you?" asked Liz quietly. "Would you, Al?"

Heturned away from the hurt in the golden eyes.

"Al&mdash;you couldn't. | know," shesaid. "Y ou just haven't got the hatein you, Al."
"A fruitless conversation," sighed Maran. "1 had hoped for better things.”

Buchanan felt choked by his conflicting emotions. There was aneed for violent action very near the
surface of hismind; yet the robots hovered close, ready to react with instant speed. Patience, hewarned
himself. Maran had not yet spoken of what he intended to do. The station had a considerable capacity
for life-support, but that capacity had to be divided by three now that Maran and Liz were aboard.
Maran could do simple equations too.

Liz asked the question that dominated Buchanan's thoughts. "Well, what do you intend to do, Maran?
Al'sright& mdash;the cruisers can't let you escgpe. Commander Lientand can sit outside the Singularity
until you're ready to give up. Therésno way out.”

" think Buchanan knows," said Maran.

Buchanan said nothing, did not, allow amovement of hisfaceto betray histhoughts.
"Al?" asked Liz.

"| checked the reports, Buchanan,” said Maran. "All the readings.”

"I expected that," agreed Buchanan.

Y et what could Maran do, even if he persuaded the machines that what was clearly impossible might be
reached?

"Al?" asked Liz again.

"Buchanan fedsit his duty not to discussthe object of hissearch,” said Maran.
"Y ou said you wouldn't& mdash;"

"Don't!" Buchanan said harshly.

"Buchanan, | know!" Maran said decisively. "Yes, Miss Deffant. | told you | felt a sense of predestination
about your involvement with my escgpe from the ES 110. Our paths coincide.”

"Theship?' shesad, trembling.

"Yes, Miss Deffant. | shdl invite Commander Buchanan to return with meto hisformer command. | have
insructed the machinesto take usto the Altair Star."

Liz gasped. Buchanan'sfist clenched around the stem of the glass. The dender stem snapped in his hand,
and brandy made aspreading stain. A servitor had the cloth cleared and the brandy mopped away within
seconds.

"When?' asked Buchanan.

"Why, when you have finished your drink," said Maran, asthe robot placed another glass before
Buchanan.



Liz Deffant saw the massive, serpentine coils enveloping the station and gripped Buchanan'sarm until the
nails bit into the flesh; an unreasoning panic blotted out al other thoughts. Buchanan swayed too,
knowing that no matter how many times he ventured within the deeper reaches of the bizarre space-time
enigma he could never become accustomed to the gppaling blank otherness at the center. He saw that
Maran was stunned by the violence of the descent into the Singularity.

And there was nothing he could do, for the dender tentacles of the couch held him firm.

The station shuddered, engines howling, asthe drive built force-screens to ease the ation through a
vicious conjunction of energies. The big screen showed the coils giving way to awhirling blackness shot
through with emerad whorls. From the black pit, reinforcing bands of power emerged to investigate the
nugget of human technology which had invaded the Singularity.

The station exuded screens, leaking power and easing between colossal forces. And it did away, away
and nearer the center.

Through eerie vortices, countering brute power with subtle field emissons, the station glided smoothly
into the bizarre regions. Buchanan breathed a prayer of relief and gratitude to the engineerswho had built
the ship. They had been able only to guess at the grim fury of the Singularity'sinner depths, but they had
planned and built well. No enginefailed, no screen dipped.

The ship became camer, its pace less subject to wild upheavas. Maran could concentrate on the
operations screen, while Buchanan watched him.

Therewas no sgn that hewas afraid. If he trembled, it was not from fear, but awe at the incredible
violence of the Singularity, and the miracle of thelittle ship'ssurviva.

The maelstrom surged, and Maran's face showed both awe and excitement. Buchanan stared now &t the
screen. He saw the strange black depths and felt hismind redling.

"Look!" roared Maran, and Liz and Buchanan were held in atrance by the stark emptiness of the
blackness at the center of the Singularity. They glimpsed it and shut their eyes.

"An entire new Universel” Maran shouted.

But histwo companions could not look. Reluctantly, Buchanan conceded Maran ameasure of greatness.
The bizarre architecture of the Singularity was afit context for him. Maran was unquestionably awed by
what he had seen, but he had lost none of his assurance. Massively excited, he radiated confidence and

power.

"All" whispered Liz as Maran lowered his great head to the command console. "Al, why does he want to
gotothe Altair Sar?"

Buchanan saw that Maran was indifferent to them. Eyes haf closed, he was staring raptly at the screen.
"The ship'sdmost intact,” he said. "If he could reach it, he could use the enginesto power alife-raft.”
"But you can't let him&mdash;Al, it's like amausoleum, you said! No one should disturb them!™

Buchanan fdt the Sick excitement of his quest weling up insde him once more. Cursing hisinconstancy,
he whispered: "I don't want to go, Liz& mdash;| don't want Maran to have a chance of freedom! But |



haveto go!"

It seemed to take hours, but only minutes passed. Buchanan watched the seconds fly away and
wondered if time were structured differently in the inner depths. Speculation wasfutile. No satisfactory
theory had explained the unreal dimensions. K ochan's words came back to him, and there was an
uncanny stirring of the skin and short hairs behind his ears. He shuddered, as Liz had done, recaling the
idea of the long undead. It was abetrayal of the natura order of things.

And yet there was il the gripping compulsion to return to the Altair Star. It could not be denied.
Whatever he might find, and however much he dreaded it, he had to go on now that he was so near.
Even though Maran meant to use the ship!

Green-glowing serpentine coils gave way to infinite emptiness.

They were near the mystery now, very closeto the strange stars, or the black hole, or the combination of
unguessable events that formed the center of the enigma

Buchanan saw the Altair Star asthe eerie tunnel swam onto the big screen. A flickering glimpse, and
thenit wasgone. Lizsaw it.

"Al!" breaethed Liz Deffant, cutting into histhoughts and bringing arush of fedingsthat he could not
concern himsalf with now.

"Thisisthe place of wrecks?' asked Maran.
"Thisistheplace.

Scanners roamed as Maran manipulated the sensor-pads.
"Readings,”" he demanded.

"No gtarquake emission,” reported the Grade One robot. "All three engines operating a satisfactory
levelsof efficiency. Screens engaged a nine-point-three-one-eight-two level .

"Report the condition of the Altair Star."

"G

"They don't admit the scan,” said Buchanan.

"Report on thetunnd," said Maran, ignoring Buchanan's objection.
"Thetunnel, Sr?" asked the Grade One robot.

"They won't admit the tempora discontinuity,” Buchanan said. "Nothing. No tunnél, no tempora
discontinuity, so no ship.”

Maran wove a spdll over the console. Robotic systems hesitated. Buchanan did not doubt Maran's
powers. Asthe big, white hands gentled the sensor-pads into compliance, the station edged nearer the
glittering tunnel. The screenswerefilled with an astonishing glory. Then, Buchanan again glimpsed the
emptinessthat lay awhole Universe beyond the Strange glittering tunnel. He saw aterrifying emptiness
that sent his thoughts awry and brought a spangled, reding and roaring confusion inside hismind.



Whenit cleared, Maran was giving ordersin hiscam, ingstent voice: "Scan.”

"Sir?" asked the robotic controller.

"For ships."

"I have intermittent contact-potentia with three Enforcement Service cruisers, Sir.”

"Not those."

"I have readings of the debris of alarge transport, with implosion immediately preceding breakup.”
"The ES110," said Buchanan.

Maran held up ahand to indicate that he should be silent. Two flat carapaces regarded Buchanan with no
menace at dl. Y et they conveyed dert tenson. He gritted histeeth in frugtration. Patience, hetried totell
himsdf. All led to the Altair Star. Once he had determined the fate of the hundreds he had led to their
doom, he could begin to plan, estimate, take decisons, find the single chink in Maran's armor of
sdlf-confidence.

"Scan,” repeated Maran.
"Sir?" asked the robot.
"The tempora discontinuity observed by Commander Buchanan.”

"Aninteresting theory," said the flat, metallic voice. "Onethat Mr. Kochan supports. It is, of course,
impossible, ar.”

Maran did not hesitate: " Reduce screen levds.”
"Yes, ar."

The station had an oddly defensdess fedling. Buchanan tensed again, aware of the gigantic forces that
might boil up and leave the ship in submicroscopic, jangling fragments.

Butit held.

"Project awarp to the tempora discontinuity,” ordered Maran.
"Towhat, Sr?'

"Thediscontinuity.”

Buchanan sensed the rebelliousness of the Grade One robot. If it would not accept Maran's orders, they
al faced Lientand's ships.

"With what object, Sr?' the machine at last asked.
"Investigating atheory.”

nGr?

Buchanan could dmost hear the self-questioning of the robots.

Maran snapped: "lsn't that the object of the Jansky Singularity Station?”



"The object of the station is observation and recording, sir,” theflat voice answered a once, quite certain
now. "Those are the primary functions, r."

"Then observe the tempora discontinuity!"
"Which cannot exigt, sir!™

Liz Deffant saw the big man's utter concentration. Hislarge, degp eyes were pinpoints as he stared at the
pedestal which housed the Grade One robot.

"Observe the Quasi-discontinuity!”
IIS rl?l

There was along pause. Buchanan had seen the myriads of circuits, the endlesstiny sheaves of
memory-cells, which were the core of the ship's computers. There was more factual knowledge in them
than aman could storein amillion lifetimes. And it was dl ready for instant recall. There were generative
systems which could produce strategies to cope with any eventuality the machines could understand.

They had said they could not scan theimpossible,
The discontinuity& mdash;the time-tunnel& mdash;wasimpossible.
Therefore, they reasoned, they could not cope with it. They could not admit its existence.

And Maran wastelling them to scan for atime-tunnel which might exist& mdash;a hypothetica
discontinuity.

Buchanan knew hewould return to the Altair Sar inthat moment. It was aconfirmation of Maran's
prescience. Maran had ordered the impossible. And the machines accepted the order.

"Very good, sir," came the metal-edged voice.

They watched as the marvelous, haunting time-tunnel began to take shape. Bathed in a coruscating
white-gold sea of strange, eddying forces, the ships appeared on the screen. Liz Deffant sighed.

Sheforgot the burly figure at the console. All the experiences of the bitter hours drifted from her memory.
She saw what Al Buchanan had seen, and she entered into his knowledge, shared hiswonder and grief,
understood his compulsive obsession as never before. The eerie resting-place of so many shipswas
dreamily pesaceful, utterly beyond anything she had thought to see. Al wasright. It was aien but
beckoning, terrifying but compelling. The mystery lay before her initsbizarre magjesty.

A freak scanning showed the whole length of the Altair Star. Washed by ripples of white-gold
tranducence, it gleamed like some magnificent, somber tomb.

"We shouldn't disturbit,” breathed Liz. "No, All"
"Please, Liz," said Buchanan.

Maran brought the scanners close to the ship. He knew ships. "The bridge has gone. But that doesn't
mean she'sawreck."

"It was blasted clear. Againg my orders.”

"Yes" said Maran. "It was under robotic direction?’



"Infragaactic policy. | tried to take over."

Buchanan thought of the frenzied, despairing, harsh orders, the gouging shocks as his engineersripped
out decison-making systems.

AN
"| took too long to make the decision to take over.”

Maran frowned. "Power potentia when you blasted clear?!
"About eight percent.”

"Low."

"Therobots | et the screens down.”

"Yes" sad Maran.

"Leavethe ship done, Al! Please!" Liz said, turning to Maran.
"I'm sorry, Miss Deffant,” Maran said.

Buchanan waited, bilein hismouth. The years of searing anguish, interrupted by Liz Deffant's tenderness,
had led to this moment.

"Well?' he asked.

"We go, Buchanan."

"All of us?"

"Not Miss Deffant."

"Stay here)" said Buchananto Liz.

"We both have our reasonsfor going,” Maran said to her. "Buchanan's you know. Y ou may or may not
have guessed mine. But you know this, Miss Deffant,” and his great eyes were luminoudy intent. "Y ou
know that Maran must not fail!"

Liz shrank back, afraid for Al Buchanan, convulsvely afraid that Maran might work some shocking
legerdemain aboard the ghogt-ship.

"Project a Quasi-warp,” ordered Maran.

The robaotic controller sill hedged. "Whereto, Sr?"
"Tothe Altair Star!"

"Well take deep-space armor,” Buchanan added.
"Why?" asked Maran.

"Life-support. Aboard the Altair Star. Itssystems should haverun out." Hesaid in alow voice: "I hope
they have.”



"I must state, for the purposes of record that the station commander is grosdy exceeding the instructions
of the Board," the Grade One robot announced.

Buchanan followed Maran to the hold.

Liz Deffant watched the ghostly fleet, picking out here a bulbousion-fisson hulk that had not roared
acrossthe dimensionsfor haf amillenium; there an eegant scout that had drifted into the tunnel not more
than sixty or seventy years before. She could hardly bareto look at the huge, infragalactic liner that had
been Al Buchanan's command.

CHAPTER
19

The eeriejourney brought aproximity desired by neither man, yet each derived a measure of comfort
from the knowledge that another human being was in the cramped cabin. Pinpoints of white-gold
iridescence spangled the interior. Itstiny engines groaned as shields were forced inward by the
blossoming Quasi-warp. Coiling shards of black light began to build up asthe glittering tunnel formed
around the raft. The Singularity's fields jerked and pushed, and the raft spun crazily asit left the sation.

Buchanan gave no thought to Maran. Half-forgotten scenes tumbled with gppalling clarity through his
mind: achild'stoy; the stunned face of adignified old man; Preston'srefusd to believe that the machines
would condemn them, his shout of protest.... Thelast moments of the Altair Sar haunted him afresh. He
could seethelogt faces, the dawning horror, the dow redization that the finad moment had come.

"Proceed,” ordered Maran.

The Quasi-warp, created by the station's puking engines, reached out to the misty edges of the strange
graveyard of ships.

Buchanan saw Maran's big-boned, overfleshed face through the visor. There was a grotesque
magnificencein hisbulk. His eyes burned with a deep, profound, and tormented vison. Buchanan knew
that he should be considering his own future actions: he should be working on some way of thwarting
Maran's escagpe plans. But he could not. Liz was safe. Whatever happened to Maran and himself aboard
the Altair Star & mdash;and he was more sure than ever that he would reach the ship& mdash;she would
be cared for.

The robots would safeguard her person. If he and Maran failed to return, they would decide that the
station and its records should be preserved; and Liz with it. Perhaps Maran knew that only if Liz's safety
was assured would he willingly accompany him to the riven, time-lost ship.

Buchanan firmly put down any speculation about what Maran wanted him for; it was enough that he was
returning to his command. He would find the answer to the question that had tortured him for so many
years, that had sustained him through the long interview with the Board, that had kept him intent and
purposeful during the descentsinto the depths of the Singularity. Time enough to wonder about Maran
when he had put to rest the ghosts of the Altair Star.



"Maran,” he said urgently. "1 want to be thefirst to step into my ship." He was pleading, but he did not
care. "It was my command.”

"Agreed,” said Maran.

The Quasi-warp built into athrusting, glowing spear that diced through the unguessable forces. It merged
with the strange architecture of the Singularity and allowed the life-raft to passinto the deeper regions. A
small screen pulsed irregularly. Buchanan's mind spun as the screen picked out the fantatic time-locked
graveyard.

"Therel" hecalled.

They had reached the impossible temporal discontinuity. And theimages of the ancient shipsfilled the
screen & mdash; blurred, dmost unrecognizable as the deep-space vessel s to the untrained eye, but
immediately identifiable to Buchanan. And Maran, it seemed.

"| see, Buchanan."

Maran fed in commands. The raft hung, shot through with the white-gold, stunning radiance and the eerie
black light. Every cdl in Buchanan's body seemed invested with the Singularity'sweird effects. Yet he
saw the ship.

"The Altair Sar!"

Theimpossible warp drilled through and into the time-tunndl . Coruscating, whirling forces eddied around
the raft asit glided along its sheath of trand ucence toward the Altair Star. Buchanan clung to the
obsessive fixation that had worried and ripped at his mind for so long: why had the robots allowed so
many to Snk away into the glittering tunnel?

Then even that thought was gone as a sudden eddy of grotesgue forces beat the Quasi-warp. Maran
struggled to hold theraft, but the Singularity's weird forces would not be denied. Thelittle craft was
hurled about with ablind, brutal frenzy of strange powers. And the two men pitched about the tiny cabin
heplesdy.

Buchanan's mind regled. He struggled for sanity, for breath, for memory. Then, there was peace.
Camness camelike an explosion.

There was the boiling tumult as the Quasi-warp merged with the bizarre equilibrium of forces that made
up the time-locked tunnel; and then nothing. Utter calm possessed the life-raft.

"Tekeover," said Maran.

Buchanan forced hismind to clear and his handsto obey hiswill. But he trembled, the big gauntlets
hardly able to manipulate the smple controls of the console. All wasimpatience, dread, incoherency,
unplanned haste. Y et he could steer the battered raft through the gaping hole where the bridge of the
Altair Star had once been. Terribly afraid, but unable to avoid facing the remains of the ship, hedid the
raft with easy skill toward hislast infragal actic command.

It was as bad as he had feared.



Buchanan ignored Maran's restraining hand. He clambered out of the raft and crossed the ruin of the
deck. All about him, the tenuous energies of the Quasi-warp shimmered and coruscated in aweird
merging with the white-gold of the eerie tunnel. There was an area of complete calm where the two sets
of forces met. Buchanan walked toward the splayed figures of his crewmen.

Preston was there, frozen in the act of ripping out a bank of memory-coails. A crewman whose name he
had never been able to remember was beside him. Both, he sensed, might move at the approach of his
armored figure. Their limbs still seemed to have the dadticity of flesh and muscle that indicateslife;
Preston’s hair tumbled over his face& mdash;Buchanan expected him to brush it from hiseyesin the
familiar half-irritated gesture he knew so well. Behind these two were other figures& mdash;crewmen,
three other men Buchanan had seen in the passengers |ounges. Maybe they had some knowledge of the
machines whose destruction Buchanan had ordered. Some held ripping tools. To thelast, they had tried
to save the ship.

Buchanan stopped, halted by an appdling, gruesome thought.

Were K ochan's theorists right?& mdash;were these splayed figures held in some kind of shadowy
hinterland, between life and death? Was the blonde-haired girl with the haunted eyes somewhere beyond
the wrecked bridge, waiting in atimeless moment for the death that should have come three years
before? Wasit the same dl over the ship?

"No!" whigpered Buchanan, afraid to go on. The huge liner might be agigantic mausoleum, as Kochan
believed. But one that held the undead. He yelled out in tormented grief, quintessentia terror and
primeva dread striking through him as he thought of the hundreds of unliving yet undyingin their
time-struck ranks throughout the riven ship. Eventsin time seemed to telescope once more, and he saw
again the uncomprehending fears of the passengersturn to grim knowledge as the ship began itslast,
fluttering plunge into the Singularity.

He could say nothing, nor could he move.
Hissoul revolted.

How long he might have stood, huge in the deep-space armor, he could not tell; perhaps he might have
gone beyond the pool of camnessformed by the Quasi-warp and toward the glittering, beckoning areas
where the splayed bodies hung. It could have happened, for he was oppressed by a nightmarish surge of
guilt grief, and horror; afew steps would have taken him into the limbo where time seemed to have
stopped.

Maran prevented any such move.
"Buchanan, | need you to direct the machines" boomed the amplified voice.
Buchanan surfaced, leaving the waking dream.

Maran. Here, in the vast charnd-house. Maran intruding in this haunting and terrible place. It was
unthinkable.

He must be got out.
Buchanan turned and broke into alunging run.

"Stop!" boomed the vast voice. "Think of Miss Deffant, Buchanan& mdash;think of yoursdf! Think of this
ship!"



And Buchanan, having no thoughts at al, only a sense of outrage, was hated by the sheer confidence of
Maran's orders. He was brought back to ameasure of sanity, and he could recall his situation, that of Liz
Deffant, why and how he had reached the Altair Star and what he was to do about the pitiful, Slent
remains of the liner's crew and passengers.

"Buchanan, this Quasi-warp protects us, you and me! But it can't hold for long! | need you to help me get
the robotsto build adrive, Buchanan! | haven't got enough time to redirect their programs. Help me,
Buchanan, and you return to Miss Deffant at the station!”

Buchanan gtared a the armored figure. He could see Maran's anxiety. Turn Maran loose? Certainly the
Altair Star's engines could power adrive& mdash;and there was afully-equipped boat that was capable
of reaching the nearer constdllations; add one or two of the big enginesto its sturdy hull and you would
have a ship that could crossthe galaxy.

Buchanan thought of Liz Deffant. And then of Kochan's granddaughter.

"Maran, do you know why | came here?' he said, hisvoice hollowly echoing around the ingde of the
helmet and setting up fresh echoesin the wreck of theliner.

"Yes," sad Maran, and Buchanan saw his eyes, dways estimating, dways planning, full of awareness. "
know, Buchanan. Y ou cameto find why you faled.”

"I didn't fail!"

"Youfaled."

"It was the robots!"

"No robot can defeat a determined man.”

"They took the screens down& mdash;they let the Altair Star sink into this!" And Buchanan indicated
the glittering, menacing tunnel wherethe logt ships eddied dowly.

"Order the machinesto build adrive, and I'll tell you why you failed.”

Buchanan felt a sense of helplessness. "Y ou can't escapethe cruisers.”

"Buchanan, would it hdpif | said | believed that too?"

Buchanan could not face the salf-questioning that stormed into hismind. He said quickly: "Yes, Maran!"

"Then | promise you, Buchanan, that | have every reason to believe escape from the Singularity
imposshle”

"Tdl me. Wherel faled. Why& mdash;this." And he gestured heavily to the gap beyond wherethe
bridge had been, and where Preston had led the assault on the machinesin the last vain effort to hold
back the long night.

What did it matter that Maran should have alifeboat, however powered? Buchanan had to know why
the robots of the Altair Star had quietly surrendered seven hundred lives.

"The machines were faced with an anomaly,” said Maran.

"l know that."



"Then you should have expected their reaction.”

Buchanan thought of the last moments of the Altair Sar. Think camly, logicaly, coherently, at sucha
time? 'Y et he had done what he thought best. At the Court of Inquiry there had even been
congratulations.

"Thet'sdl?'
"Buchanan, faced with theimpossible, they decided that their function was at an end.”

And then he could imagine the machines cam decision & mdash;could amost hear ther flat voices,
amogt seetherdlaysflickering to theinevitable conclusion.

"They gave up because& mdash;"

"Because they decided that their context could not be, Buchanan. If their surroundings were becoming
impossible, so were they!™

Buchanan repeated hollowly: "If their surroundings were impossible, so werethey! Everything about them
could not be& mdash;could not exist! & mdash;so they stopped!™

"Now you haveit," said Maran. "Accept it."
"Youdidnt."

Maran was dmost sympathetic. "I am Maran." He was silent for amoment, and then his voice boomed
around the hulk: "Cdll to your machines, Buchanan."

Buchanan laughed. He had found Maran's weakness, The man had forgotten that the machines were
outside the Quasi-warp's protective fields.

"Youll have to awaken the dead,” he said. "Maran, how can | reach the memory-banks?"
"Watch!"

Maran spoke and the life-raft seemed to come alive. Its smal engines jerked and thrashed at his
commands, and the little vessel shivered as power screamed from itsdrive. Dazed by the blast which
rocked the big liner's hulk, Buchanan became aware only gradualy of the increasing strength of the
Quas-warp.

"Don't!" heydled suddenly, aware that the tenuous glories of the eerie field were creeping beyond the
space where the bridge had been.

"Maran& mdash;don't let it touch them!™

Horrified, he watched as the bizarre forces of time-locked tunnel and strange Quasi-warp met and
merged. The strange warp began to invest more of the Altair Star; but Buchanan's eyeswere riveted on
the splayed, fresh bodies.

"It hasto be done!" boomed Maran.
"But they& mdash;they're not dead!”

Hewould have hurled himsdlf at Maran had he not been rendered gtiff with fresh horror by the sight of
the bodies; for, asthe Quas-warp reached them, merging with the tunnel's coruscating white-gold, the



processes of degth reasserted themselves; and Buchanan saw time run its course. The bodies decayed.

Preston was aghastly gray-green sight, his handsome features billowing with mold; and, within seconds,
the features had gone and only white bone remained. Time surged on and bone crumbled, turned to dugt,
was swept about in the gusting fields so powerfully countered by the combined drives of the station and
thelittle raft. Buchanan bregthed a prayer.

It wasfor himsdlf. He did not want to think of what was happening throughout the lounges and private
cabins of the Altair Star.

"They were always dead!" Maran snapped. "Buchanan, nothing can reverse desth& mdash;nothing! It
was held back, but that's all & mdash;there was never anything you could do for them!"

There was more than anxiety in his voice, Buchanan recognized; the man was oppressed by the aura of
the doomed ship. The ghosts clamored throughout its deck, now released from some weird limbo that
had held them, while outside, in the dowly whedling Galaxy, three years had passed.

"Buchanan, order the machinesto regard me as commander, and then return to the Sation!”

Buchanan moved ponderoudy toward the small dust-heaps. Why not help Maran? There was nothing he
could do now for the Altair Star. Itsfrozen moment was over. Only he was | ft, after the passage of the
years. Thetime-locked tunnel had released the undead. The fabric of its grotesque white-gold fields had
been burst open. Why not let Maran get what he wanted from its depths?

He passed more heaps of dust where clusters of men and women had waited. Terrified groups, facing
eternity together. He reached amaster-console and was not even surprised when it glowed into life at his
touch. He gave the brief ingtructions and returned.

"Ask Miss Deffant to watch," Maran said.
Watch what? But Buchanan did not care.

Maran moved decisively. He pointed to the battered raft, edging Buchanan toward the port. "Go back,
Buchanan. Go to Miss Deffant! Tell her Maran said she should watch!”

"I'll tell her," said Buchanan.

The last he saw of Maran was his broad back, unnaturally huge in the deep-space armor, radiant with the
fires of the Quasi-warp.

CHAPTER
20

Liz Deffant saw the return of the life-raft with anguish. She rushed to the hold to see Buchanan, huge and
armored against the gold-shot tiny black pits which opened in the fabric of the station. She waited asthe
robots took off his suit



She knew that he had seen things too terrible to spesk of.
"Come," shesad.

Buchanan did not notice that she was unsurprised to see him return aone. She hdf pushed, haf led him to
the grav-chute and the cabin above. Only when they reached the bridge did Buchanan spesk.

"Liz," hesadwith adisbelieving cam, "Liz, they werethere. They were dl there& mdash;in the ship.”
"Later, Al," whispered Liz. " See!"

Buchanan automeatically reached for sensor-pads as the big screen burst into life. Scanners roved; the
screen pulsed, cleared, and settled. It wasthe Altair Sar.

Buchanan and Liz Deffant were fascinated by therippling, bunding, utterly alien surge of power asthe
massive engines of the ship began to weave the impossible, monstrous web of forces summoned into
being by Maran's strange genius. They saw agreat band of energies eerily combineto formasingle
Quas-warp that pushed aside the eddying configurations of the time-locked tunndl.

"He'sgoing," whispered Liz Deffant, but the words were barely audible, only athin bresthing, an
automatic carry-over from aforgotten state of mind. The mgesty of the thing she and Buchanan watched
obliterated dl else.

Thebig lifeboat of the Altair Star was the source of the Quasi-warp. It nosed out of the rent in the lost
ship'sside, and colossal shards of the strange tunnel gave way before it. The Quasi-warp bent the fabric
of thetunnd.

The scanners held the terrible mgjesty of the scene. The screen flowered with renewed violence; the
lifeboat was a star-center. Waves of energies began to rock the station. Buchanan's hands shook.

Hismind cleared at lagt. "Maran!" he said urgently. "He's using the boat to escapel™

It hadn't been at al important aboard the lost ship; but here, at the station, Buchanan wasagain a
Gaactic Service employee, responsible to the Council and aware of Maran'sinexplicable and unholy

powers.
Liz Deffant gripped hisarm. "Al& mdash;wetch!™

By her tone he knew that she wasin possession of information he had missed. There was aresigned, sad
tonein her voice that he recognized. He had no time to consider it, for the lifeboat became a blossoming
cancer, white-gold in asea of fragmented, blistered, impossibly complex black-lighted powers. The
Quasi-warp was demolishing the entire time-locked tunnel.

From the center of the sea of black shards, the lifeboat rose up and hung, poised. The station was hurled
away by the hurricane that wasitswake. Y et the scanners kept to their task; Buchanan and Liz Deffant
clearly saw the end of the Altair Star.

It was one of a score of shipsthat danced, whirled, and spun zanily in the wash set up by Maran's
overpowered boat. The Altair Star lurched end over end. A tiny, ancient rocketship cannoned into it.
Wereits crew even now joining the ranks of the dead? It was a grotesque, fantastic sight; the thought of
the crew of the ancient, tiny ship which had adventured so many centuries before across the gulfs, was
grangely haunting. Other ships smashed into one another. Fragments of lost shipstoo joined the crazy
corybantics set up by the Quasi-warp.



The two appalled watchers saw the lifeboat begin to surge forward, full of power. Blackness boiled
around the wrecks. The Quasi-warp completed the destruction of theimpaossible runnd that held them,

"He'sgoing out!" Buchanan began to say. "Maran's& mdash;”
"No," sad Liz, with asurprisng harshness. " Seel"
Buchanan looked into the depths behind what was | eft of the tunndl.

A blank, terrifying emptiness had opened at the core of the Singularity. Buchanan's thoughts spun.
Somewhere among his memorieswas Maran's triumphant ydl: " An entire new Universe!"

Wasit?

It wasahole, apit, asink of energy, anothingness, an dien and empty pathway of pure night, black, and
logt, blank and void.

The poised lifeboat seemed to hesitate,
"No!" Liz Deffant cried, reponding to the eerie emptiness of the gaping pit. "No, Maran!"

Flooding with tendrils of white-gold glory, the great drive that had once powered the Altair Sar built to
acrescendo. Thelifeboat pulsed, glowing, blasting, roaring forward, driven by the huge engines.

Straight into the black hole.

"Gone!" bresthed Buchanan.

There was moreto follow, equally strange.
"Dear God, the Altair Sar!" Buchanan gasped.

He and Liz saw the ghost-fleet spin dowly around the wreckage of the time-locked tunnel. And then they
resumed their interrupted voyages.

They werefree of the grip of the bizarre enigma.

One by one, the long-lost shipsfollowed the still-writhing wake of Maran'slifeboat. In agtately
procession, like carriagesin afunera cortege, the ships descended into the terrible emptiness.

Buchanan was nerveless, stupefied.

He watched the end of the Altair Sar. For seconds, it was outlined againgt the white-gold trand ucence,
and then it was gone. The dust of so many human beings was on itsway to the most weird interment ever
known. The great infragaactic liner, at last, was gone.

"It'sover,” sad Liz.

Buchanan felt acurious sense of relief. Hisghostsweretruly laid. And then he thought of Maran.
What strange Universe had received him!

"Maran?' heasked Liz.

"Heleft amessage.”



Together, they listened to the deep, powerful recorded voice: "Miss Deffant! Buchanan! The gationis
now yours. Maran will trouble you no longer. If Maran iswrong, he will trouble the Galaxy no more."
There was a change of tone, and Buchanan sensed an edge of regret. No human being could renounce all
he had known without some feeling of gpprehension. "Maran recognized your nobility of spirit, Miss
Deffant. Buchanan isafortunate man. Asfor Maran, he will try to enter into the Universe he saw. It may
bethat in another kind of life, he will be able to continue hisinvestigationsinto the grestest of al
mysteries. For, make no mistake, the structure which exigtsin the Jansky Singularity isno accident!
Maran recogni zes the handiwork of an intelligent entity. So Maran leaves you and the Galaxy that
regjected him to find beings capable of understanding hisambitions.” Quietly, he added: "Think of Maran,
Miss Deffant.”

Buchanan shivered.

It waslike listening to arecording of adead man'swords.
"Itisdl over," hesad.

"Isit?" Liz asked.

"Yesl For us, yes!"

CHAPTER
21

Lientand saw that the station had suffered. Unguessable forces had eaten at its fabric. Whole sections
had been smashed clear away. No darting scanners roamed beforeit. It was ablind, crippled, failing
nugget of technology that had just managed to stagger clear of the gppalling chaos within the Singularity.
Nevertheless, helpless as the Station gppeared, Lientand kept his cruisers main armament oniit.

"Still no beamed transmissions, sir," reported hislieutenant "The life-support systems are working, but
there's not much power."

"Get him," said Lientand.

Hewondered if he should risk his crew. His humanity struggled against agrowing conviction that Maran
should be put down as one would a mad dog.

A launch set out, but before it covered the short distance to the station, aport opened in the scarred side.
Thelaunch followed.

"Take no chances," ordered Lientand, when the raft was inboard.

Seconds passed and then dowly a crack appeared in the bent and burned life-raft. A small port swung
adde.

Redtraint tentacles, hand-weapons, blast-screens. dl were ready.



Then acrewman yelled increduloudy: "It'sawoman!™
Lientand began to believein miracles.

When he heard the uproar, Rosario crawled from his bed, to the accompaniment of robotic protest. He
ignored it and dragged himself to the hold. All over the cruiser, men wereroaring their delight.

Buchanan helped Liz out. When he saw the way she looked at the lean, craggy-faced man, Rosario
shrugged regretfully and listened.

"WheresMaran?' asked Lientand,
Buchanan 4till looked dazed. "Maran choseto go into the Singularity.”

Lientand knew shock when he saw it, but there had to be the few vita, immediate questions. Then, and
for days|later, Buchanan could only give an account of what he had seen& mdash;when trained
interrogators began their subtle questioning to see what he knew of Maran's motives, he could do nothing
to help shed light on the inexplicable dynamics of the bizarre genius.

Maran; the time-locked tunnel; the black pit; the failure of the robots when the Altair Star waslost.
Buchanan sensed a connection, but it was one that eluded him for many days.

It was only when he was interviewed by K ochan that the moment of insght arrived.

No one e'se was present to hear Buchanan's appalling story. Kochan heard it al in silence, with hardly a
change of expression on hiswrinkled face. When Buchanan, finished, he said: "Y ou are quite sure about
her?'

llYall
Kochan sighed. "I can live with it. Can you, Buchanan?'
"l think 0."

There would be the sadness, the regret, the memories, but the dread was gone. Liz Deffant would be
there.

"Therell be another gation,” said Kochan. "Bigger. You'll want it?'
“No."
"I'm interested in the Quasi-warp. Theresalot of work to be done a the Singularity.”

"Not by me," sad Buchanan. He thought of the impossible tunnd, the dien blackness. "I'm making a
suggestion to the Council about it, Sir."

"Investigation?'

"No."

"What then?"

"That weleaveit done”

Kochan's eyes did show emoation then. "Why?'



" think we could becometoo interested iniit. | also think it's too much for us."

"A mystery too deep for mere men?' He thinks my nerve has failed, thought Buchanan. Kochan was
not sneering, but the tone was sardonic.

Buchanan tried to explain: "Y ou remember what Mrs. Blankfort said?”
"What was that?"

"Shetold me not to hate the robots.”

N

"| did. I loathed them for giving up the Altair Star."

Kochan was hogtile now. "What point are you trying to make?"
"Inaway," said Buchanan, aware of the hodtility, "they wereright."
"Right to abandon al hope& mdash;right to take my grandchild!"

"l used to think asyou do."

"Y ou've changed your mind. Why?'

"I believe the robots decided the Singularity was beyond our comprehension.”
"Itid"

"But ours, 5ir," ingsted Buchanan.

"Say what you mean."”

"The robots believe we can't understand the Singularity & mdash;it's beyond us& mdash;beyond us
& mdash;not beyond them!"

Ashesaid it, Buchanan had a sudden vison of Maran at the console of the big lifeboat, pitching the
overpowered little vessel into the frightful dien pit: Maran with his machines! Maran, gtriving to penetrate
some vast mystery by offering himself up to the creatures that had built the time-locked tunnel.

"Go on," said Kochan.

Buchanan knew at last why the robots had surrendered his ship. Not because they believed the tunnel
impossible. Maran had not told him the truth. The machines had wanted to keep the secret of the tunnel
away from human beings.

"That'sdl thereis, Sr," hesaid helplessy. "1 think the robots are right. They don't believe the human race
ready for the forcesloosein the Singularity. That's why they accepted the inevitability of the complete
loss of shipsthat went near it. That's why the robot satellites were lost so soon. The robots kept usfrom
the Singularity through fear."

"Y ou came out. With the station.”
"It took aMaran."

"Yes," said Kochan, and Buchanan sensed in him something of Maran'sterrible smplicity. Kochan



smiled. "Y ou've done your part, Buchanan, Y oull find me grateful.”

Buchanan redlized that Kochan had found anew god. He intended that the Singularity should give up its
Secrets.

He hated it with a pathologica anger. He wanted revenge on the monstrosity that had destroyed his
grandchild. By plundering its fantastic recesses, he would be gaining some recompense for her loss.

Buchanan thought bleskly of the strange effl orescence that was the black hole. 1t was the ultimate danger.
And Maran wasin it. What would that bizarre geniuswork in the dien pit?

There was nothing he could do. Naturaly he would point out the dangers. But men like Kochan
inevitably would maneuver, scheme, fill others& mdash;like himself!& mdash;with afiery passon to know,
and then the window into that other Universe would be wrenched open by the might of the Quasi-warp.

"I've done my part," Buchanan agreed. He had fought his one and only campaign.
"Miss Deffant iswaiting," said Kochan, not unkindly.
Buchanan knew that he had been dismissed. He thought with pleasure of the little survey-ship.

While the Galaxy lasted, he and Liz would do the necessary, useful thingslike surveying bardy-known
gar-systems and bending plant-formsto new uses.

Hewent, for he and Liz had waited long enough.
L et those who could make the mind-redling decisons.

L et those who dared enter the Jansky Singularity.

The End



