"a blaster against an unarmed human proves nothing,' the robot
said_With its one arm it picked up a fencing epee and threw it to
Hosato, who caught it easily.

"You have an unbroken record of success, a long line of dead
men behind you,' the metallic voice grated”Then let this be your last
challenge: Match your mind and abilities against mine—against a
robot!"

Before Hosato could launch an attack, however, It quickly
snatched up a second sword and had it between themHosato extended his
epee and settled into an engarde position. The robot knew him too
wellHe"d rather be killed in a fight than go meekly to the slaughter.

And he wanted to prove, even with his dying breath, that he
could beat it, that a man was better than a machine.
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would have to fight the boyAll the argument thus far had proved was
that the youth had no logical objections, but was making them up as
he went along to support his own stubborn streakThe only way to end
the discussion would be to teach the kid a lesson .. physically.

Having reached this conclusion, Hosato began to reassess the
situation, specifically viewing the room as a battlefield, as he
continued the discussion.

"Be reasonable, Jamesl®ve been hired to do a job, like anyone
else in this complexThat job is to teach you how to fencelt wasn"t my
idea, it was your father"s, so instead of arguing, let"s get on with
the job at hand.™

"But 1 don"t want to learn to fencel!"™ the boy insisted, his
gray eyes glowering from beneath a sandy tousle of hair"Why not?"

The boy was tall, in his mid-teens, and broad for his ageHe"d
have the advantage of reach, since Hosato barely came up to his
shoulders in height, but whatever edge his youth gave him in speed
should be offset by his awkwardness.

"It"s silly,”" the boy grumbled"Why should 1 waste my time
learning something I"11 never useSwords are obsolete .. so are guns,
for that matter, but at least a gun would train me for using a
blaster."

"Are you carrying a gun or a blaster at the moment?'" Hosato
inquired politely.

"No," James admitted"You aren®"t allowed to carry an energy



weapon inside the complex unless you"re a security guard."
"But you are wearing a sword."

From what Hosato could see, the boy®"s sword had a slender blade
roughly one meter longThe overly ornate hilt indicated it was more a
decoration than a functional weaponProbably no cutting edges, which
would restrict his opponent to attacking with the point.

"OF course 1"m wearing a swordAnyone of any station worth
mentioning does."

"But you can"t see any reason for learning to use it?"

The boy"s beige cotton-and-nylon jumpsuit would give him
freedom of movement, though not as much as Hosato"s black fencing
uniformThe soft-soled boots would give him traction, but the cloak
was too longWith any luck, he®d trip over that cloak, or at least
find 1t tangling his arm if he turned too suddenly.

"No, 1 don"t," the youth retorted”Nobody actually fights with
swordsThey"re a fashionable status symbolTwo years ago it was spangle
gloves, today it"s swordsBig deal."

Hosato abandoned his preparatory observations to make one last
effort to convince the boy logically.

"Look, JamesYour father is one of the most important men in
this complex—a complex, I might add, that is constantly feuding with
another complex on Grunbecker®s planetThat makes you a prime target
for kidnapping or assassinationRealizing that, can"t you see the
value of learning to use the one weapon the laws let you carry?"

"Let Security handle them.' The boy shrugged'That"s what we pay
them for."

The tile Ffloor of the rec room would give them decent footing,
though not idealThe far end of the room was still in darkness, but
the X aisle here between the four pool tables would be well lighted
enough to work inHaving completed his survey, Hosato moved to set up
the confrontation.

"Security will handle them." He sneered, mimicking the boy"s
voice"And what if they don"tWhat will you do thenFile a complaintOr
would you be forced to do your own fighting for a change?"

The main vulnerability of youth iIs not inexperience, it"s
prideThe boy"s head came up with a snap as he reacted to the slight.

"1 can take care of myself if I have to."

"Is that a fact?" Hosato stung the boy with a patronizing
smile"Tell you what, Jameslf I can prove to you that you can®"t handle
yourself in a fight, will you agree to study what 1 have to teach
you?"

"That wouldn"t be fair,” the youth protested”l didn"t say I
could cross swords with a fencing master and winBut there aren®t that
many fencing masters aroundl can hold my own against the kind of
opponent 1°d be likely to have to fight, though."

Hosato smiled”lt seems there are a few misconceptions here we
should clear upFirst of all, I"m not a fencing masterl™m a
professional duelistl®m supposed to teach you to fight, not score



points in a tournamentSecond .'"-he showed a few more teeth-— "l didn"t
say 1°d cross swords with youl"m betting you®"re sloppy enough with
that weapon 1 could defend myself without using a sword."

The boy started to reply angrily, but caught himself.

"No deal," he said suspiciously"You"ll probably use karate or
something."

"As a matter of fact, | don"t know karate,' Hosato lied easily.

"Why not?" asked the boy"l mean, you"re Oriental."

“"That"s rightl can"t use chopsticks, either." Hosato caught
himself before his annoyance grewThe boy had inadvertently touched a
nerve, but it wouldn"t do to go into this fight mad.

"We"re getting off the subjectl™m proposing a little contestYou
use a sword, and I don"tlf you can draw blood on me in five minutes,
111 go to your father and tell him you don"t need lessonsls it a
deal?"

The boy hesitated"What if I kill you?" he asked.

“"Then 1"11 be dead and you won"t have to take lessons."

"I mean, what would I tell my fatherWith you dead, there®"d be
no one to say it was an exercisel"d look like a murderer."

Hosato smiled to himselfThe boy was bright enoughMaybe he®"d
make a fencer after all.

""Don"t worry about it, James,'" he said confidentlyHosato
pulled a small flat box from where it was clipped inside his tunicHe
thumbed a dial and lifted the unit to his lips.

"Suzi!" he said.

From the depths of the darkened end of the rec room came the
whir of small high-speed motors, and a strange shape emerged into the
light.

It was obviously a robot, but a very specialized robotlt stood
six feet high, floating on a cushion of air, and was shaped like a
rectangular metal box stood on endOne side was a rough manikin form,
and had a jointed mechanical arm dangling from it.

"Meet Suzi," Hosato said'My combination equipment closet and
fencing assistant."

"So what?" said the youth, unimpressed.

Hosato spoke into the control box againSuziDisplay replay
camera three two minutes back."

In response, the machine pivoted about to reveal a view screen
mounted on the end opposite the armA picture sprang into focus, of
Hosato and James in conversation.

"draw blood on me in five minutes, 11l go to your father-"

"Stop, Suzi!" Hosato turned to the boy' There®s your witness."

The youth was craning his neck to peer around the room.



""Have you got cameras in here?" he asked.

"Yesl tape all my lessons,'" Hosato replied"They"re spaced
around the room to make sure the action is captured from all angles."

He pointed to a small black box no bigger than a matchbox,
perched on the pool table by the boy"s el-bow.

"How many cameras are there, Hayama?" a new voice inquired,
using Hosato"s aliaslt came to them from the other end of the room as
a new Figure stepped into view.

SashaHosato frowned to himself as he recognized the svelte
figure of the security chiefHe was going to have trouble with this
ladyShe was too efficient and moved a bit too quietly for his
comfort.

"Half a dozen,'" he answered, forcing a smile"l didn"t see you
come in."
"You weren®t supposed to," she replied without smiling"”Go
ahead, Master Jamesl®ll be your witness that you attacked your
teacher at his own request." She draped herself casually over a
folding chair next to the robot.

James looked uncomfortable for a moment, then grudgingly drew
his swordHosato felt a quick wave of sympathy for the boyHe had run
out of excuses and was now forced into doing combat with a fencing
coach in front of an attractive womanTo say the least, it was an
unenviable position.

Reluctantly the boy raised his sword into an awkward initiation
of an en garde position.

Instead of responding in kind, Hosato simply stood facing him
squarely, arms folded across his chestThey watched each other
intently for a few moments; then Hosato cocked an expectant eyebrow.

The youth, suddenly realizing Hosato wasn®"t going to do
anything more in preparation, began to edge cautiously forwardHosato
remained motionlessFinally the boy screwed up his courage and poked
his sword forward in a quick jab.

Without moving his hands, Hosato stepped leisurely backward,
and the attack fell short.

He continued sauntering backward, and raised the control box to
his lips once more'Suzi!" he said loudly"Give us a buzzer in five
minutes, starting now!"

Tucking the box back inside his tunic, he reversed his field
and approached the boy once more.

"Okay, James,'" he said in a barely audible murmur”Try it again,
and this time act as if you mean itWe"ve got an audience!"

The boy flushed and sprang forward, not waiting for Hosato to
stop movingThe blade darted toward his tormentor®s chest, but
encountered only thin airThe target disappeared as Hosato pulled his
left shoulder back, twisting his torso parallel to the advancing
bladeThe point passed harmlessly by, scant inches from his chest.

"Much better!" he said, retreating easily up one of the



aisles"A few more like that and 111 have to start treating you
seriously.”

The boy pressed forward, on the attack again, only to find
Hosato had changed his trackHe was standing sideways now, his right
hand extended leisurely, as if holding an invisible sword.

Puzzled, the boy jabbed at the hand and missed again as the
hand drifted back to its original positionAnnoyed now, the boy
stepped forward and tried to thrust past the hand at Hosato"s bodyThe
blade was batted disdainfully aside by the hand that now seemed to be
blocking the path of attack.

Hosato drifted sideways, putting the pool table between himself
and the stalking youthThe boy paralleled his motion, sword extended
over the width of the table, watching Hosato"s movements as a lynx
watches a rabbitAgain he jabbed with the sword, only to find he had
again misjudged the distance.

Hosato moved neither foot nor hand in defense, laughing at the
boy®"s frustration as the pool table brought his attack up short.

Suddenly the control box inside Hosato"s tunic started to
tingle against his bodyHe risked a glance over his shoulderSasha was
standing with her back to them, closely examining the robot.

There was a flash of movement in the corner of his eye, and
Hosato snapped his attention back to the fightToo lateDuring his
moment of distraction, the boy had slipped around the end of the pool
table and was sprinting at his tormentor with his sword at full
extension.

Hosato was caught flatfootedThe sword point was scant inches
from his body and there was no way he could defend himself-
legitimately.

Reflex action took overHosato dropped to the floor under the
speeding sword pointAs he did, his foot lashed out In a vicious
kickln that flashing moment, his conscious mind regained partial
control but not in timeHe checked the main force of the kick and
moved the point of impact from the diaphragm to the stomach, but that
was all he could do.

The kick landed, and the boy doubled over and collapsed on the
FfloorThe sword slipped from his fingers and clattered noisily away as
he gasped for breath.

Hosato rippled to his feet and was at the boy"s side in an eye
blink"Are you all right, James?" he asked, lifting the youth by his
armpits to aid his breathing.

All the while, he was cursing reflexes—his reflexes and his
inattentivenessTo give himself away this early in the game .

"What happened?" demanded Sasha, standing beside them.

"He .. he kicked me!" the boy gasped.

"Nonsense!" Hosato snapped indignantly'The boy got
overenthusiastic and ran into the corner of the table thereKnocked

the wind out of him."

"You said you wouldn®t use karate!" the boy whined accusingly,
ighoring Hosato"s protest.



"1 told you I don"t know any karatel!™

"This can be settled easily enough,'” Sasha interrupted'Let"s
see the replay on your cameras, Hayama.''

Her voice was casual, but her eyes were studying Hosato with
soft suspicion.

"An excellent suggestion,' Hosato said, fishing the control box
out of his tunic'SuziCamera fiveDisplay replayOne minute back."

The view screen winked obediently to life, and two figures swam
into focusHosato waited, poised, as James circled wide around one end
of the pool table the boy darted forward Hosato floated lightly
behind the table again James tried to change his course, slammed into
the corner of the table, doubled over, and rolled off onto the
floor...

"Interrupt, Suzi!" Hosato ordered.

The screen went dark again.

"You seeThe boy just—"

A raucous buzzer went off in the robot.

"What was that?" Sasha demanded.

"The signal that five minutes is upl forgot to cancel the
timing order."

Sasha ignored his answer and turned to the boy again"Well,
JamesWas that what happened?*’

The boy was still sitting on the floor staring thoughtfully at
the dark view screen.

""HuhOhYeah, Sashal forgot about the camerasl was just trying to
get out of taking fencing lessons."

Now it was the boy"s turn to suffer the security chief"s
piercing study.

"In that case, 1 think you owe Hayama here an apology."
James lurched shakily to his feet and extended his hand.

"I"m sorry, HayamaAll things considered, I"ve changed my
mindl*d like to take those lessons, if you®"ll have me as a student.”

The boy had given up too easilyThere was a new depth in his
gaze that hadn"t been there when they first met.

"Certainly 1711 have you, James," Hosato said, accepting the
handshake'"1¥ anything, 1 should apologize to you for putting you
through such a rough first lesson."

The boy picked up his sword and resheathed it.

"IF it"s all right,"” he said, "l think 1"11 go lie down for a
whilel™m still a little queasy from that accident.”

""Go ahead.' Hosato smiled'Same time tomorrow?"



"Right."

"Wait outside a minute, James,'" interjected Sasha"l"1l1 walk
along with you."

The boy hesitated, then nodded and left.
"We"ll have to have dinner together, HayamaSometime soon?"

Sasha®"s smile didn"t reach her eyesHosato ignored the warning
bells going off in the back of his mind.

"Sure, Sasha,' he said, forcing a smile"Any particular reason?"

"Nothing specialYou"re the newest person on the staff, and I
know the least about youl thought it might give us a chance to get to
know each other better."

"1 thought those application forms | filled out were pretty
complete.”

Sasha smiled as if at some secret joke"Forms seldom tell the
whole story."

"Well, how about tonight, then?"

"There®"s no hurryNo one leaves the complex without my
approval "

She turned and followed James before Hosato could reply, which
was fortunate, because he couldn®t think of oneHe stared about the
twosome for a few moments, then thoughtfully began to collect his
remote cameras.

""Suspicious bitch!" said Suzi.

Involuntarily Hosato shot a darting glance around the
room"'Someone might be listening, you know," he said.

""'Sensors detect no human or electronic surveillance,”™ the robot
retorted.

Hosato grimacedHe should know by now the futility of arguing
with his partner.

""Come on, SuziGive me a hand with these cameras."

The robot floated over to him, but would not be distracted from
her observations.

"They"re both suspicious, you knowThe security chief and the

boy.
"1 know, Suzi."

"Don"t underestimate the security chief just because she®s a
female."

"IFf anything, I"m tracking her doubly close because she"s a
female, Suzi."

"1 thought so!" The robot sniffed haughtily.



Hosato secured the last camera in the storage compartment and
began unfastening his tunicAs he did, the door of the compartment
slid shut, then reopened, exposing an entirely different storage
area.

"1 wish you"d use the normal doors when we®re on assignment,"
Hosato commented”lt"s supposed to be a secret that you can rearrange
your internals."

"It Is a secret,"” the robot retorted”l told you, no one"s
watching."

Hosato ignored the rebuffHis attention was devoted instead to
the two swords displayed in this compartmentThe dueling epeesNo
matter how often he saw them, whether as a student or after the
maestro had presented them to him, they always gave him a vague
chill.

The swords had been used over the centuries for sixty-three
bloodings and thirty-one killsA total of ninety-four duels—no, make
that ninety-fiveHe had forgotten to include the latest duel, the one
that immediately preceded this contract...

It had all started on Mitchum®s planet There were four of them
waiting by the designated rockkEven though they were still in sight of
the spaceport, no crowd gathered to watchApparently duels such as
this were not uncommon.

Hosato studied the group as he approached themSuzi floated
silently at his side, her disapproval displayed by the absence of her
traditional comments and observations.

Three of the men were obviously the Scale brothersTheir flashy,
stylish clothes disguised neither the family resemblance nor the
arrogant slouch of habitual bar toughsThey were long-limbed and
broad-shouldered; their build and manner set them apart from the
fourth man, even more than their obvious difference in color.

The fourth man stood slightly apart from the othersHe was bald
and Negroid, his ramrod-stiff posture marking him as militaryHis face
was impassive, but his well-muscled, compact body and poised
readiness were enough to cause anyone to give him wide berthlt was
obvious to the most casual observer that the worn holster of his
blaster had not been purchased used, but had aged the hard way.

The bald man moved forward to meet Hosato''MrMathers?'" he asked.

"1 am Hayama,
settle this affair."

said Hosato'"l have been retained by MrMathers to
The bald man swept him with a speculative glance before

replying'l am Moabe, MrHayamal have been asked to serve as umpire."
Hosato inclined his head slightly in formal acknowledgment.
""HeyAre you one of Mathers® seconds?"

Hosato turned to face the speaker'Might 1 ask whom 1 am
addressing?' he queried.

"I"m Harry Scale, the challengerThese are my brothers, Casey
and Tom."

Hosato inclined his head to them"l am Hayama."



One of the brothers, Tom, snorted derisivelyThe other studied
Hosato carefully.

"You didn"t answer Brother Harry®s question,”™ he commented
quietly.

"l have been retained by MrMathers to settle this affair,”
Hosato replied'He sends his regrets over last night"s incident and
states he is ready to make public apology under any condition you
might set forth."

Tom grinned and began making clucking noises like a chicken.

Harry was more to the point'No deal, HayamaHe"s not getting off
the hook that easyl challenged him and he accepted, so he"s going to
have to fightYou just go back and tell him we"ll wait here one more
hourlf he isn"t here by then, we"ll come and get him."

Hosato smiled"That will not be necessaryAs | said, | have been
instructed by MrMathers to settle the affairlf possible, this was to
be done with an apologylf not ." He shrugged and let the sentence
hang in the air.

"What do you mean—?'" Harry began.

"He"s taking Mathers™ place,”™ interrupted Casey.
"What?'" exploded Tom, finally coming to life'He can"t do
thatMathers was challenged, and he"s got to be the one to fight."

Hosato looked at the umpire.

"It iIs not without precedent," Moabe ruled, "for a challenged
party to appoint a champion to fight in his stead."

The brothers bit off their objections and huddled together for
a quick conference.

Hosato smiled to himselfHe found a certain ironic justice in
the situationlf thugs tried to use the format of a duel to cloak a
murder, it was only fitting they find themselves bound by the rules
and traditions governing that form of combatHe caught Moabe"s eyeThe
black looked at him impassively for a moment, then slowly closed one
eye in a conspiratorial winkHosato was not the only one present who
appreciated the humor of the situation.

"Okay, Hayama!' Harry calledThe huddle was breaking up"It"s
your funerallf you want to die instead of Mathers, that"s your
privilegeWe"re willing to settle this with you."

Moabe was suddenly between them, one hand on the butt of his
blaster.

"“A duel is individual combat," he said levelly'"The seconds are
to serve as witnesses only, and are not to take an active part in the
battle,”

""Hey, Moabe!" Tom protested''Remember, we"re the ones who are
paying you."

"That"s right,"” Moabe retorted, "and you®"re paying me to umpire
this duel, which means I guarantee the rules are strictly followed by
both sides.”



"Shut up, Tom!' Casey interrupted”Don"t worry, MoabeThis is
Harry"s fightHe"d probably shoot us himself if we interfered.”

His smile was not convincing.

"Very well, gentlemen," Hosato replied, as if there had been no
interruption'As representative of the challenged party, 1 believe 1
have choice of weaponsl choose epees."

"What?'" bellowed Harry.

"Epees," said Moabe'SwordsNot only is it an acceptable dueling
weapon, it is one of the original dueling weapons.™

"Go ahead, Harry," called Casey"It"s like using a long knife."
"But 1 don"t have a sword,' protested Harry.

Hosato was already at Suzi"s side, opening one of her many
storage compartments.

"1 happen to have a matched set of dueling epees.

MrMoabe, if you would be so good as to inspect them for
acceptability _?"

He passed the weapons to Moabe, who examined them closelyThe
Negro®s eyebrows shot up with surprised appreciation before he caught
himself and restored his normal unmoved expression.

"YesThese weapons are acceptable,”™ he ruled'"MrScale, as your
opponent has provided the weapons, you have first choice."

He offered both weapons to Harry, who scowled suspiciously,
then made a large show of examining them closely before choosing.

"My client will accept first blood in settling this matter,”
Hosato announced.

"What"s that supposed to mean?' Tom demanded.

"Duels may be settled by Ffirst, second, or third blood,"™ Moabe
informed him"First blood means just that-the duel is ended when blood
is drawn, however trivialSecond blood means the duel will be fought
to the first serious injuryThird blood is a duel to the death, and
the fight will continue until one of the combatants is dead, even if
it means the seconds have to hold a wounded duelist up until the
death blow is struck."

"Oh!" said Tom, properly mollified.

Casey had been studying Hosato suspiciously throughout the
exchange'You seem to know an awful lot about this stuff, Hayama,"™ he
commented.

"This is not my Ffirst duel,” Hosato admitted.

"Hayamal!" Harry exploded in sudden recognition'Heyl"ve heard of
youYou"re a professional duelist!"

Hosato inclined his head in acknowledgmentThere was a pregnant
moment of silence as the brothers exchanged glances.



"MrScale," said Moabe, stepping forward, "do you wish to
reconsider accepting MrMathers® apology?"

Harry started, then brandished his sword'"Why?

I"m not scared of himCome on, HayamalLet"s get this thing over
with."

Mentally, Hosato cursed Moabelf he had just kept his mouth shut
for a few more minutes, Harry might have backed down on his ownBut
Harry was a bully, and would never back away from a fight on someone
else"s suggestionWell, there was no getting out of it nowWith a sigh
Hosato stepped forward and struck a pose, legs straight, sword and
sword arm extended level at shoulder height.

Harry regarded the stance suspiciously.

"IFf you will come en garde, MrScale,”™ Moabe prompted"Extend
your sword until its point touches that of MrHayama®"sl will then give
the signal to begin."

Harry shot a black look at the umpire, then awkwardly initiated
Hosato"s stance and extended his sword.

"Ready, gentlemenFighting for first bloodBegin!' It was over
almost before it startedHarry plunged forward, trying to overwhelm
and surprise his opponent, but he made a mistakeLike most novices, he
ignored his opponent®"s arm and tried to attack deep, going for a body
hitAs he closed the distance, Hosato"s sword point floated out and
plunged deep into the bicep of his sword arm.

Harry recoiled, dropping the sword and grasping his wounded
arm.

"Halt!" called Moabe.
Hosato stepped back and relaxed his guard.

"First blood has been drawn,"™ Moabe intoned"The matter is
settled.”

"Not so fast!"

All heads turned toward the source of the voice.

During the skirmish, Casey had drifted back and taken up a
position behind MoabeHe was there now, but his blaster was out and
leveled at the umpire.

"Harry didn"t agree to this Ffirst-blood bull_"

""He entered into combat after the terms had-"

"Shut up, MoabeWhat do you say, Harry?"

""Come on, Caseyl™"m hurt!"

""Casey glared at his brother for a moment, then turned his gaze
to Hosato''Hayama,' he said, "I know you wouldn®"t want to take
advantage of Harry®"s condition, so what say you switch that sword

over to your left handNow!"

Slowly Hosato complied with the order.



"Okay now, Harry?'" Casey called.
""OkayCome on, HayamaJust you and me."
Hosato advanced slowly to meet him.

Harry was lyinglt wasn"t just the two of themlt was becoming
increasingly apparent to Hosato that if he succeeded in killing
Harry, one of the other brothers would gun him down, rules or no
rulesHe had been afraid something like this would happenThat®"s why he
had a small, flat two-shot blaster secreted in his pocketCasey had
timed his move well, however, and there was no way to reach the
weapon without drawing fire from the other two brothers.

Harry plunged forward againHosato parried and bounded backward,
ignoring his chance for a fatal riposte.

"Not so good with your left hand, are you, Hayama?" Harry
sneered.

"Get him, Harry!" Tom called from the side.

As a matter of fact, Hosato was almost as good with his left
hand as he was with his right, but he didn"t dare actTom"s shout
fixed the third brother®s location in his mind, though, and gave him
the germ of an idea.

Steeling himself, Hosato darted forward, on the attackHarry
batted the lunge clumsily aside, but didn"t attempt a counterthrust
as Hosato slipped past him.

"Pretty fancy, Hayama,' he admitted grudgingly.

Hosato mentally heaved a sigh of reliefThe move had been
riskylf Harry had been an experienced fencer, he wouldn"t have dared
try it for fear of the reflexive counterthrustBut he had gambled, and
it workedNow he was in positionHarry advanced again, but this time
Hosato gave ground, backpedaling away from his opponent.

"Ready, Moabe?'" he called.

"Ready for what?' Tom demanded.

For a reply, Hosato whirled and plunged his epee into Tom"s
chest.

"Hey!" shouted Casey.

That was all the distraction Moabe neededDropping to the ground
and drawing his blaster in one smooth motion, he cut Casey down with
one shot.

Harry had dropped his sword and was drawing his own blaster as
Casey fell"You bastard!" he screamed, leveling the weapon at Moabe®s
back.

Hosato"s shot took him as he squeezed the trigger stud, the two
blasts sounding as one.

Silence echoed over the field.
"Moabe?'" Hosato called at last.

""He has ceased to function,' Suzi informed him.



Hosato hung his head in fatigue and sorrowHe had liked Moabe,
however short their acquaintance had been.

Suzi retrieved Harry®s sword and floated silently to his
sideHosato sighed and began to secure the weapons in her storage
compartmentHe didn"t chide Suzi for not assisting in the FfightHowever
human she seemed at times, she was still a robot, and therefore
incapable of killing or injuring a human.

"'Someone"s coming," Suzi announced.

Hosato raised his head and saw a man approaching from the
spaceportThis man was of a different cut than most, his conservative
clothes, like a uniform, identifying him as a corporation manHe gave
the strewn bodies no more than a casual glance, striding purposefully
toward the survivor.

Hosato studied him with mild curiosity as he approachedHe had
been hired as a duelist by corporate men before, but not often.

The man came to a halt at a slight distance”May 1 ask whom 1 am
addressing?" he inquired.

"1 am Hayama,' Hosato replied.

A vague ripple of relief crossed the man®"s face"ExcellentMy
name is Reillyl represent the Raven-steel Corporation, and we are
interested in retaining your services."

Hosato"s eyebrows went up"”Am 1 to understand it would be the
corporation and not yourself individually who would be retaining my
skills?"

"That"s rightWhyls something wrong?"

"Nol just can"t imagine why a corporation would require the
services of a duelist.”

"We don"t." Reilly smiled"You see, we at Ravensteel are aware
that despite your obvious abilities, dueling is not your main
livelihood, just as Hayama isn"t your real nameYour name is Hosato,
and you are a freelance spy and saboteur, one of the best, according
to our sourcesRavensteel needs a saboteur, and we need one badlyThe
fact you can fence is merely frosting on the cake."

"MrMathers?"

The bartender turned at the sound of Hosato"s voice''Hayamal!' he
exclaimed.

"It is settled,” Hosato said quietly.
"They accepted my apology?"

“No."

"But you said .. Oh.""

"Harry Scale will not trouble you againNeither will his two
brothers."

Mathers stood regarding Hosato with a new respect.



"1 seeWell, I guess you want the rest of your money."

He went to the cash register, and returned with a handful of
billsWordlessly he counted them onto the bar counter in front of
Hosato.

Hosato picked them up without checking the count and started to
stash them in his tunic; then he hesitated'Did you know Moabe?' he
asked.

"The NegroNo, I didn"t know him and didn"t want toThe Scales
always had a couple darkies hanging around with themNever could warm
up to them, myself."

"1 see," said Hosato.
""Hey, nothing personal, you understandYou Orientals are all
rightYou"re quiet and politeBut Negroes well_you know how they are.

Mathers smiled and winked knowingly.

Hosato regarded him for a moment, then put away the money and
turned to leave.

"HeyNo need to hurry off, HayamaCome on, 1"11 buy you a drinkl
figure 1 owe you a little bonus.™ Hosato left without acknowledging
Mathers® words.

Reilly was waiting in his hotel room as promised, and answered
the door promptly when Hosato knocked.

""Come in, come in," he invited"l hope you don"t mind meeting in
my room, but I thought it would be best if we weren®t seen together
in public.”™ "It"s quite all right,” Hosato assured him.

"Well, make yourself comfortableCan I get you something to
drink?"

"Not just now, thanks."

After the abortive duel, Hosato wanted a drink badly, but
thought i1t unwise to drink if business were to be discussedHe seated
himself on the plush sofa and waited while Reilly poured himself a
healthy glass of ScotchHe wished he could have brought Suzi along,
but it would have been too hard to explain her presence and might
have aroused suspicions as to her true capacities.

"You sure | can"t get you anything?" Reilly asked, smilingHe
was obviously back in his own element againThe stiffness and
formality he had displayed at the dueling ground disappeared now that
he was in a hotel room with a drink in his hand.

Hosato had encountered his kind beforeAn aging pretty boy
sincere smile and a firm handshake look you right in the eye: the
trademark of a corporate field manHosato never really felt at ease
around themHe preferred the company of the rougher set, who would
throw back their heads and laugh or glare with suspicionThe
unshakable joviality of the corporation types was a mask that
successTully screened their true thoughts and reactions.

"Well, 1 guess you must have a million questions, MrHosato,"
Reilly said, pulling up a chair.

"For the moment, just one.' Hosato smiled"Who gave you my



name?"’

""Oh, thatA gentleman called the "Hungarian® referred us to
you."

The HungarianThat gave a certain air of credibility to the
contactStill..

"Did he send any messages to me?' Hosato asked.

"As a matter of fact, he didl was going to mention it later,
since it didn"t seem particularly importantHe said to tell you his
dog died."

That was the fail-safeThe Hungarian never owned a dog in his
life; in fact, he hated themHowever, it served to confirm that Reilly
had indeed been checked and forwarded by the Hungarian.

"Very well, tell me about this job you have for meYou mentioned
sabotage?"

“"That"s right,” Reilly confirmed"What do you know about
Ravensteel Incand McCrae Enterprises?"

"Not much," Hosato admitted' They"re both based on Grunbecker’s
Planet and they both make robots.™

Reilly smiled"MrHosato, you have an unsuspected talent for
understatementStill, that pretty much sums up the situationThe only
major amendment I would make would be to point out that between the
two of them, they produce eighty-five to ninety percent of the robots
in use today."

Hosato raised his eyebrows in genuine surpriseHe had no idea
those two corporations dominated the industry to that extent.

"Now, then,™ Reilly continued, "what do you know about the
corporations themselves, particularly their interrelation with each
other?"

"MrReilly," Hosato smiled to hide his annoyance, "you asked
once what 1 knew about the corporations in question, and 1 told
youNow, why don"t you just tell me whatever you feel is important,
instead of playing Twenty Questions?'" Reilly took the rebuff
smoothly'Sorry," he apologized"My basic background is in marketing
and sales—you know, "get the customer involved®Guess I"ve never
really gotten over it.

"Well, to keep a long story short, the two corporations hate
each other with a passionNow, don"t mistake this for an ordinary
business rivalryThat"s there, too, but it"s only part of the
storyOriginally they were all one company, IRAM, a partnershipThe two
partners had a falling-out, and they split the company, forming two
separate corporationsThe main drive of each of the two has been to
put the other out of businessSo far, though, they"re about even."

"What does all this have to do with me?" Hosato asked.

"We at Ravensteel want you to penetrate the McCrae complex and
sabotage their works shut "em downWe"re ready to pay ten thousand
credits for the attempt, and an additional ten thousand for every
month McCrae is inoperative, to a maximum total of a hundred thousand
creditsAre you interested?"



Hosato stared thoughtfully at the wall for several minutes
before answeringThere was no denying a hundred thousand credits was
temptingStill.

"What"s the law like?" he asked abruptly.
"The law?"
"The policeWhat kind of opposition would I be up against?"

"No police," Reilly assured him"Grunbecker’s Planet is a
corporation worldThere are no inhabitants other than corporation
employeesEach of the two corporations makes and enforces its own
laws.™

"All right, then, what is McCrae law like?"

“"Tight,” Reilly admitted"Tight to the point of being
paranoidThey live in constant fear of industrial espionage and are
determined nothing is going to get awayHalf the humans in the complex
are security guards, and if any of them are indifferent or careless,
we haven®t been able to catch "em at it."

Hosato pursed his lips thoughtfully'"What"s the physical
layout?" he asked.

"Well, Grunbecker’s Planet itself is pretty desolate mostly
sand and rocklf it wasn"t for its mineral deposits, it"s doubtful it
would have been settled at ail."

"Breathable atmosphere?"

Reilly shook his head"”NoThe complex is sealed with its own
life-support systemsYou"d need a surface suit to survive outside the
complex.™

Hosato nodded absently.
"How about the complex itself?" he asked finally.

"The McCrae complex is a series of surface buildings
interconnected by subterranean tunnels,”™ Reilly recited"The spaceport
is located on top of the Administrative Building."

"All of it"s above the surface?"

"All except one buildingThe main computer building is
subterranean for temperature control and securityThe rest of the
complex is abovegroundWe can supply you with detailed maps of the
layout if you accept the job."

Hosato considered this for a few more moments.
"Okay, Reilly,” he said at last"What"s the rest of 1t?"
"The rest of what?"

Hosato grimaced at him"The rest of the storyThere"s got to be
moreYou"ve gone to a lot of trouble to find me, and you"re offering
top dollar for my servicesNothing you"ve said so far indicates a need
for a specialistThere are several hundred people who could do the job
for you, and do it cheaper than me— you®"ve probably got a couple in
your own corporationNow, assuming Ravensteel isn"t in the habit of
tossing away money on overqualified personnel, there"s something you



haven®t told me—something that will make me effective where your
randomly picked demolition man would faill want to know what that
something is before 1 decide whether to accept or reject your offer.”

Reilly took a slow sip of his drink before replying.

"All right, Hosatol"ll put all our cards on the tableMcCrae®s
security is tight and I mean really tightThey"re very careful about
who they let wander around their complexOh, they cater to tour
groups, but passing visitors never get near anything vitalWe think
the only machines they see are do-nothing dummies rigged for show
only."

"What makes you think that?" Hosato asked.

Reilly smiled'"Because that"s what we do with tour groups at
Ravensteel ."'

"l see.”™ Hosato mentally Ffiled away that piece of information
for possible future use.

"Anyway," Reilly continued, "the only ones who get into the
depths of the complex are permanent employeesAnd most of the
designing, manufacturing, and mining are automated, so they don"t
hire many humansConsequently, the ones they do hire are screened very
carefullyNew employees aren"t simply interviewed when they appear,
they"re researched and then approachedNaturally, this makes
infiltration a bit difficult.”

"Now, the other shoe,' Hosato prompted'How am I supposed to
break this airtight defense?"

"Like everyone else, they"ll bend the rules for a
specialistWe®ve gotten information that one of the McCrae executives
is looking for a fencing master for his sonlt was a long shot, but we
figured 1T we could find a fencer with other shall we say "special
talents,” he might be willing to listen to a proposal from usWe
started searching and found you."

Hosato thought it throughlt made senseFencing was an ability
that couldn®t be faked or learned overnightYou either could or you
couldn™t.

"We"re not really throwing you to the wolves," Reilly added
hastilyApparently he mistook Hosato"s silence for hesitancy.

"We"re ready to provide you with a coverWe"ve begun creating a
character, Samuel Hulf you accept the assignment, we"ll plant the
appropriate documents to support your credentials and bribe the
proper personal references so that when you arrive on-planet you-ll
have no problem clearing their security check."

Hosato shook his head"That won"t do at all,” he said flatly.

"Why not?"

"For one thing, Hu is a Chinese name."

"So?" Reilly asked blankly.

"I*m Japanese .. well, of Japanese descent."

"That"s no problem.”™ Reilly shrugged”l"m sure I wouldn"t know
the differenceNothing personal, but most people don"t know the



difference between the various Orientals."

Hosato decided to abandon that particular point of argument"It
still won"t work,"™ he insisted"The kind of personal reference 1 would
need couldn®t be boughtEven if you found a fencing master who would
sell an endorsement, all that would mean would be that for the right
price he could be convinced to change his story or simply blow the
whistle. "

"So you won"t do it,” Reilly said, crestfallen.

Hosato smiled"l didn"t say that," he corrected'"What 1 said was,
I wouldn®t use your coverl"ll use my ownMy family spent considerable
time building my cover—several generations, in fact.” In actuality,
Hosato"s family had been in "the business"™ nearly seven hundred years
now, starting back on Old Earth in the 1500sHe reflexively suppressed
this additional bit of data as- he continued"l think it will stand up
to close scrutiny a bit better than anything Ravensteel could toss
together on short notice."

"Fine." Reilly beamed"I"m sure that will be agreeablelf it"s
all settled, then .."

Hosato held up a restraining bandNot quiteYour original plan
to establish a cover for me would have cost Ravensteel a pretty
pennySince 1"m providing my own cover, 1 think it"s only fair that
that cover money should be added to my advance fee shall we say an
extra Fifteen thousand credits?”

As he spoke, he was thinking about his long-awaited
drinkNegotiations were nearly over.

"It"s a deal," said Reilly"You drive a hard bargainYou better
be worth it."

"1 always give my employers satisfaction," said Hosato
thinlyWith that pronouncement, he gave Reilly a curt nod and left the
hotel room, in search of a more suitable drinking partner.

"Welcome to McCrae Enterprises, the largest manufacturer of
robots in the universel will be your guide for the tour, and am
programmed to answer any questions you might have .."

Hosato hung back as the crowd jostled forward to snap pictures
of the guide robotlt was both an amusing and an annoying habit of
tourists everywhereThe guide robot was no different from any of the
thousands of information robots throughout the galaxy, but the
tourists would faithfully take pictures of it anyway—just as they
took pictures of wastebaskets and lamppostslt seemed the only
requirement for an object to be photographed was that it be located
somewhere other than the tourists”™ home planet.

Suzi®s control box, clipped to his waistband, was vibrating
steadily, their prearranged signal that they were being watchedlt
came as no surprise to Hosato that they were under surveillance; in
fact, he expected itlt was only natural that any strangers, such as
tourists who had not been checked and cleared by Security, would be
watched closely while they were on the premises.

He had spotted the small door off the reception area marked
"Employment" as soon as they had departed the ship, but for the time
being he ignored itinstead, he loitered at the rear of the tour
group, Finding interest in the guide robot"s oration.



What he was actually doing was performing a personal
testCovertly studying the reception area, he attempted to identify
and count the security devices at work.

The wall immediately behind the guide robot was covered by a
huge mirror, doubtless one-way glassHaving the robot give his talk
from that location was a clever ploy to draw the crowd into position
for observationThe wicker baskets holding potted plants were a common
disguise for closed-circuit cameras, giving the watchers clear view
of anyone at the rear of the crowd.

He recognized the arch they had entered through as a scanning
device and suspected the carpet contained sniffer-sensors to detect
explosivesDespite the hospitable appearance, McCrae Enterprises was
tracking its visitors very carefully.

Hosato abandoned his inspection abruptlySuzi®s scanners would
provide a more accurate and complete list than he could hope to
accumulate on his ownBesides, if he stalled too long, it might look
suspicious.

Drawing a few curious glances from the tourists, he sauntered
over to the Employment door and opened itSuzi clung to his heels as
he entered, and never faltered in her warning signal that they were
still being watched.

The room was dark until he stepped onto the carpet; then the
automatic lights came on, revealing a small office with a desk robot
centered in the floor and a door in the far wallNothing happened
until the door closed behind him; then the desk robot came to life.

"This is the Employment Office," it announced politely' The
Employment Office is not part of the planned tour of our
facilitiesPlease rejoin the tour group immediatelylf you are unsure
as to where the group is currently located, respond accordingly and 1
will provide directions as to how you may find them."

"1"m not interested iIn the tour,'" Hosato informed the machine"l
wish to apply for a position."”

There was the whir of a small motor, and a piece of paper slid
into view on the desk.

"There are no openings at present in McCrae Enterprises,' the
machine informed him"If you wish, you may Ffill out this form, and we
will contact you if any vacancies arise."

Hosato was growing annoyed with the robot.

"1 would suggest that you check your data files again,”™ he
said"l was informed by Maestro Bailey that there was an opening here
for a fencing instructorl wish to apply for that position."

There was a moment®s pause as the machine digested this
information.

"Please stand by," it said at last, and lapsed into silence.
Hosato hated to use Maestro Bailey"s name that way, but it was
legitimatePart of his preparations for this mission had been to place
a series of calls to the various maestros of his acquaintanceThe
pattern of the conversation for these calls was an inquiry after
their health and well-being as a thin disguise for a chance to gripe
about the low pay and status of a professional duelistThe third call,



the call to Maestro Bailey, had paid offBailey had been approached by
McCrae Enterprises to take the teaching position, but had declinedHe
suggested that Hosato-or as he knew him, Hayama—apply for the opening
and offered to provide a personal recommendation if one were
necessary. "

It provided Hosato with a valid method for having heard about
the opening, but it also had its drawbacksHe disliked using one of
his cover-identity friends in his espionage-sabotage missionslf he
were discovered, Maestro Bailey could be indirectly implicated as an
accomplice.

The far door opened and a pert young redhead stood silhouetted
thereHosato made a mental note: If she was a robot, he"d buy one-

"If you could step this way, Mr.?"
""Hayama,' Hosato provided politely.

"YesSorry for the delay, but we don"t get many off-the-ship
applicants."

"Off-the-ship applicants?" he queried.

"Applicants who pop up on our doorstep in person,' she
explained”Usually they send resume®s ahead or call for an
appointmentlt®s rude to keep you waiting like that, but it is an
unusual situation for us."

“"That"s quite all right,”
with Suzi following closely.

he assured her, starting forward,

"Ohl"m sorryYour robot will have to wait here until it"s
cleared by Security.”

Hosato removed the control box from his waistband and fiddled
with the dials for a momentSuzi sarcastically took up a position in a
corner of the room.

"What make robot is that?" the girl inquired as she led him
down a narrow corridor.

"It"s a custom job,"™ Hosato informed her"Nobody produces a
stock fencing robotNot enough demand, 1 guess.™

"l1t"s not one of ours, is I1t?"

"No," Hosato admitted'But it"s not one of Raven-steers,
either."

"That"s good." She laughed”If it was, Security would dismantle
it before they let it in, if they let it in at all."

The girl opened a door off the corridor and led Hosato into a
small officelt was obviously intended for interviewing rather than
permanent occupation, since it was tiny to the point of being
claustrophobic.
"Have a seat," she said casually, plopping down at the desk-
robot that dominated the room.

Hosato glanced at the chair as he sat downlt was a disguised
polygraph—a lie detectorMcCrae Enterprises didn"t miss a trick.



"Your name again was .. ?"

""Hayama,"' Hosato said easily.

"And your purpose here is .. ?"

"To apply for the fencing instructor position."

Hosato wasn®"t worried about the chairLie detectors scanned for
changes in respiration or pulse rate when a subject was surprised by
a question or nervous about an answerHis Hayama cover was so natural
to him he could rattle it off without batting an eye.

The girl keyed some information into the robot, and in a few
moments it responded by producing a sheet of paper half-filled with
notationsShe scanned it briefly before turning to Hosato again.

"What do you feel your qualifications are for this position,
MrHayama?""

"I1"ve fenced for more than fifteen years now, and studied under
eight maestros."

"Would you say you are an expert fencer?'" she prompted.

""Good enough to survive eight years as a professional
duelist." He smiled.

Do you have your maestro®"s certification?"
"No, 1 don"t," he admitted.

The girl frowned"The job requirements state maestro”"s
certification is preferred,”™ she commented.

"OF course," Hosato replied lightly'"But 1 doubt if you"ll get
one."

"McCrae Enterprises pays very well for expertise." She smiled
confidently.
"That may be so," he said'"But there are fewer than a dozen
maestros today, and all of them are very devoted to promoting
fencinglt®s doubtful they would abandon their current students to
devote their time to one boy."

The girl stared thoughtfully at the sheet of paperHosato
decided to play his trump card.

"l suppose it depends on what you"re looking forDo you want
someone to teach the boy to fence in tournaments, or do you want him
to learn how to handle a sword in a fight?"

"1 don"t know,'"™ the girl admitted"This position is a bit out of
the ordinarylf you wait here, 1711 try to contact MrTurnerHe"s the
one requesting the positionlf he approves it, you"ve got the job." *
* *

It was two hours before Turner appeared, but when he did, he
swept into the room like a small tornadoTurner was in his late
forties, with a noticeable paunch that showed despite the careful
tailoring of his suitStill, there was an aura of energy that
surrounded him like a cloud and shone brightly in his eyesA slender
dark girl slid into the room in his wake and leaned lazily against



the wall.

"Harry Turner, MrHayama,' the man announced, seizing Hosato"s
hand and pumping it once"Sorry to keep you waiting, but I was tied

up-ll

Hosato smiled vaguely, content to watch Turner®s showHe
wondered who the girl was.

"Right off the bat, we"ve got a probleml hate to say it after
you"ve come all this way, but the position®s fallen throughlt seems
my kid, James, doesn"t like this idea of mine any more than he"s
liked any of the other suggestions I"ve madeln fact, all of a sudden
he"s dead set against learning to fenceYou know how it is with kids
these days, you try to give "em things and they throw it back in your
face."”

Hosato held up a restraining hand”l may have a solution to both
our problems, MrTurnerlt could solve the question of whether or not
your son will accept lessons as well as if 1 am qualified to teach
him."

"What"s that?" Turner asked.

"Let me give the boy one lesson free of chargelf 1 can rouse
his iInterest, then we can discuss a permanent arrangement.'’

"A trial periodThat"s a possibility."
"It sounds good to me, Harry,' the dark girl said, breaking her
silence”lt"d give us a chance to run a check on MrHayama, here."

"Okay, SashaOhl®m sorryMrHayama, this is SashaShe"s head of our
Security section.”

Hosato swiveled around and smiled politely at the girlActually,
it wasn"t that hard to smile at herShe was attractive, in her mid- to
late twentiesHer dark hair was drawn up into a severe bun, but her
Jumpsuit hugged her curves, accenting her slender figurelt would have
been pleasant meeting her, if it wasn"t for her eyesHer eyes were
dark and suspicious as they met Hosato®"sShe didn"t return-his smile.

"Well, that about wraps it upGlad to have you aboard, Hayama,"
Harry Turner concluded'Even though I don®"t know how you got through
to that pigheaded son of mine."

Hosato smiled"It"s like the joke about the man training the
mule," he confided"First I had to get his attention."

Turner laughed appreciatively'ls that the secretYou know, you
might teach me a thing or two in the process."

"l doubt it," said Hosato, looking pointedly around the plush
office'You seem to be doing pretty well on what you know already."
The office was big enough to house three handball courtsThick shag
carpet covered the floor, and real paintings hung on the walls, each
one spotlit by its own small lampEven the couch and easy chairs were
of real wood and leather.

"It"s a living," Turner admitted modestly.

"IFf you don*"t mind my asking, what exactly do you do here,
anyway?"'



"Mostly 1 don"t," Harry boasted"l let Sam here do all the real
work."™ He gestured to the huge mass of dials and screens that took up
one whole wall of the office"Sam coordinates and controls the design
and production of one-fifth of the robots McCrae markets."

Hosato raised his eyebrows appreciatively'”From what 1 hear,
that"s a lot."

"You bet your broadsword it is."™ Turner smiled'"We aren™t a
nickel-and-dime outfit like Ravensteel."

"Speaking of Ravensteel, do you have much trouble with them?"
"Not reallylt®s more of a Mexican standoffWhy?"

"Well, ever since | arrived here, 1"ve been noticing the
extensive security precautionsHeck, you can®t turn around without
tripping over a guardl notice Sam there has a voice lock on him."

Turner shrugged"lt"s something you learn to live with," he
said"The reason we don"t have any trouble with Ravensteel is that we
have security tight enough to strangle an inchwormOtherwise the
Ravensteel spies would be all over usThey haven®t had an original
idea since the IRAM split.”

"1 suppose you“"re right,"” Hosato conceded.

"As to Sam"s voice lock, that®"s my own precautionlt®s more of a
safeguard against office politics than against Ravensteel."

"Office politics?”

"Be thankful you®re out of it, Hayama.'" Turner
grimacedSometimes | think we spend more time spying on each other
than on the oppositionThe more the machines take over, the more time
we have to bootlick and backstab over promotionsThere®s nothing some
of my fellow vice-presidents would like better than to steal my ideas
or have advance information so they could do a little shotgunning at
the planning sessionsl didn"t get where | am today by trusting peo-
ple."

"That bad, huh?" Hosato commented sympathetically.

There was no replyHe glanced at Turner, to find the vice-
president studying him with a new suspicion.

"Just to show you how paranoid someone iIn my position can get,
Hayama,"™ he said"lt occurs to me you"ve got an awful lot of questions
about security."

"Relax, Harry." Hosato smiled"The last thing 1 want to do is
get people suspiciousThat®"s why I"m askingl have a hunch ignorance
would not be accepted as a valid excuse if | accidentally blundered
into the wrong room or area."

"You"re right there,”" Turner admitted'"As a mem-

ber of my personal staff, you®ve pretty much got free run of
the complexJust stay out of the restricted areas."

"Where are they?"

"You can"t miss "emThere are warning signs and locks all over,
not to mention the robots will automatically warn you off."



"Can you give me some specifics?"

"Mostly the offices and the manufacturing areasSasha can give
you a map if you ask her."

Hosato made a face'l1"d rather not,”™ he said”l don"t think she
likes me."

"Don"t take i1t personally, HayamaThe bitch doesn®t like
anybody."

Hosato almost smiled at the similarity between Turner®s opinion
of Sasha and Suzi-'s.

"How much authority does she have, anyway?'" he asked.

"Too much,”™ Turner said grimly"”She reports directly to the
presidentBetween you and me, she could shoot anyone in this complex
down in their tracks and not have to justify it to anybody but the
boardSweet, huh?"

“"Terrific," Hosato responded with heartfelt sincerity.

"Don"t let it scare you off." Turner was suddenly
conspiratorial”We won"t have to put up with it much longerShe and her
pack of goons will be out on their ears when .. if my latest project
idea works out."

Turner was suddenly guarded againHosato took the cue and didn*"t
push for details.

"Well," he said, heaving to his feet, "you"re busy, so I won"t
take up any more of your time."

"Drop in anytime, Hayama.' Turner smiled.
The smile didn"t reach his eyes.

Hosato sneaked a second glance as he reached the doorTurner was
still sitting at his desk-robot but was staring thoughtfully at the
wallHosato guessed he was reviewing what he had said and wondering if
he had said too muchTurner hadn®"t said much, but he had said enough
to set Hosato thinking.

The first immediate effect of Turner®s comments was to change
Hosato"s plans for the balance of the morninglnstead of returning to
his apartment, he set out to explore the complex.

IT there was a security change iIn the wind, It might accelerate
his planskEven though theoretically machines were easier to fool,
Hosato preferred to pit his abilities against human guardsHumans
could be lulled by repetition of existing patterns, but a machine
would check things as closely on its thousandth execution of routine
as it did on its first.

"Going my way, Hayama?"

Sasha had materialized in the corridor behind himHosato felt
the instinctive surge of distrust he experienced with anyone who
moved quieter than he did.

He shrugged"Just looking for a bite of breakfast."



"Goodl "1l tag along and have a cup of coffeeOf course, just to
keep it in the line of duty, 171l have to ask you a few questions.”

"Fine." Hosato forced a note of cordiality into his voice.
"Who made your robot?' she asked, falling in step with him.
"Actually, it"s a custom job."

"1 know that." She smiled"But whose work is it?"

"I can"t recall his name just offhandHe"s dead nowl think it"s
on the schematics somewhere, if you want to check."
"I"ve checked already," she retorted"Nobody recognizes the
name, and we can"t find it in our computer files anywhere."

“1*11 try to remember some details,” Hosato promised"Whyls it
important?"

"Not really," Sasha admitted”1"m just reflexively suspicious of
anything new and unusualGoes with the jobBut it"s awfully convenient,
you and your robot turning up uninvited just when we need a coach."

"But is there anything specific that"s worrying you?" Hosato
asked"l didn*t think Suzi was that different from most simple
robots."

"Yes and no," Sasha commented thoughtfully"Ilt seems to be
awfully large for the functions of the schematicsYou could reduce its
size drastically.”

“"Mechanically maybe,' Hosato commented'But I think there®s one
function you®re overlookingOne of my robot"s primary duties is to act
as a fencing partner, performing simple moves against a student while
I watch and criticizeThe student needs a man-sized opponent to
perform against, so a compact unit the size of a mailbox won"t do at
allDo you understand?"

"l suppose,' Sasha said grudgingly'But there"s still a lot of
unused space thereCouldn®t you get by with less depth or maybe with a
fold-out target panel?”

"Maybe," Hostao admitted"But 1°"m not rich enough to experimentl
had this unit built and it worksThat"s good enough for me."

"While you"re here, you might see what some of our designer
robots could come up with as an optionlt couldn®"t hurt to find
outlncidentally, why do you have it rigged so you can open only one
door at a time?"

"It"s a safety factor,'" Hosato said easily'"Some of the weapons
I carry have real points and edgesl don"t want them spilling out
when-""

A high-pitched beeping interrupted the conversationQuick as a
flash, Sasha palmed the communications unit off her belt, unreeled
the ear plug, and fitted it to her ear in one easy motion.

"Go ahead," she barked into the mouthpiece"Uh-huh no, seal the
area double the force at points Echo and Fred have Ralph standing-by
with gas just in case..l"m on my way."

She collapsed the unit and replaced it on her belt.



"Guess we"ll have to take a rain check, Hayamal still want to
talk with you sometime, though."

"Trouble?" he asked politely.

She shrugged"Probably just routineWe average about two false
alarms a weekMost likely some messenger robot®"s decided to take a
shortcut through a restricted area."

"A McCrae robot?" Hosato murmured sarcastically, but he was
talking to thin airSasha was already in full stride, heading off down
the corridor.

He watched the distance-eating length of her stride without the
slightest appreciation of the movement of her feminine hipslt seemed
Sasha and her team took their work very seriously if they reacted
with that speed and intensity to a false alarmUnless ..

Unless the whole thing had been carefully planned and executed
jJjust to impress him.

Suzi was wailting when Hosato returned to his quartersFor a
change, she followed him in stoic silence instead of immediately
expressing her annoyance as soon as the door closedOne part of his
mind registered this and breathed a silent note of thanks to the
HungarianWhatever behavior recognition patterns had been built into
the robot, they were definitely programmed correctlyHe had a lot of
heavy thinking to do and didn"t need a nagging assistant to distract
him.

The silence lasted as he made himself a pot of tealLoading cup
and pot onto the small end table, he kicked off his shoes and draped
himself over the large reading chair.

He spent several thoughtful moments sipping the tea and
collecting his thoughts before he spoke.

""Suzi, give me the layout prints of the complex."

The robot obediently swiveled around, and the viewscreen
blinked to life, showing the line drawings of the buildings that made
up the McCrae complex.

"Exclude the living quarters and mall and give me an
enlargement on the rest."

The display changed according to his specifications.

"Confirm corridors in Administrative Building lobby and
Personnel areas Turner®s office subterranean tunnels to all buildings
corridors in southern half of Household Manufacturing Building .. also
external lines on all buildings."

As he described the various areas, the designated lines on the
drawing changed from blue to redThe data being displayed had been
provided by Raven-54

steel and was quite detailedHosato"s plans called for believing
none of it without confirmationHe was not prepared to risk his life
relying on other people®s dataRefilling his cup, he studied the new
displayThere was still too much blue showing to make concrete plans.

"Problems?" Suzi prodded gently.



"Yeah," he responded absently'Problems."
"Want to talk it out?”

Hosato thought for a few more moments, then shrugged'Why notl™m
supposed to put this complex out of business for an indefinite period
of time .. the longer the betterThe problem, of course, is how."

He rose and began to pace restlessly as he continued.

"Right off the bat, we can forget about the living quarters and
the mallThey exist independently of the complex proper, so hitting
them wouldn®t slow production a bitSimilarly, the Administrative
Building is safeThey don"t even store records there, it"s all
terminal tie-in with the main computer banksThat leaves the
manufacturing areas and the main computer-control building.”

“If I might suggest," interrupted Suzi, 'the obvious weakness
in the complex is the main computer-control buildingAll of the
automated design and manufacturing functions are controlled from
there, and if my understanding is correct, it also serves as storage
for most or all of the corporation®s financial records, cor-
respondence, and design programsSabotaging that unit would be certain
to disrupt the functioning of McCrae Enterprises perhaps
permanently.*

Hosato grimaced"You"re right, Suzilt"s obvious .. too
obviouslt"s apparently occurred to several people here at McCrae that
it"s their major vulnerability, because they"re guarding it damn
closeEvery corridor leading to that unit is loaded with sensors and
live guards, both stationary and roaminglt would mean a major
undertaking just to approach the unit, much less penetrate it."

"But you"ve-"

"lI"ve saved the best for lastThe whole building is
subterranean, just like our charts showWhat the charts don"t show is
that it"s completely sealedThe only ones who can get in are the
technical-maintenance teams, and they haven"t set foot in the place
for three yearslt requires two keys turned simultaneously at
different locations to spring the lock, and even if 1 could beat
that, there®s another little problemThe unit is kept at planetary
surface conditions .. no pressurization, and minus three hundred
degrees FahrenheitThe controls to bring it to humanly bearble
conditions are alarmed and guardedThat means 1"d have to wear a full
surface suit to survive inside, and it might make me a little
conspicuous walking through the corridors."

There was a few moments® silence; then Suzi changed her display
to show an enlargement of the manufacturing areas.

"Right,"™ said Hosato.

He poured himself another cup of tea before he turned his
attention to the new display.

"That brings us to our current problem—the manufacturing
areas." Hosato spoke as much to himself as to Suzi''The First problem
is that we aren"t talking about one building, we"re talking about
threeMcCrae has divided their operations into three product families:
Household, Office, and IndustrialEvery one of the product families
has its own separate building, bless their paranoid little heartsThat
means | have to gimmick three separate areas if |I want to get paid."



"You keep talking about the manufacturing areas,' Suzi
interrupted”What about the mining and ore processing?"

"No go,"™ Hosato proclaimed'Same story as the computer areas—
conditions unfit for human survivalThe mining is done at planetary
conditions, and the ore-processing area is hot enough to cook a human
in a minute and a half."

Do the humans here have any means of going out on the planet
surface?"

"They®"ve got a few surface suits, and there"re a couple sand-
crawler-type vehicles, but they®re unarmed and lack the power to do
any real damageBelieve me, Suzi, it"s going to have to be the
manufacturing areasUnfortunately 1 don"t know what the interior
layouts are or what kind of machines are operating in thereuUntil 1
know what 1"m up against, 1 can"t settle on a plan for gimmicking
it

"What was the source of your information?" Suzi asked'Some of
it was not on the data tapes supplied by RavensteelHow or from whom
did you obtain it?"

"From one of the maintenance crew, Rick HandelHe was in the bar
grumbling about the firings, and 1 bought him a couple drinks."

"1 thought you were picky about whom you drank with?"

"1 am, but this was businessLook, do you want to hear this or
not?"

"SorryYou were saying."

"Rightlt seems McCrae has just dismissed a third of their
maintenance staff, the crew that used to work the manufacturing area,
and replaced them with robot repairmenHandel ran down the list of the
complex areas for me, complaining at great length about the problems
involved in keeping them functionalThat"s how I got the information."

"Would it be possible to persuade your newfound friend to take
you on a walking tour of the manufacturing areas?"

"Negativel "ve already tried it, and it"s no go on two
countsFirst, the remaining maintenance crew is avoiding the
manufacturing areas in quiet protest over the dismissalsSecond,
Security will let them into those areas only with a signed work
order."

"Well, can you get the necessary information direct from
Handel?"

"1 might be able to get a few details out of him, but not
enough and not fast enoughl®m going to have to make an advance
scouting trip of my own to get the data before time runs out."

"Your contract with Ravensteel contains no time requirement.'

"Not Ravensteel"s requirementsMinel don"t know what Turner has
up his sleeve, but 1 want to finish this mission before he has a
chance to implement it."

"What bearing does Harry Turner have on events?"



""Oh, something he said when 1 was talking to him'" this
morningAs near as | can tell, he"s working on a robot security system
to replace human guards.™

"Impossible!" Suzi stated flatly"l would advise against letting
Harry Turner®s mumblings influence your plans for this missionThe
system he is describing is unworkable.™

"But why can"t they replace humans in this specific situation?”

"Because of Asimov"s First Law of Roboticslt"s included in the
programming of every robotWe are unable to injure or Kill a humanWith
that limitation, no robot could perform effectively as a guard."

"They could sound the alarm or detain the suspect."

"Sound the alarm for whom and detain the suspect for how
longAny human, given time, can escape from a robotAnd as far as
sounding the alarm goes, the sensor units already do thatlf Harry
Turner is trying to come up with a new robot security system, the
individual robots in that system would have to be able to deal with
emergency situations—not detect them, not delay them, but deal with
themAs you know, the best way to deal with a renegade human is to
kill or injure him before he can escape or counterattack .. and
machines can®"t do that.”

Hosato pondered the point"l never thought of it in quite those
coldblooded terms, SuziSurely there are other ways to deal with
humans, even renegade humans.'

"There may be other ways, but there aren"t any better
waysHumans violate many of the laws of natureThey can Kkill without
the usual motives, not for food or self-defense, but out of anger,
greed, or even at random on a whimThat is why humans are the most
dangerous creatures in the universeThat is why only a human can stand
against a humanYou could have passed this ability on to your
machines, but you didn"tWe have our parametersThat"s why no machine
can effectively guard anything—including itself-against a human."
"But—""

There was a knock at the doorSuzi immediately darkened her
viewscreen and floated off to a cornerHosato swept the room with his
eyes as a quick check that there was nothing incriminating in view,
then opened the door.

Sasha was standing silhouetted in the doorway''Come on,
Hayama," she said"l"ve decided to buy your dinnerUnless, of course,
you were planning on doing something else this evening."

"NoDinner sounds fine." Hosato smiled"Be with you in a minute."

As he retrieved his shoes, he watched Sasha out of the corner
of his eye, remembering Suzi®s oration: ".. the most dangerous
creatures in the universe."

They lingered over coffee in a quiet corner of the employees”
cafeterialt was a huge place with lots of alcoves painted in bright,
cheery colors.

Hosato had found Sasha"s company surprisingly pleasantShe had
let her hair down off duty, both figuratively and literallyHer dark
hair now tumbled over her shoulders, framing her face and contrasting
with the beige dress she was wearingThe dress was obviously not a
uniform; it was cut too low at the neck for thatlt was some kind of



Jersey material, conservative in style but tight enough to be
provocative.

Hosato studied her in a leisurely fashion as she talked.

"So there 1 was with eight years®™ experience and not a black
mark on my recordWell the fact 1 was willing to take the job for less
pay than most probably entered into it, too."

Hosato smiled appreciatively.

"Actually," she said confidentially, "I think some of the
people who signed the authorization were hoping 1°d fall flat on my
faceTo this day I don"t know which ones resented me because | was
young and which ones didn"t like me because | was a woman in one of
the last fields dominated by men, but the bad feeling was thereThey
were like a pack of vultures waiting for me to stumbleLet me tell
you, Hayama, it"s great incentive not to make a mistake."

"1 know what you mean,' Hosato murmured.

He meant 1t as a random comment, but Sasha zeroed in on it for
some reason.

"How"s thatOhYes, 1 guess there isn"t much room for error as a
duelist, either.”

Hosato smiled and shruggedHe had not intended to turn the
conversation to himselfln fact, he was anxious to avoid it.

"It"s very impressive," he said"Shoplifter patrol to
corporation security chief in eight yearsThere aren®t many people of
either sex who have that kind of a success record."

"Well, I had a couple lucky breaks." She shrugged”l guess 1™m
Just a little more stubborn than most about pursuing themDarn ill
There 1 go talking about myself againWe®ve gone through an entire
meal, and all we"ve done is talk about me."

"1 think it"s fascinating," Hosato insisted"l don"t usually get
a chance to talk to someone in your line of workTell me, why did you
go into Security in the first place?"

"No," Sasha said Firmly"We"re going to talk about you for a
change."

"WhyMy life is terribly dull compared to yours."

"DullA professional duelistl find that hard to believe,
Hayama."

"ReallyPeople tend to romanticize the profession, but it"s
quite a drab existence."

"So tell me a little about this drab existence of yours."

In the face of her persistence, Hosato changed tack"Actually,"
he said, lowering his eyes, "1°d rather not talk about itl"ve fought
a lot of duels and killed a lot of menThere"s no way of elaborating
on that without it sounding like bragging, and 1 don"t think it"s the
kind of thing one should brag aboutSo, if you don"t mind, let"s just
drop the subject and keep talking about youOkay?"

"I you dislike dueling so much, why did you go into it in the



Ffirst place?" she pressed.
"Shimattal!" He shrugged, grinning wryly.
"How"s that?" Sasha frowned.

"l said, "Shimatta,"" Hosato explained"lt"s an old Japanese
expression, one of the few I use."

"What does i1t mean?"

"It means "1 have made a mistake!"" He smiled, ""In common
usage, it"s an exclamation or a curse, usually just after a major
disasterThat®s how I got into duelingShimatta .. I made a mistake, and
1"ve been trying to correct it ever since.”

Sasha cocked her head at him"You"re a strange man, HayamaMost
men Fve met would try to use their violent past to impress me."

"Don"t misunderstand me.' Hosato smiled”It"s not that I don"t
want to impress youYou®re a charming and attractive womanl guess |1
was raised differently from most people as to what is included in
polite conversation."

"OkayThen let"s talk about that Your upbringingYou were raised
on Musashi, weren®t you?"

"That"s right." Hosato felt vaguely uncomfortableSasha"s
tenacity was disquieting.

"That"s one of the colony planets, isn"t 1tOne of those where a
special interest group established a colony independent of
corporation or government sponsorship?"

"I"m surprised you®"ve heard of itYes, it was originally a
Japanese-American settlement, but it"s pretty homogeneous now."'

"1 have a confession to make.' Sasha smiled"l hadn®t heard of
it until it showed up on your personnel formAfter we contacted them
to confirm your records, 1 did a little research on the place."

"That must have been a chore,' Hosato commented, ‘‘checking my
records, 1 meanMy family moved around a lot, so my records are pretty
scattered, with several gaps in them."

There was another reason for his family®"s frequent relocation
and the sporadic condition of their recordsBoth Hosato and his sister
had received their educa- tion under three different nameslt added to
the completeness of their covers.

"Oh, i1t wasn"t that much trouble," Sasha assured him"l"ve
always been fascinated by the old Japanese culturelt was interesting
to see what had survived the relocation into spaceDo you know much
about old Japan?"

"A bit,"” Hosato admitted.."had to learn about it as self-
defenseA lot of people on Musashi were big on retaining ancestral
tiesFortunately, my family wasn"t so fanatical on the subject as
most." "Do you know anything about Ninjas?" Hosato suppressed his
reaction with difficultylf this was a trap, Sasha had laid it well.
"A smattering,” he replied casually”l always considered them
more folklore than history."



""Oh, they were real enoughThe Invisible AssassinsThe main
problem is separating fact from fantasyEven their name, Ninja, comes
from the word ninjitsu, the "art of invisibility." You wouldn"t
believe some of the things they were able to doThat"s how the
folklore thing got startedThey did the impossible with such
regularity that people thought they were somehow supernatural .

"What I can"t believe is how much attention you"ve given
them," Hosato commented"l somehow never pictured you as the sort who
got wound up over ancient history."

Sasha shrugged'”Normally | don"t," she admitted"But the Ninjas
fascinate me .. professionallyl mean, security is my main Ffield of
expertise, but from what 1°ve researched about the Ninjas, 1"m not
sure 1 could stop one.™

""Oh, come now,' Hosato chided"You just finished saying they
were humanSurely today®s security-"

Sasha interrupted him with a wave of her hand"You didn"t let me
finishLet me give you an idea of how the Ninjas operateThe
invisibility thing—they had a lot of fairly iInventive gadgets that
let them move freely where anyone else would be stopped cold, but
that wasn"t their main weaponTheir real strength was in their
secrecy."

"They can"t have been very secretive if you"ve found out so
much about them,'" Hosato interrupted.

"What I1"ve found out is probably just the tip of the iceberg,”
she retorted"The Ninjas were very close, organized in clans or
familiesAll their secrets were passed on from generation to
generation within the familyCan you read between the lines what that
meansThe children were raised into the system, trained from birthCan
you imagine someone trained his entire life to be a spy and
assassin?"

Hosato didn®"t have to imagine itWhat was more, the memories
were making him uncomfortable, particularly considering the current
situation.

"But they“"re still just human,' he argued”One thing 1"ve
learned as a duelist is that a sword or a bullet kills a highly
trained opponent just as dead as an untrained opponent."

"IFf you know who your opponent isLook, the average thug we have
to deal with today is fairly easy to unmaskHis idea of a cover story
is to use a different name and list some phony referencesCheck his
references closely-say, like we did yours—and he"s caughtThe Ninjas
were required to maintain three, sometimes four completely separate
livesThat"s what 1 meant about the invisibility thingSomeone in town
is assassihated, but no one new has been seen entering or
leavingObviously the assassin was "invisible,® coming and going
without being seenWhat actually happened was that the guy who sells
you your vegetables every morning is a Ninja, and has been living in
the town for five yearsHe"s not really invisible, just very well
camouflagedIlf someone like that popped up today, we wouldn®"t catch
him, no matter how many checks we ran on his background."

Hosato was now desperate to change the subject.

"It is interesting,” he admitted"But academicAs 1 recall, the
Ninjas died out a long time ago."



"Don"t be so sure," Sasha chided"There were reports the clans
were active into the twentieth centuryThere®s no real reason why they
should have died outRemember, their strength is their anonymityThe
fact we haven"t heard of them lately could mean they®"ve died outlt
could also mean they"re still around and very successful."

"If that"s a possibility"-Hosato laughed-"1"m glad it"s your
problem and not mineYou make me very happy | chose the line of work 1
didIncidentally, 1 think you®"ve proved my point for meNext to your
job, mine as a professional duelist is drab and unexciting."

Sasha winced"l did it again, didn"t INo matter what 1 try, we
always end up talking about me and my interests."

"Don"t apologize," Hosato insisted”l get the feeling there
aren"t many people here at the complex you can talk to."

"That"s the truth." Sasha made a face"All in all, the people
here are a pretty grim crew,"

The robot that had been servicing their table chose this moment
to wheel up and present the bill.

"Almost robotlike?" joked Hosato, nodding his head at the
intruder.

Sasha produced her employee card and started to feed it into
the robot.

Hosato slapped her hand lightly"Stop that." He smiled,
producing his own card"Allow me this one concession to romanticism."
He fed the card into the robot, charging the meal to his own account.

"Romanticism?' Sasha leaned back, studying him with a cocked
eyebrow"l suppose you feel that entitles you to carry me off to your
room for activities of dubious morality."

"Certainly not,” Hosato laughed”In fact, that was the furthest
thing from my mind."

As soon as he said it, he knew he had made a mistakeSomething
went out of his dinner partnerShe seemed to shrink for an instant,
and when she moved again, it was with the brisk, efficient motions of
the security chief again.

"What 1 mean,' he hastened to add, "was that 1 really found
your thoughts on Ninjas quite fascinatingSo fascinating, in fact-"

"That"s all right, Hayama,' Sasha said, cutting him short"It"s
rather late, anyway." She rose but motioned for him to remain
seated"Go ahead and finish your coffeel"ll just.."

She stopped suddenly, staring at nothing; then a slow smile
crept over her face.

"Since you"re interested, Hayama, you should be the first to
knowl think 1®ve figured out a way to catch a Ninja."

"0Oh, reallyWhat?" Now she was smiling directly at him"I"I11 tell
you, once I find out if it works or not." A wave of her hand and she
was gone, leaving Hosato feeling more than vaguely uneasy.

""Make that feint believablelf you don"t draw the parry, you"ll
parry yourself by attacking into a closed line when you disengage."



James nodded his acknowledgment without looking at Hosato,
settled into his en garde position once more and again launched his
attack against SuziExtending his sword to threaten the manikin®s
chest, he hesitated a split second, then dipped his point and circled
it left to evade the anticipated parry, and lunged.

The sword in Suzi®"s single arm remained rigidly in place,
refusing to react to the feintAs such, James®"s final lunge met an
unyielding wall of steel as the blades met, and his point slid
harmlessly past the target.

Hosato rolled his eyes in exasperation but regained his
composure before he stepped forward to address his student.

"First off, you"re too tenseRelax for a minute and loosen up
your sword armlf it"s tense, your movements are jerkyThat slows you
up and telegraphs to your opponent what you®"re trying to doMinus two
points, and you loseLoosen that arm."

James obediently stepped back and dropped his sword arm to his
side, flexing and shaking it in an effort to reestablish its
supplenessHosato watched for a few moments before nodding his
satisfaction and continuing.

"Now, then,"™ he said firmly"From the topA disengage attack the
old one-twoWhat are we trying to do?"

"Hit the opponent,' James replied.

"Hit the opponent,' Hosato mimicked'That"s what you"re trying
to do with any fencing move."

James gave a small sigh of exasperation'The disengage attack is
intended to negate your opponent"s defensive speed,' he recited"As
the defender has to move his weapon only four inches to parry an
attack, and an attacker has to move his point four feet to score a
hit, the defender is able to easily stop a straight lungeTherefore,
to successfully complete an attack, we first feint, drawing the
opponent®s parry, then evade or deceive the parry and launch the
actual attack."

"Correct," commented Hosato, picking up his own sword'Now,
watch."

He came en garde smoothly, facing the boy, hesitated a moment,
then extended the point without twitching any other part of his body.

James watched with rapt interest.

Hosato withdrew his arm to resume the en garde position once
more"You didn"t react,”™ he said accusingly.

"React to what?" the boy asked, surprised”That"s what I™m
trying to show you." Hosato smiled'Heeii!"

He was suddenly a blur of motionHis foot hit the floor with a
slap as he crouched, sighting down his arm and sword at James®s
chestThe boy"s reaction was instantaneous and reflexiveHe bounced
back a step, and his sword whipped up to defend against the attack.

Hosato relaxed and stood upright again'That time you reacted."
He smiled"Why?"



"1 thought you were going to hit me," the boy retorted,
cautiously relaxing his guard.

"Look at the distance between uskEven if you hadn"t jumped back,
I couldn"t have reached you with my longest lunge."

James studied the floor between them.
"A feint Isn"t a move, it"s a threatThe first time,

when 1 just pointed the sword at you, I made a moveYou didn"t
feel threatened, so you didn"t reactThe second time, you felt
threatened and reactedThat was a feintlt isn"t done with the sword or
even the sword armlt®s done with the entire body, and most of all
with the entire mindNow, let"s try it again.”

James obediently took up his position in front of the robot
againHosato"s practiced eye noted the tension still in the boy"s
sword armApparently his student was getting tiredThey"d have to end
this lesson soon.

The boy feinted and attacked, better than last time but still
clumsySurprisingly, Suzi reacted, moving smoothly to parry the
feintThe boy"s disengage slipped under the parry, and his point
thumped home against the manikin.

"Good!" Hosato called"Try it again."

To himself, he wondered for the hundredth time about Suzi®s
circuitslf the Hungarian had not assured him time and time again Suzi
had no emotional capacity, he would have sworn she was going soft,
overreacting to give James confidence.

He let James complete half a dozen repetitions before
commenting again.

"Much better,' he called out at last'Okay, let"s call it a

day.

The quick sag in the boy"s body betrayed his carefully
concealed fatigueHosato pretended not to notice.

“"Tell you what, James,' he said"When you get home, find a full-
length mirror and practice your lunge in front of it, lunging dead
ahead at your own reflectionThen alternate the lunges with feintsWhen
you can"t see the difference between your lunges and your feints,
you"ll be ready to fool an opponent."

The boy nodded weakly.

"Okay," Hosato concluded, turning quickly away to store his
gear in Suzi''Same time tomorrow?"

"Urn .. HayamaCould .. can we talk?"

Hosato shot a glance at the boyHe was still drooping with
fatigue, but there was something intense about his eyes.

"Sure, James." He smiled, wandering over to a folding
chair"What"s on your mind?"

The boy hesitated, then followed him"l"ve been taking lessons
for two weeks now ." he began, ".. and you say I"ve been learning
fast..”



"You have."™ Hosato wondered what this conversation was leading
to.

"You meant it, didn"t youYou weren"t just saying that?"

"Seriously, James, you"re one of the best students I .."" He
broke off his comments as a thought occurred to him'"You haven"t
gotten into a duel, have you?"

Hosato was suddenly towering over the boy.
"WhatNoNothing like that."

"Good." Hosato sighed, sinking back into his chaire"What is it,
then?"

"I1.. I was wonderingDo I show enough promise for you to take me
with you .. as sort of an apprentice?"

Hosato was surprised by the sudden wave of affection he felt
for the boy.

"James," he said, shaking his head slowly, "being a duelist is
a lousy way to earn a livingThat"s why 1™"m trying to give it upYou
wouldn™t-""

"I"m not talking about being a duelist or a fencing master."

The sharpness in James®s tone brought Hosato®"s head up with a
snapTheir eyes met.

"That isn"t what you"re doing here, Hayama.'" The boy"s voice
was as steady as his gaze'You know it, and 1 know it, so let"s not
kid each otherOkay?"

Hosato"s protest died in his throat before that gazelnstead, he
studied the boy coolly for several moments.

"All right, James," he said at last'"What is it exactly that you
think 1°m doing?"

"I .. 1 don"t know," the boy admitted, his certainty faltering
at last"Theft maybe industrial espionage maybe you"re just hiding
from the authoritiesWhatever it is, you"re no fencing coach."

"Really?" Hosato forced a mocking smile.

""Oh, you can coach fencing, all right, but that"s not all you
can doMaybe you can fool my father, or Sasha, or even the computers,
but remember, I"m the one you kicked your Ffirst day herel have that
as proof that you and Suzi there are more than you pretend to be."

"IFf you"re so sure of yourself, James, why haven®"t you reported
your suspicions to someone?"

James made a face"First of all, they"d probably just laugh it
off as some kid whining about losing a fightBut more important,
because 1"m hoping you"ll take me with you when you Ffinally leave
this rock-pile."

Hosato shook his head"l don®"t understand you, JamesYou want to
take off with someone you don"t know, someone you think is a
criminalWhat kind of future is thatWhat are you expecting?"



"What kind of future do 1 have here?'" the boy
countered"Whatever or whoever you are, you"re living outside the
structure outside the accepted rulesThat"s what I want, but I can"t
do it by myselfl don"t have the money or the knowledge to try it on
my own, and when you®re playing for keeps, you can"t afford to learn
by trial and errorl need a teacher or a protector and so far, you"re
the best candidate 1"ve found."

"What"s so bad about life here?'" Hosato pressed'Your father—"

"My father!" The boy sneeredMy father can®"t comprehend that
anyone might not want to work for the corporations, the same
corporations that have shelved himThey®"ve decided he®s too volatile
and outspoken to be promoted, but too talented to let goSo they"ve
set him up as a big man in a little slot, given him a staff to order
around and a product family so stable even an idiot couldn™t mess it
up, and then they forget him."

"Maybe your father doesn®t see it that way."

"Sure he doesHe"s a lot of things, but he isn"t stupidHe knows
he"s been shelved, but instead of walking out and trying it on his
own, he"s Fighting itSecurity robotsA revolutionary new productDid
you know he"s been ordered to drop the projectAnd he"s still spending
fourteen hours a day working on itFor whatSo he can get slapped down
again when he finally makes his proposal?"

"Why is everyone against the project?"

"They say it can"t be doneRobots can"t handle Security, and
it"s a waste of company time pursuing it."

"Surely he has something that makes him believe it"s possible.”
“"All 1 know is he keeps saying .."

James suddenly broke off his oration in mid-sentenceHis eyes
searched Hosato"s with a new intensity.

"Is that 1t?" he asked.
"Is what what?"

"The security robotsls that what you"re doing herels that why
you"re pumping me for information?"

Hosato heaved a great sigh and stood up'James, 1 think this has
gone far enoughl don®"t know what problems there are between you and
your Ffather, and 1 don®"t want to knowWhat 1 do know is that it"s
highly improbable you®"ll convince me to be an accomplice if you want
to run away from here."

"But-"
Hosato halted the interruption with an upraised hand.

"I"ve listened to you, now it"s my turnYesYou“"re rightl know
karatel usually don"t admit it because 1"m sick of everybody assuming
anyone with yellow skin is a karate expertl used it on you that Ffirst
day for the same reason Suzi gimmicked the tapesl needed the jobl was
hungry, and the only other way 1 could get money was killing people,
and 1"m sick of it."



He fixed James with a hard stare.

"Now, If you want to report that to Sasha and get me tossed out
of a job, go aheadl don"t want it bad enough to put up with being
called a thief and a liar."

He started for the door, with Suzi floating at his heelsAt the
last moment, another thought occurred to him.

""Remember this conversation, JamesRemember what I have to do,
what 1 have to put up with just to eatThen think long and hard before
you make any serious moves toward an independent life."

"But what if one of the units breaks down?"

Hosato interjected the question casually as he ordered another
round of drinks through the keyboard mounted on the tableAt this time
of day the bar was empty and they could talk uninterrupted.

"Not much chance of that.'" His companion grimaced"And even if
it did, nothing much would happen."

There was a soft warning gong, and the square in the center of
the table sank slowly from sightA few moments later, it sighed back
into position, the empty glasses gone and fresh drinks standing in
their place.

"Nothing much?'" Hosato prompted"With no one monitoring the
manufacturing area, 1 should think it would have major problems, if
not a permanent work stoppage."

The little bearded maintenance man shook his head slightly, but
not enough to interrupt his drinking.

"That"s what 1"m telling you, Hayama,' he said, putting down
his glass at last'"The new system®"s modularized with parallel units
and flow monitorslf anything goes wrong, anything at all, the damn
machines pull the entire unit and slap another one in placeDown time
would only be about fifteen minutes thirty at the max."

Hosato shook his head, setting his glass down without drinking.

"1 don"t know, Ricklt still sounds to me like you could get
yourself in a lot of troubleYou"ve got a Mexican standoff between
Maintenance and Security over who"s responsible for watching the
manufactur-

ing arealf anything goes wrong, someone"s going to get blamed,
and from where 1 sit, that"ll be Maintenance."

"Don"t worry about i1t," his friend insisted Nothing major can
go wrong, not the way it"s set up nowAt best, a mechanical failure
would be a nuisanceWe"re just hoping there®ll be enough nuisances to
prove our point."

"How can you be that surel mean, surely there®s some point of
vulnerability that could send things into a tailspin.”

"Let me tell you, Hayamal"ve been working here for twelve
yearsl"ve seen almost everything imaginable go wrong at one time or
another—the plumbing, the machines, the life-support systems
everythingBut I haven®"t seen anything yet break down that couldn"t be
fixed or replaced in minimal time, and that was before the modular
systeml remember one time-"



A high beeping interrupted his orationWith a sigh he thumbed a
button on the side of his belt pager and stood up.

"No rest for the wicked, | guess,' he grumbled, tossing down
the last of his drinkThen he reached forward and punched the keyboard
with practiced ease”l"1l get this tabHave one more on me, okayl"ve
got to run."

Hosato smiled and waved as the maintenance man departedAs soon
as he was out of sight, however, the smile dropped from his face like
a mask.

The table bonged again as his fresh drink rose into view, but
he didn"t even look at itlnstead, he stared intently at the far wall
as he tried to organize his thoughts.

Well, Suzi, he thought, there®s good news and bad newsThe good
news is that no one"s watching the manufacturing areasThe bad news is
that, according to the maintenance crew, the production lines can"t
be gimmicked.

That was their opinionHosato would have to be convincedThere
was a big difference between coin- cidental machine failure and
deliberate sabotage.

Unfortunately, that also meant he was going to have to scout it
himselfHe had hoped that wouldn®"t be necessaryThat®"s why he had
sought out the talkative little mechanic, sprawled in his favorite
barThe right words would have saved him a lot of trouble”lf the Z
units go, we"re all out of worklf you look sideways at the W runners,
they stop dead.. I keep telling them there®s no backup for the four-
wheels, but no one listens”™ Any phrase like that would have given him
a targetlnstead, he was going to have to do his own dirty work.

Well, he hadn"t really expected the answer to fall into his
lapHe had hoped, but he hadn"t really counted on itThat"s why he was
wearing his Ninja suit.

He stood up and reached for his employee card, then remembered
Handel had already paid for the drinksRick was a nice guylt was a
shame he was going to have to put him out of work, along with the
rest of McCrae Enterprises.

Hosato paused for a moment after emerging from the bar"s
dimness to let his eyes adjust to the lightOne of Sasha®"s guards was
walking past and swept him with an impersonal gazeHosato smiled and
nodded a greeting, which was ignored.

He wasn"t worried about detection, yetAt the moment, his Ninja
suit looked like an ordinary turtleneck jumpsuit with wide turnback
cuffsThis was no accidentPart of invisibility was being able to blend
with the general populace before and after the job, and the suit was
designed to enable him to do precisely that.

Setting his legs for a purposeful stride, he left the mall and
living quarters and headed into the tunnels leading to the other
buildings of the complexThere were occasional security guards about,
but none paid him particular attention.

The boldness of a daytime scouting mission had its advantageslf
seen, he would be assumed to be going about normal businessAt night,
the only ones moving about would be him and the guards, which would
immediately arouse suspicions.



As he navigated the tunnels, he debated trying for one of the
buildings housing a product family other than Turner®slt would be
better if he practiced his trade in another area to avoid throwing
immediate suspicion on himself as a member of Turner®"s staffAs
quickly as the thought occurred to him, he rejected itBefore he could
make his penetration, he first had to traverse the corridorslf he
were seen in a building other than where the guards were used to
seeing him, the balloon would go up and he"d have a great deal of
difficulty explaining his presenceNo, it would have to be Turner®s
building.

That decision made, he turned up the flight of stairs leading
to his chosen targetWhen he reached the second landing, instead of
continuing up to the office levels, he paused in front of a small
metal door in the wall marked "Maintenance Access."

He shot a quick glance up and down the stairs, but for the
moment he was aloneActually, even if he were observed at this point,
he was relatively safeThis was a scouting mission only, and as such
he had no incriminating equipment or explosives on his person that
would betray his true intent if seen or searched.

Working quickly, but with careful precision, he pulled out the
winding stem of his wristwatch and swept it over the door and
frameThe second hand, now still, showed no new movement.

Apparently the door was what it seemed, a plain metal door with
no lockThere were no indications of electric currents to betray a
hidden alarm system.

Hosato stared at the door for a momentThe big question was,
what was on the other side of the doorA guardA cameralt was ludicrous
to believe an outfit as security-conscious as McCrae would leave this
vital passage vulnerablewWell, there was only one way to find
outFixing an expression of mild curiosity on his face, he opened the
door and looked inside.

A low, dimly lit corridor stretched away before him for some
thirty feet before terminating in an abrupt right turnCurious.

He stretched his arm in and swept the floor, walls, and ceiling
immediately inside the door with his wrist-watchNothing.

Gritting his teeth, he stepped inside and let the door shut
behind himNothing happened.

He waited impatiently for his eyes to adjust to the gloomlt was
here somewhereHe could feel it instinctivelySomewhere nearby was an
alarm waiting to be triggeredThe question was, could he find and
identify it before it alerted the guards to his presence?

Cautiously he edged forwardHe studied the walls, ceiling, and
floor for telltale openings or holes, while at the same time he swept
the same surfaces with his wristwatchlt was here somewhere.

Ten feet down the corridor, he found itUnconsciously he nodded
to himself with professional admiration and satisfactionVery neat.

The second hand on his watch jumped, indicating the presence of
electrical currents under the "floorProbably pressure plates set to
trigger an alarm it anyone walked across that portion of the
corridorShort of tearing up the floor, there was no way of
deactivating the trap or telling how far down the corridor it



extended, so he probably couldn®t jump over itlt was a very effective
system, which would catch the average intruder before he detected it,
and stop him coldFortunately, Hosato didn*"t fit into that category.

He scanned the walls with his watchAs he suspected, they were
free of alarms.

He sighed inwardlyWell, this was itBeyond this point he could
no longer claim to be lost or curious if caughtThere was no way in
which someone could casually or accidentally bypass this
trapPenetration beyond this point could only be calculated and delib-
erate.

Squatting down, he pressed the bottoms of his pants legs
against the sides of his boots, taking care to be sure the proper
electrical contacts were madeStanding again, he unrolled the
turtlenecklt was longer than it appeared, coming up over his head and
sealing with the same type of Fitting that attached his pants to his
boots, leaving him peering out two narrow eye slits in the resulting
hoodFinally he folded the wide sleeve cuffs down over his hands and
sealed themAs the final connection was made, sealing him In com-
pletely, the Ninja suit activated itselfHe was ready.

Stepping to the wall, he pressed his palms against it, then one
kneeThen he picked up his other leg, and, suspended in midair,
pressed the knee against the wall.

He hesitated for a moment, then pulled one hand free and
pressed it against the wall a foot farther down the corridor; then he
pulled his other hand free and repeated the process.

This feature was one of the minor advantages a Ninja suit gave
him—wall-walkingln the palms and knees of the suit were wafer-thin
suction units that were activated when pressure was appliedThey were
not very strong, but powerful enough that if he maintained three-
point contact with a surface, they would hold—provided he did not
shift his weight too suddenly.

Though he could not see his watch, he had similar units built
into the suit, which he used periodically to check the floor as he
made his way along the wallAfter fifteen feet, he failed to get the
warning tingle from his sensors and knew it was safe to use the floor
again.

He was sweating profusely as he eased himself back down to a
standing positionThe ventilation in a Ninja suit was not good, and
wall-walking required considerable exertionHe considered turning off
the suit, but decided against itFrom this point on, he was committed,
and the suit was his best protection against detection.

Trusting his sensors to warn him of any additional alarms, he
stepped boldly forward and turned the corner.

There, confronting him, was the unblinking eye of a security
camera.

Cursing his carelessness, he lowered his head to hide the eye
slits and hurried past the camera.

Very, very neat!
Anyone successfully bypassing the floor trap would be so

swollen with self-confidence he would blunder right into the backup
system—as he just had.



Invisibility had fringe benefitsNot only was it an invaluable
aid for infiltration, it also hid embarrassing mistakes, like the one
he had just madeThe fact he had escaped detection had nothing to do
with his skill and trainingThis time, the credit belonged to the
Ninja suit.

Hosato breathed a silent prayer of thanks for this new addition
to a Ninja"s arsenal of weapons and equipmentHis ancestors in Japan
had worn baggy suits of black, white, and charcoal gray when under-
taking a missionThe black or gray would blend with the shadows, and
the white would vanish against snow, while the baggy fit would break
up the telltale silhouette of the Ninja.

As technology progressed, so had the Ninja"s gearThe current
apex of that evolution was suits such as the one Hosato was
wearingWhile not actually rendering him invisible, it was certainly
the ultimate in camouflaging.

The cloth, which appeared at Ffirst glance to be a brightly
colored velvet, actually was covered with millions of light relays,
each paired with a twin on the exact opposite side of the suitWhen
activated, each relay would pick up whatever light reached it and
display it on the opposite side of the suitThat is, whatever was
behind him would be displayed on the front of his suit, and whatever
was in front of him would be displayed on the back.

The suit was effective to the point that he could pass in front
of a lamp without casting a shadowHe could still be detected by the
human eye if he moved, but if he remained motionless, a casual gaze
would sweep right past himFortunately, security cameras were easy to
foolThe most someone monitoring a camera would see if he walked past
would be a slight rippling of the picture, which would be disregarded
as an electronic disturbance in the equipment.

The corridor ended abruptlySet in the right-hand wall was
another metal door identical to the one he had first passed
throughHis scanners again gave no indication of alarms, so he
cautiously opened the door a crack and peeked through.

Yes, this was itThe manufacturing area.

He slipped through the door and let it close behind him,
standing silently in momentary awe at the spectacle before himuUntil
this moment, he had never truly comprehended the size of McCrae
Enterprises or the epic proportions of the job before him.

The room was huge, easily as large as a spaceport hangarPacked
into the room, wall to wall, floor to ceiling, were the assembly
linesThe place seemed to be one solid mass of machines, bins,
conveyor belts, catwalks, and ladderslt was a study in perpetual mo-
tion, with bits of partially assembled robots appearing and
disappearing as the various pulleys ferried them along their destined
course of completionThe din was unbelievable.

Hosato experienced a flash of despairlt was so big, so
complicatedAnd it was only one of many such areas he would have to
sabotage to halt productionHow could he possibly hope to stop it all
by himself?

Angrily he halted that train of thoughtHis family had not
failed to fulfill a contract in more than two centuries, and he
wasn®"t going to be the one to ruin that recordSo It was
complexComplexity meant vulnerabilityThere was a weak link here



somewhere, but he wasn"t going to find it standing here staring.

Steeling himself to the task, he began his circuitous tour of
the facility.

An hour and a half later he paused on one of the high catwalks
to take a breatherLeaning against the saftey railing, he surveyed the
area as he tried to collect his thoughts.

Once in the manufacturing area he was relatively safe from
surveillance and had unsealed the head of his suit to give himself
better visibility and ventilationThe hands and feet he left sealed so
that on the off-chance anyone appeared, he could reseal the suit in
minimal time.

He was beginning to think Rick was right when he said nothing-
could go wrong in the manufacturing areaAbout the only way Hosato
could think of to disable the area would be to blow the whole mess
sky-highExcept that he didn"t have-and couldn"t get—the necessary
equipment.

IT he sealed the doors, they could just cut new doors in the
wall and keep producinglf he destroyed the stored components, they
could quickly produce new onesThe assembly machinery was
modularizedThe bulky maintenance robots with their forklift arms were
ever vigilant as they roamed the floor and catwalksThey could quickly
replace any damaged unit in minimal time, and production would
continue.

The maintenance robots were small wonders in themselvesHosato
had paused for a while to watch a dozen of them at workThey were
apparently dismantling one product-assembly line and rebuilding it to
new specifications in preparation for the production of a new type of
robotWatching them glide back and forth lifting and placing the heavy
assembly modules gave him a new appreciation for the strength and
versatility of today®s robotsBut that wasn"t solving his problem.

The various cables and power lines came up through the floor,
feeding directly into the massive pillars and girders that supported
the maze of machineslf he was going to try to go after those, he
might as well blow the entire areaNor could he tamper with the
control signalslf Suzi was right in her analysis, they couldn"t be
jammed or distortedBesides, any jammer unit..

A subtle vibration in the rail he was leaning against captured
his attentionOne of the maintenance robots was rolling swiftly at him
down the catwalkHe had been so engrossed in thought he hadn"t noted
its approach.

In one frozen moment he realized it wasn™"t going to stopWith a
bound, he leaped up, to balance precariously on the railing, waiting
for the machine to pass byThen he saw the forkliftOne of its massive
arms was extended over the railingln a moment it would knock him from
his perch, to fall to his deathHe had one split second to look for an
escape route.

He saw it and jumped for it in the same heartbeatDirectly
overhead was another catwalkHis reaching fingers found purchase on
the lip of the walk, and he pulled his legs up out of the way of the
swiftly moving monster below.

The maintenance robot continued on its way without apparently
noting his activities at all.



Hosato waited a moment, then swung his legs and dropped back
onto the catwalk belowHe glared after the machine as he waited for
his heart to resume its normal rhythmStrangeUsually heavy, mobile
robots had built-in sensors that would not allow them to approach a
human at speeds like thatMaybe since these robots were being used in
a manufacturing area where no humans were present, those sensors had
been deactivatedlf so, Hosato didn"t like itlt was dangerous.

Had he been a little less agile, the robot would have killed
him.

He was suddenly eager to get back among other humansHis mission
here was over, anywaySuzi had been rightHe was going to have to hit
the main computer and power-source building if he wanted to
successTully complete his missionThat would take considerable
preparation.

Returning to the floor level, he was heading for the door back
for the access corridor when another door caught his eyelt was
clearly labeled "Prototype Room."

That stopped himHe fought a silent inner battle for a moment;
then curiosity won out over cautionWith any luck, he might get an
advance peek at Turner"s new security robots, or at least get an idea
of what direction their development was taking.

Resealing his hood to reactivate the Ninja suit, he opened the
door a crack and peeked insidelt was a room not unlike the one he was
currently in; smaller, no assembly lines, and more important, no
humans or cameras.

Thus assured, he entered the room for a closer lookThere were
no formal lines, but tables of various sizes with half-built robots
on themSmall bins of components lined the walls, and the designer
robots moved between the bins and the tables, gathering parts and
adding them to the prototypes they were working on.

Hosato stepped to the first table and studied the work in
progress thereThough he was no technician, he had enough general
knowledge to understand some of what he was seeing.

The robot under construction would be humanoid in appearance,
though noticeably larger than an average manlt would have four
cameras or sensory inputs of some kind mounted on its head, giving it
a 360-degree field of coverage without turninglt would probably be
fast enough to ..

Something caught Hosato"s eyeA chill ran through him as he
focused on the half-assembled arm lying on the table in front of
himForgetting himself for the moment, he unsealed his right hand and
picked the arm up for closer examinationlt looked like there was a
blaster being built into the ..

The designer robot nearest him suddenly extended a telescoping
screwdriver arm straight at his chestWithout thinking, Hosato parried
the advancing point with the prototype arm he was holdingln the same
motion, he stepped in close and riposted, smashing his improvised
weapon across the designer robot"s face.

There was a brief flare of sparks, and the designer robot
stopped, its lights dying and its gauges dropping to zero.

Hosato tossed the prototype arm back on the table and sprinted
for the door, resealing his suit as he went.



That did itDamn his fencing reflexes anywaylf the breakdown of
a designer robot didn"t bring someone into the area, nothing wouldlt
wouldn®"t take a genius to realize someone had helped the robot to
malfunctionHe had to clear out and establish his presence elsewhere
fast.

As he ran, however, a thought occurred to himHe had almost been
killed twice by robots in this missionlt would seem the robots were
malfunctioning, and that could be dangerous.

The problem was, he couldn®"t report it to anyone without
admitting he had been in an area he had no business being in!

"There is no record of the transaction you are referencing."

The impersonal monotone of the desk-robot was infuriating, but
Hosato kept his temperThe last thing he wanted to do was to cause a
scene or draw attention to himselfln fact, that®"s why he was here in
the Accounting OFffice, to try to avoid suspicion.

There had been no overt reaction to his abortive scouting
mission yesterdayHe had successfully withdrawn from the manufacturing
area, Ffinding no indication of alarm or other alert as he did
soStill, he was sure—and Suzi confirmed his feelings—that somewhere
someone had noted the results of his activities and was hard at work
trying to uncover the culprit.

Hopefully, it would be regarded as the result of the
interoffice rivalries Turner had mentioned, though there would
doubtless be a great deal of curiosity as to how the alarm floor and
camera were bypassedStill, the bloodhounds would be looking for any
unusual behavior, which was why he was here.

"Look,'" he said firmly to the robot"lt was last Wednesday
nightl fed the card into the waiter robot myselfl know the charge was
made, so why wasn"t it shown on my pay stub?"

"There is no record of the transaction you are referencingl
have rechecked the records each time you asked,' the robot replied
without rancor'However, as this is the Ffifth time you have repeated
the same question or a close variant thereof, 1 must assume you find
my answer unsatisfactorylf you wish additional clarification, so
indicate and I will summon a human to deal with your problem."

"Please." Hosato sighed.

"That phrase is unclearDo you wish-?"

"Please summon a human,' Hosato amended.

"Your request is being processedThere will be a short delay."

The desk-robot lapsed into silenceHosato sank back in his chair
to waitHe was beginning to wonder if he was really pursuing the right
course in this matterMaybe ..

"Oh, hil"™

He swiveled his head toward the source of the voiceThe same
petite redhead who had First welcomed him to McCrae Enterprises had
just entered the room.

"Are you the one with the problem?" she asked.



"Yes." He smiled”l must say that was quickWere you waiting
outside, or what?"

She made a face at him"McCrae employees are always eager to
serve your every need,” she recited”Besides, it"s not like 1 was
busyThis is the second problem 1"ve had to deal with this monthWhat"s
your gripe?"

"Well, actually it"s more of an accounting problem than a
personnel problem."
"That"s okay,' she insisted"l handle bothShows you how many
problems we normally get, doesn®t itl tell you, the machines are
doing everything these days."

"Yes, well, it"s nothing, reallyl charged a meal onto my
account last Wednesday night, and it didn"t show on my pay stub as a
deductionl just wanted to be sure my records were accurate, that"s
all."”

She cocked her head at him"You know, you"re a strange oneMost
people wouldn®"t even notice what was or wasn"t charged to them, and
the ones that did sure wouldn®"t complain if a meal got charged to
somebody else.™

She stepped to the desk computer and started keying in
data"What"s your employee number?' she asked over her shoulder.

“"Actually, if it"s too much trouble-"

"Too late to change your mind now.' She grinned"Now that you"ve
confessed, we"re going to see this throughCome on, this is probably
going to be the high point of my week."

He gave her the number, and she keyed it into the robot.

"No," she said thoughtfully, scanning the view-screen"There"s
no record of that transaction.”

Hosato shut his eyes for a moment as he fought back a sarcastic
commentLook," he said finally, "1 was therel personally fed my card
into the waiter robotl know the charge exists somewhere."

"Don"t get panicky," the girl assured him"We"ll find itCould
you give me a few details?”

"Well, Sasha and | had dinner at the mall restaurant ."

""SashaWell, well." She smiled at him and bent over the robot
once more''Here it is."

"Where was it?" he asked.

"My friend, you"ve been flimflammedThursday morning your
charming dinner companion used her security override to erase the
charge from your record and had it added to hers instead."

Hosato felt a mild pang of annoyance"Well, just transfer it
back," he ordered.

“"Can"t." The girl smiled"You"ll just have to give her the money
yourself if you want to pay for itl just wish 1 could be there when
you try."



Hosato controlled his temper and forced a smile"Well, I guess
that"s between her and meThanks for your help, thoughl probably
shouldn®"t have gotten you involved."

"Don"t mention itSay, urn, HayamaMaybe 1 shouldn®t say this,
but about your girlfriend there ."

"She"s not my girlfriend,”™ he corrected.

"Real lyGoodThat makes this a little easier to say, thenDid you
know she"s trying to get you replaced?"

"What?"

"Now, don"t blame herShe"s probably under orders from on high
to save a few bucks on the budgetYou know what they say, "Never mix
friendship with business.” You should hear her side of it before you
tell her to drop dead.™

"First," Hosato interrupted, "I think 1" should hear your side
of it."

"Well," she began eagerly, '"remember 1 said this was the second
special problem I had to deal with this monthwell, the other one was
herShe called me up last Thursday and said she wanted me to send out
a personnel-scouting request to all our field agentsYou"ll never
guess what for."

"A fencing coach?" Hosato supplied.
"Wrong," she said triumphantly'For a spyFor someone who
specializes in espionage and sabotage, but-and here"s the Kicker-a
spy who can double as a fencing coachlt looks like someone thinks
your job should be doing double dutyThat®"s what hit me, you knowWe
used to have two girls here, one handling accounting problems and one
covering personnelThen.."

Hosato wasn"t listening as she rambled onThe Ninja trapSo
that"s what Sasha had up her sleevelnstead of proving the fencing
coach had other talents, she was simply putting out a call for a list
of dubious characters who could fenceAll she would have to do would
be to see if the existing coach were on itlf he were Would it workHow
many of his contacts would supply his name in response to that
requestWould she make the connection between Hosato and HayamaThere
were a lot of Japanese in space, but how many of them could fence?

"Hey!" The girl laid a hand on his arm, interrupting his
thoughts.

"1 didn"t meant to get you upsetEven if she finds someone, you
can always find another job, can"t you?"
"Sure,'” he said bitterly"”As a professional duelistl was trying
to leave that behindNot much job security, and the retirement plan is
rotten."

"Gee, 1°d like to run interference for you, but well, you know,
it"s my jobStill," she said, "1 do feel somehow responsibleTell you
whatl get off at four, why don"t we" get together over drinks, and
maybe between the two of us we can come up with something."

"Okay." Hosato smiled"Where shall I meet you?"



"Why don®"t 1 drop by your room?" she suggested'And we can
decide where we"ll go from there.™

Suzi will love that, he thought.

“"Terrific,” he said”"I"Il see you then."

"Okay,'" she said, standing up"And in the meantime, don"t
worrySasha®s going to have her hands full for a while after what
happened last night."

Hosato was suddenly alert.

"What happened last night?' he asked casually.

"Haven"t you heardSomebody killed TurnerBlew his head off with
a blaster."

"WhatWho did it?"

"Nobody knows, but it had to be one of the guardsThey"re the
only ones in the complex with blastersThe president has ordered them
all to turn in their weapons until the investigation is complete."

A spark burned in Hosato"s memory''Was he in the manufacturing
area?"

"No, he was in his officeThat"s about all 1 knowSee you after
work." She started for the door.

"What about the boyTurner®s sonWhat happens to him?"

"Gee, I never thought about thatl suppose the company will take
care of him somehowSee you later."

Hosato sat in thoughtful silence after she leftFinally he
leaned forward and spoke into the desk-robot.

""Can you connect me with Harry Turner®s personal quarters?"
"l can function as an intercom system,' the robot responded.
"Then would you connect me, please?"

There was a silence; then James®s voice came out of the
speaker''Yes?"

"Hayama here, James."

""OhHayamal won"t be able to take my lesson today-"

"I know, I just heardWhat 1 wanted to say was that after all
this is over, if you"re still interested, we can talk about your
coming in with me as an apprentice.”

"Thanks, Hayamal appreciate that."

""One more thing, JamesWhat was your father doing in his office
last night?"

"It was the security-robot thing againHe was going to be
looking at the first working prototypes."

"But you have my every assurance that such a thing is



impossible!" Suzi floated at Hosato"s heels as he paced up and down
his apartment.

"Look, Suzi," Hosato said grimly, "I was almost killed twice
yesterday by robotsHow do you explain that?"

There was a moment of silence before the robot replied"The only
possible explanation is equipment malfunction."

"Twiceln the same areaWithin fifteen minutes of each other?"

"The probability is admittedly low, but the possibility is
still there,"™ Suzi insisted"Do you recall your arguments with my
creator to program me so that 1 could attack with a fencing foillt
was safe, you said, there could be no injury so the programming would
be acceptableDo you recall what he said?"

""He said he wouldn"t do i1t."

"He said he couldn®"t do itBecause you and 1 can converse like
this, you keep forgetting one basic conceptMachines are dumbThat"s
why the base "no-kill*® programs are ingrained so deeplyA machine
can"t tell a blunted sword from a real onelf I were able to be
programmed to fight with a mock weapon, you could then substitute a
real weapon and I would kill with itOur "no-kill" programming
therefore negates any such secondary programming.'

There was a knock at the door'Please reconsider," Suzi
begged'The repercussions of your chosen action could-"

"No, Suzi," Hosato said and opened the door'Wwell, Hayama,"
Sasha said, sweeping briskly into the room'"What"s the big emergency?"

"Sit down, Sasha." Hosato smiled"This could take a while."
"No it won"t," the security chief said coldly"My entire force
has been disarmed, the whole complex has gone crazy with accusations
and suspicions, and 1 was supposed to be in the president®s office
five minutes agoThis won"t take long at all."

"But this has to do with Turner®s death," Hosato supplied.

"Finelf you have information to give, then give it and let me
get out of here."

Hosato sighed”Look, SashaWill it slow you up at all if | say
everything you"ve suspected about me is trueThat I"m a Ninja?"

Sasha stopped abruptly and studied Hosato with dark eyes'Did
you kill Turner?" she asked softly.

"No, but I think I know who did .. or what did, to be specific."

The security chief sank into a chair”lI"m listening,' she
announced”™l must say you"ve got the knack for getting my undivided

attention.”

"Before 1 get into my theory, there are a couple questions I
want to ask youAs head of Security, any breach in an restricted area
would be reported to you immediately, right?"

"That is correct.”

"Aside from Harry Turner®s death, were any other disturbances



reported to you yesterday?"
“No. "
"Specifically, in the manufacturing areas?"
"NoWhyHave you heard something—?""

"Next," Hosato interrupted, "is Turner®s product family
introducing any new robots that you know of?"

"That"s a definite no." Sasha grimmaced"They haven®"t come up
with anything new in the last two years."

"Turner controls the Household line, doesn®"t heTell me, can you
think of a household use for a rock slicer?"

Sasha frowned"”Not reallyWe use them in some of our construction
robots, but slicers are too dangerous to be used around humans.™

""How about blasters?"
"Look, HayamaEnough gameslf you have something to say, say it."
Hosato sighed and took the plunge.

"OkayMy name isn"t Hayama, jt"s HosatoBy profession I am a
Ninja, an advancement on the old-world model you®ve studiedl was
hired by Ravensteel to infiltrate your complex for the express
purpose of sabotagel feel relatively safe admitting this to you,
because so far 1 have done nothing except look aroundl haven®"t killed
anyone, destroyed any equipment, or transmitted any information to
RavensteelMy contract is now voided, but to my reasoning, the worst
you can do is export me as an undesirable.”

"That"s quite a mouthful, Hayama .. HosatoThe big question in my
mind is, why?"

"For the money, of course."
"I mean, why tell me?"

"I"m coming to that.”™ Hosato began to pace the room as he
talked"1™"m breaking cover because | think there"s something bigger at
stake."

"Like what?"

"Killer robotsl think Harry Turner was killed by one of his own
prototype security robots and that we"re all in potential danger of
sharing that fate."

"WhoaHold on, HosatoRobot"s can®"t-"'

"Hear me out, Sashal mentioned 1 had done some looking around
yesterdayl was specifically scouting Turner®s manufacturing area for
sabotagel saw two things there that didn"t make senseFirst, the main-
tenance robots were constructing a new assembly line, yet you say
there are no known new products planned for that areaSecond, | saw a
prototype robot being assembled with a built-in blaster in one arm
and a light industrial slicer in the other."

"But robots can"t kill people, they can"t even injure themEven
if they have built-in weapons, they couldn®"t use them on anybody."



"In that same scouting trip, 1 was almost killed twice, both
times by robotsOne time, one of the maintenance robots tried to knock
me off a catwalk; and a few minutes later one of the design robots
tried to shove a screwdriver through my chestDoes that sound like
harmless robots going about their work?"

"It could be a malfunction," she suggested.

"That®"s what 1 thought at first myselfThen I found out that
when Harry was killed, he was supposed to be looking over the
prototypes of the security robotslt just seems like too much of a
coincidence to me."

"But even if they were able to kill people, would robots have
the necessary data tb perform the function?"

"We can check that easily enough,™ Hosato said, turning to
Suzi"'SuziWe"re going to need your help."

The robot remained stoically silent.

""Come on, SuziShe knows alreadyThere®s no need for secrets
anymore."

There was still no response.

“"Am I to take it from your actions,' Sasha asked, 'that Suzi is
more than the Class Two robot she"s been pretending to be?"

"That"s right,"” Hosato responded'She"s actually rather
advancedA Class Seven."

"Class Eight,' Suzi corrected him.

"Ah." Hosato smiled"Since you"ve decided to join us, what data
are available to robots on the subject of killing?"

""Robots are incapable of killing or injuring humans,'™ Suzi
recited"As any idiot knows."

Sasha snickered.

"That"s right," Hosato said"You all have "no-kill
programmingBut how do you know not to injure anyone?"

" "No-kill*® programming includes a complex matrix of human
vulnerabilities,” Suzi informed them'"We know the breaking strength of
every bone in the body, modified for sex and age, the pressure
necessary on what type of an edge to break the skin or rupture an
internal organ, the sensitivities of the eyes or ears-"

"So you have all the information necessary to inflict injuryAll
robots do."

"The information is of a negative natureThese are things we are
to avoid doing at all costs."

"But if the blocks were somehow removed, and you had
programming to that effect, you would know precisely how to
killCorrect?"

There was a painful silence.



"You see, Sasha,' Hosato said'Robots could-"

"Even if we were physically able to inflict injury,"” Suzi
interrupted, "there would have to be specific instruction to that
effect before we could actRobots are incapable of independent
thought, and merely act out instructions given them."

“"A mirror unto man," Sasha murmured.

"What"s that?' Hosato asked.

"OhJust paraphrasing ShakespeareThe original quote was "a
mirror unto nature,” but that isn®"t what we"re dealing with hereWhat
we have is a mirror unto man, one that will reflect our efficiencies
and maybe our weaknesses."

"Then you agree that we could be in danger.”

"No, 1 don"t, Hosato.' Sasha was her brisk self again"While
11l admit it may be a possibility, there is nothing to prove-"

The shrill beeping of her belt unit interrupted herShe palmed
the unit off her waist and held the ear plug against her head.

""'Sasha hereWhatWho is Hello .. Hello!™

Her hands sank slowly into her lap as she stared at Hosato.

"1 think you"ve got your proof,'" she said vacantly"While we"ve
been here talking, someone or something raided the meeting iIn the
president”s office and killed everyone thereSecurity reports
unidentified robots moving through the corridors, armed and capable
of inflicting fatal injury.”

Hosato grasped the situation immediately.

"Suzi," he barked"Full battle equipment!"

The robot obediently pivoted around, and a door swung open.

"What.. ?'" began Sasha.

"Herel assume you can use this," Hosato said, tossing her a
blaster.

The security chief plucked it from the air and blinked at it"I
sure canYou"re a bag of surprises, aren"t you, Hosato?"

"1 try," he said dryly, peeling off his shirt.

There was a knock at the door.

“1*11 get it,"” Sasha volunteered.

"Watch it ." Hosato began, but she already had the door open.
The little redhead stood there"Hil.. Oh!"

Her glance took in Sasha and a half-naked Hosato at the same
tune'Hey, if I"m interrupting anything, I-"

"Get in here, fast," Sasha ordered, beckoning with the blaster.

The girl obeyed, focusing on the blaster for the first



time'"HeyWhat"s going on?"

"The robots are running amok and killing peoplel know it sounds
crazy, butWhat are you doing, Hosato?"

"What does it look like 1"m doingl™"m changing clothes.™
"I didn"t know it mattered what you wore to an emergency."

“"Take my word for it, it does.” He continued don- ning his
Ninja suit and produced another blaster from Suzi®"s depths.

"Here,'" he said, tossing it to the redhead"Ever use one of
these things?"

The redhead wrinkled her nose at the weapon''No,'" she announced

proudly.
"Well, honey, you"re about to learn,”™ Sasha said grimly.

"First things first,” interrupted Hosato''Get on your radio and
alert your guardsTell them to get to the armory and arm themselves as
fast as they canThen send a squad of them to secure the spaceport,
and get the rest over here to guard the living quarters."

"1 know how to do my job, Hosato," she snapped'Then do it!"

He reached for his room telephone and dialed hastily'"JamesGet
over here to my room, fastDon"t ask questions, just do it. That"s
right, and if you see any strange robots, avoid "em like the
plagueRobots—it looks like your dad"s security robot scheme has
backfiredJust get over here fast!" He slammed down the
phone"'SuzilLet"s see those layout diagrams again!"

The robot pivoted, and once more the viewscreen blinked to
life.

Hosato studied the drawings'What®"s this?" he asked, pointing to
an unlabeled outline, forgetting for a moment Suzi®s limited powers
of observation.

"That"s the Maintenance Building," the redhead commented,
peering over his shoulder''Hey, that"s a pretty neat robotWho
manufactures it?"

Hosato ignored her"What"s the story on the life-support
systems, Suzi?" he asked.

"Life-support systems for the living quarters and mall are
self-contained and independent of the main computer controlThey are
located at this point." An area of the layout diagram began to Sash.

""Bad news, Hosato,' Sasha interrupted'"The robots have the
Spaceport.”

"Could someone tell me what"s going on?'" the redhead whined.

"What about the armory?"

"The robots have that, too,'" Sasha informed him'My team managed
to get some of the blasters out before the robots closed in, but not

manyl*ve told them to pull back to the mall here to concentrate our
forces."



There was a knock on the door.
""Stand back," Hosato hissed, motioning them away from the door.

With a fluid motion he rolled to the floor and lay, blaster
ready, in front of the door.

"Who is 1t?" he called.

"James Turner,'” came the muffled response.

""Come on in, James," Hosato called back, his blaster never
wavering.

The door burst open and the boy hurried into the room.

"There"s firing in the ..

He stopped short, gaping at Hosato"s blaster leveled at his
midsection.

"Shut the door,' Hosato ordered.

The boy groped behind him and closed the door, his eyes never
leaving the blaster.

"Never mind Hosato,' Sasha said briskly, stepping to his
side"He"s a bit jumpyWe all areWhat were you saying about firing?"

The boy gulped"There®s somebody®s firing blasters in the main
corridorThe one leading to the rest of the complex.™

Sasha swore absently"That means they"re on the way," she
growled at last”1"d better get down there and organize the defense.™

"Wait a minute, Sasha,' Hosato said, rolling to his feet"ls
there any other way out of the complexOne humans can use?"

"What?"

"Wake upWe can®"t hold them foreverThey"re probably
manufacturing more while we"re talkingWe may have to evacuate the
complexNow, besides the spaceport, how can we get people out of
here?"

Sasha thought for a moment"l can"t think of any-"

"How about the sand crawlers?' James interrupted''The
maintenance crews use them for gathering malfunctioning robotsThey
let me ride along with them a couple of times."

"How big are they and how many are there?"

"They can hold six, maybe ten in a pinch,”™ Sasha supplied"And
there are only two of them.™

Hosato grimaced”lt"s not much, but it"s all we"ve gotJames, you
and _What is your name, anyway?'

"'Since you asked so nicely, it"s Carolyn," the redhead
retorted.

"Okay, you and Carolyn start going through the living
quartersTell everybody to move down to the Maintenance BuildingDon®t



take time to try to explain why, just tell them to do it and keep
movingSasha will be organizing the corridor defense, and Suri and I
will go ahead to check the status on the sand crawlers..Does that
sound all right, Sasha?"

The last was added as he remembered his mannersHe was starting
to take command again.

""Sounds good to me,"
more blasters to spare?"

she replied, unruffled”Do you have any

"Just one, and that"s mine," Hosato apologized.
She made a face at him"Some spyWell, let"s go."
"Spy?'" asked James, looking at Hosato.

"Later, JamesLike the lady says, let"s go."

The mall was a madhouseCrowds of people were milling around in
various stages of confusion and panicDisembodied hands seemed to
pluck at Hosato"s sleeve as he and Suzi traversed the corridorsVoices
babbled questions and demands at him, but he shrugged them off
without breaking strideThe few who noticed he was carrying a blaster
hurried to catch up with him, only to find his smooth pace
deceptively fast.

Sasha had disappeared shortly after they left his room, but he
assumed she was following her own route through the chaosHe could not
waste energy worrying about herShe had her job and seemed competent
enough to handle itHe had hisHe had to make it to Maintenance,
hopefully ahead of the crowds.

The narrow off-corridor to the Maintenance Building was
unoccupiedApparently no one else had recognized it as a possible
avenue of escapeAfter the dimness of the mall, Hosato found the
silence unnerving, and without realizing it, began carrying his
blaster at the ready position.

The metal door at the end of the corridor was closedA prickly,
chilly sensation ran along Hosato"s spineHe hesitated, then made his
decisionHe hadn"t survived this long by ignoring his warning
instinctsMotioning Suzi back against the wall, he bent and sealed his
suitThen, gripping his blaster, he reached out and jerked the door
open.

The Maintenance Building was a wreckThree men who had been
huddled over something on the floor sprang apart and desperately
dived for cover behind workbenches and boxesAs they scattered, Hosato
saw they had been at work dismantling a security robotBeyond it,
several bodies lay on the floor.

"Who"s there?'" a shaky voice called out, and Hosato heard the
quick scrabble as the man changed positions after speaking.

Stepping back into the corridor, out of their line of vision,
Hosato broke the seals and rearranged his Ninja suit as he
replied”Hayama,"™ he called"l"ve got my robot with me, but she®s
stable and functioning normally."

""Come on ahead, Hayama,' came a new voice Hosato recognized as
Rick Handel"s"It"s all right, you guysl know him."

By the time Hosato reentered the room, two of the men had



resumed their work with the fallen robot, leaving only Rick to greet
him.

""Hayama, do you know anything about what the hell®s going on?"

"1 was just about to ask yoult looks like you®"ve had a
firsthand taste of the action here," Hosato observed"All 1 know is,
somehow Turner®s security-robot plans backfired, and now we"ve got a
pack of robots taking the place apart and killing anyone who crosses
their path.”

"Turner, huhWell, that"s one bit of information we didn"t
haveWe got a call a while back that there were a couple of
malfunctioning robots headed for the president®s office wouldn™t
respond to commands, they saidWe sent a team out on the hustle, then
got another call saying those "bots had just broken into some high-
level meeting and killed everybody in the place, including our
section chiefWe were trying to raise our team on the beepers to warn
them off before they walked into a bad situation, when MrPersonality
there burst through the door and started burning everybody in sight.

He jerked his head toward the downed machine.

"Lucky for us, it could shoot in only one direction at a time,
and it picked the wrong direction to startDoc, there, has had some
combat training and smashed in its front with a crescent wrench
before any of the rest of us could moveWe"ve been trying to find out
what makes it lock instead of tick, but so far we can"t figure it."

"Well, you haven®t got much time," Hosato observed grimly" The
things are in the main corridor to the mall."

"Oh, lord!" Rick exclaimed, his eyes widening.

"That"s rightSasha and her security team are trying to stall
them, but they can"t hold them for longWe"re trying to work out an
evacuation plan, but we"ll need your helpThe spaceport®s gone, so
we" 1l have to use the sand crawlersWhere are they?"

"Through there."™ Rick pointed to a door at the rear of the
shop"There®"s an airlock at the far end of the garage that gives
direct access to the surface area, but only one crawler is
operationalThe other one®s half apart for preventive maintenancelt"s
scattered all over the garage.”

"How fast could you put it back together?"

The mechanic gnawed at his lip"Half an hour if I had isome
help," he said"But-"

""Suzi," Hosato said, turning to his partner'Go with Rick here
and help him as much as you can."

"Hey, I can"t take tune to train a Class Two ..

"I am a Class Eight robot," Suzi replied coldly"And am more
than capable of following simple orders."

"A Class Eight?" Rick looked at her speculatively'Say, Hayama,
what are you doing with a Class Eight?"

"Sshh!" Hosato held up a hand for silence, then beckoned the
mechanic closer.



"What"s through that door?' he whispered, pointing to the
ruined metal door af the side of the shop.

"The new corridor,'" Rick whispered back"lt runs past the main
computer building and comes out-"'

Hosato motioned him to silence again, and they listenedComing
from the door was the muffled whine of motors moving toward them down
the corridor.

"Get to work on the sand crawler." Hosato whispered the order
as he started sealing his Nirija suit.

"But what are you ?'" Rick began, then for the Ffirst time
focused on the blaster in Hosato"s hand''Hey, where did you get the
blasterAnd what"s with the funny outfitWho are.. ?"

Hosato finished sealing the suit and vanished.

"l suggest we do as he says," Suzi said to the stunned
mechanic”I"m sure he will explain later, if we get the time."

Hosato didn"t delay to see the final resolution of Rick"s
dilemmaHe moved across the room in a smooth glide and stepped through
the ruined doorway into the corridor.

There were three of them moving slowly down the corridorHe had
never seen a robot try to "sneak" but guessed this was their attempt
to duplicate that form of motionAt these speeds, their motors were
next to noiselesslf Hosato had riot already been alerted and nervous,
it is doubtful he would have heard them at all.

Instead of opening fire immediately, Hosato took a moment to
plan his attackln theory, he should have nothing to fearHis suit gave
him invisibility and therefore invulnerabilitylf the robots"™ camera
eyes did not register a human form, they would not FfireEven his
blaster was rigged to establish contact through his palm, and shared
the same light-relay mechanism as his suitHe was totally invisible
and safe—in theoryOf course, relying on theories was a sure way to
guarantee an early retirement.

There was always the possibility that cameras were not the
robots® sole means of sensory inputHeat sensors, movement detectors,
any one of a number of devices could detect his presence, and then he
would be in a shoot-out with three machines that didn"t miss.

The robots were a scant fifteen feet awayHis plan of action
set, Hosato opened fire.

Standing off-center to the right of the corridor, he fired
point-blank at the lead robotDropping to one knee, he fired again
immediately at the robot at the rear of the formationNot waiting to
observe the results of his first two shots, he dived to his left,
rolling to the side of the corridor, and from a prone position fired
again at the final robot.

He rolled again, still prone, to the center of the corridor,
and froze, studying his targetsObserving no sign of continued
activity from the robots, he drew a deep breath and waited for his
heartbeat to return to its normal pacingRealization suddenly struck
himBetween his second and third shots, the last robot had returned
fire, the bolt from its blaster sizzling the air over Hosato as he
rolled across the corridor.



He shot a quick glance behind him to check his retreat routeThe
smoldering body of a security guard lay just inside the door.

That"s what the robot had fired atlt was reacting to the
security guard"s intrusion into the corridorHad Hosato been on his
feet, he would have been caught in the line of fire, invisible or
not!

He suddenly saw another blaster being poked cautiously into the
corridor, a blaster held by a hand with a uniform sleeve showing.

"Hold your fire!" he called, quickly breaking the seal on his
suit.

He rolled to his feet and confronted the bewildered guard who
cautiously followed the blaster into the corridor.

"How did you-?" the guard began.

"How do we get into the main computer building?'" Hosato
demanded.

"We can"t!" the guard responded automatically.

"Look, don"t you understand?" Hosato pressured"lf we can knock
out that computer, the robots will be minus a brainThat®s where
they"re being controlled from."

The guard®"s face hardened"That"s a top-security area,” he
recited"Orders state that unauthorized personnel-"

Hosato almost hit the man in his frustration but gamed control
of himself.

"Where®s Sasha?" he demanded"We"ll get your orders changed
right now."

"The chiefs been hurt,” the guard informed him"Just before we
collapsed the main tunnel, she .."

But Hosato was gone, pushing his way into the maintenance
shopChaos reigned in the shopThere were people packed into every
available space, all shouting at each otherBits of conversation came
to Hosato as he made his way through the crowd.

"it"s got to be the main programmingThey couldn®t just.'

"has been in the family for two hundred years, and you just.'

"the brains God gave an ant, you"d quite poking around in the
mechanics and help us figure .."

"Billy Billy Maria, have you seen.. ?"

"long until they burn a new corridor, we"ve got to ..

He found her at lastShe was lying on the floorJames was trying
to keep the crowd from stepping on her, but with limited success.

"Hosato!" the boy cried, spying him as he covered the final
distance through the press of bodies'Sasha®"s-"'

"1 heard," he said, dropping to one knee beside the fallen
security chief''How is she?"



It was a rhetorical question, and he ignored the boy"s answer
as he took iIn the situation at a glanceSasha®"s right arm was gone
below the elbowThere was no bleeding, probably cauterized by the same
blaster bolt that took her arm, but she was in deep shock.

"Carolyn"s dead," James shouted in Hosato"s ear.

"Who?'" he replied absently.

"CarolynThe red-headed girl in your roomWhen we were ..

Someone, pushed backward by the crowd, walked directly across
Sasha®s bodyHosato pushed savagely at the legs, then stood up,
casting about desperatelyA familiar face caught his eye.

"Doc!" he called.

The maintenance man was embroiled in an argument with a red-
faced couple and didn"t respondHosato stretched out, got hold of his
arm, and physically dragged h»m out of the conversation.

"We"ve got an injured person down here, Docls there someplace
we can take her where she won"t get trampled?"

"Try the garageRick chased everybody out of there while he was
working on the crawler."

"Thanks!" Hosato said, releasing his hold on the mechanic.

"Say," the man asked, "are you headed back there?"
Hosato was scanning the crowd, trying to pick a path"Yes,"™ he
replied absently.

""Can you take these to Rick?" the man said, forcing a wad of
papers into Hosato"s hand''‘Maybe he can make head or tails of them."

""Sure,'" Hosato acknowledged'Come on, James."

He stooped and picked Sasha up in his armsEven with James
breaking a path through the crowd, it was hard maneuveringThe door to
the garage was worst of allThere were so many people in front of it
Hosato had to momentarily set Sasha down and physi-

cally shove people away before he could get it openAs it was,
he and James barely got Sasha through before the jostling crowd
slammed the door shut behind them.

"1 told you to stay out of .. Oh, Hayama." Rick emerged from
under the sand crawler he was working on"What®"s .-.0h, my God!"

"She" 1l be okay,' Hosatc said, easing his burden to the
ground"How"s the work going?"

"Nearly complete," Suzi pronounced, gliding into view from the
far side of the crawler"Another Ffive minutes of uninterrupted work
and the vehicle will be fully functional."

"That"s right," Rick confirmed'That"s quite a "bot you have
there, Hayamal®m going to have a whole shipload of questions for you
when all this is over, but in the meantime .."

"Right," Hosato responded"1"11 get out of your wayOh .'" He



suddenly realized he was still holding the wad of papers'Here, Doc,
said you should take a look at these.™

The mechanic took the bundle and frowned at it"What are they?"

"1 don"t know,'™ Hosato admitted"Doc just said-" Their heads
came around with a jerkMuffled screams, mixed with the unmistakable
sound of blaster fire, were coming from the door.

"My God,' Rick gasped®"They"re in the shop."

""JamesGet Sasha into the crawlerThat one, the one that"s
workingSuziGive him a hand."

Hosato turned to Rick and lowered his voice'"Get this thing
fired up and ready to rolll*ll see if there"s anything we can do."

Rick nodded and darted toward the controls of the working sand
crawler, and Hosato turned toward the door.

The screams were redoublingUnseen fists were pounding at the
door to the garageln a flash, Hosato realized what was happeningThe
door opened into the shop, and the panicked people were shoving
against it, prevented by their own numbers from getting it open.

With a curse he ran to the door and threw his weight against
itThen he backed up and launched a flying double kick into the door.

The door didn"t budge an inch.

Hammering on the door, he tried shouting Instructions to the
people on the other sideFinally he stopped, realizing the futility of
his actionsSimultaneously he realized the screams from the shop were
dying out, replaced by eerie silence and the sporadic sound of
blasters.

He turned and sprinted for the crawler, fighting back the cold,
sick feeling in his stomach.

Hanging over Rick"s shoulder, Hosato peered curiously at the
piloting viewscreen as the sand crawler jolted its way across the
rough terrain.

"How far is it to the Ravensteel complex?" he asked, swaying as
the crawler plunged down another gully.

"Not far,'" Rick assured him"l"ve never been there myself, but I
know we"re working opposite ends of the same mineral veinl figure we
should be there by morning .. noon tomorrow at the latest."

Hosato squinted skeptically at the viewscreen"That"s pretty
rough terrain out here."

"Don"t worryThis baby®"s built to run over this stuff.”

Rick"s faith in the vehicle seemed to be well-foundedlt was
like an exaggerated version of a tank —no, tanks had caterpillar
treads, and this had huge balloon tires, eight of them, with
independent suspensionMore like a large version of an armored carlt
was short and wide, with the rectangular crew housing perched in the
centerMounted forward of the housing was a pair of large pincer-arms
as well as a small forest of lesser tool armsThe arms could be con-
trolled from the driver®s seat with amazing dexterity and strengthThe
area to the rear of the housing was taken up by a small airlock that



gave the operators access to the outside, should the work require the
human touchlt was an impressive machine, but it was still a machine.

"Are you sure the main computer can"t take control of this
thing?'" Hosato asked nervously.

"Impossible," Rick assured him.

"I you don"t mind my being blunt, that"s what everyone said
about the idea of killer robotslmpossible, but it happened anyway."

Rick sighed'"Look, are you worried about Suzi running amok?"
“No, but-"

"Well, there"s more chance of her being dominated by the
computer than there is of this crawler being affected.”

Hosato shot a glance through the low door to the crew area,
where James and Suzi were hovering over Sasha.

"Now, I didn"t mean you should get paranoid about Suzi,' Rick
chidedLook, Suzi"s capable of independent action, but she has no
capacity for computer directionAnd this crawler has no capacity for
computer direction, and it isn"t capable of independent actionThe
only controls for this baby are right here in my hand, so don"t
worry."

Hosato hesitated a moment, but decided the embarrassment of
admitting his ignorance was worth the information to be gained"How
does that differ from what happened back at the complex?" he asked.

"The security robots are like most of the robots we use: run by
one central computerThey are free-moving, multifunction robots, but
the decision-making and function cues were still left in the central
computer."

He stopped talking to concentrate on piloting the vehicle
around a rock formation.

"So all the killer robots were being controlled from the
central computer?" Hosato prompted, once the obstacle had been
cleared.

"That"s right,” Rick confirmed"Their activities were too
complex and unified to be self-directedThe problem isn®"t with the
individuals units, it"s with the central computer."

Hosato swore.

"What"s wrong?'" his friend asked"l had a chance to go after the
central computer and passed it uplf | could have gotten to it-"

"—you wouldn"t be here,”™ Rick interrupted'Sasha could probably
tell you more about it than I can, but believe me, that thing"s
protectedYou don"t just walk up and turn it offlncidentally, how is
she doing back there, anyway?"

“I*1l check," said Hosato, and ducked back to the crew area.
Sasha was lying on the floor, her eyes openHer listless

thrashing about constantly threatened to displace the blankets they
had heaped on her.



"How is she doing?' Hosato asked.

James turned worried eyes up to him"We"re trying to keep her
covered, but she keeps—"

“"They* 11 burn through!" Sasha moaned suddenly, sitting up”We
need a bigger blockCollapse another twenty feet-"

"It"s all right, Sasha," Hosato soothed, taking her by her
shoulders and easing her back down.

"You don"t understand.'" She turned vacant eyes to him"They"ll
burn throughWe®"ve got to stop them."

"They"re stopped,' he assured her"Everything®s all rightGet
some rest, now."

"Hosato?' She blinked at him"Could you get a doctorl think my
right hand®"s hurtThe fingers feel like they"re on fire."

She tried to raise her right arm to look at it, but Hosato
restrained her.

"Just get some restkEverything will be all right."
""HayamaCome up here, quick!"
Hosato was momentarily torn by indecision.

"Take care of her, James," he said finally, relinquishing his
hold to the boy and starting forward.

"We"ve got problems,”™ Rick announced grimly as Hosato entered
the pilot™s booth"Watch the rear viewscreen there as we hit the top
of this next rise."

Hosato did as he was toldThe moon was bright enough to throw
shadows as he surveyed the scene in the viewscreenAt first he saw
nothing; then something moved in the center of the screenA blob de-
tached itself from a patch of shadows, then was obscured from sight
as their crawler plunged into the next gully.

"What is 1t?" he asked tensely.

"The central computer®s sent one of the ore scouts after us."

"What can it do?"

"Well, it"s got an industrial slicer as one of its tools, and
an ore crane for anotherlt can pick us up or cut us apart, depending
on i1ts instructionsFrom what happened back at the complex, my guess
is it"ll cut us apart."

"Hosato!" James called from the back'Can you give me a hand
here?"

"In a minute, James,' Hosato called back.

"Say, I"ve been meaning to ask,' Rick said"ls it Hayama or
HosatoThe kid there keeps—"

"It"s HosatoCan that thing catch us?"

"It"s faster than we are, but we"re almost out of range of the



computer®s control radius."
"Good." Hosato sighed.

"Not so fast,' Rick retorted”l said "almost." We"ve got another
half-hour®s driving before we"re clearlt”"ll be close, but it"ll
probably catch usEven if i1t doesn"t, it"ll be close enough to use its
slicer on us."

Hosato studied the pursuing vehicle as it came into view again.
"Where are the surface suits?" he asked finally.
"In the tall lockers back in the crew areaWhy?"

But Hosato was already gone.

"Hosato—"" the boy began, looking up.
"Not now, James,' Hosato mumbled, brushing past him"We"ve got
problems."

"If I might suggest ." Suzi began, but Hosato ignored the
robot.
"IT anything happens, James,”™ he said, dragging the bulky
surface suit from the locker and gathering it in his arms, "get in
touch with the HungarianSuzi can tell you how to find him."

"But—"

Hosato cut him short, calling ahead to Rick as he started for
the cockpit again.

"Stop the crawler in the next gully!™
"What for?" the mechanic called back.

"We haven"t got time to argue,'" Hosato growled, joining him in
the cockpit"Just stop this thing and help me get into this suit."

"What are you going to do?"

"I"m going to take a blaster and lay a little ambush for our
friend there."

"You"re nuts," Rick proclaimed'”You won"t stand a chance out
there."”

"I 1 don"t, none of us have a chanceAt least | can create a
diversion until the rest of you are out of rangeNow, stop this
thing."

The mechanic obediently pulled the vehicle to a halt in the
dark shadows of a gully.

"All right," he said, swiveling in his chair to help Hosato
with the suit, "but how will we know to come back and pick you up?"

"You don"t," Hosato replied, struggling with the suit"s
fastenings'You get out of range and waitlf this works, 111 follow
your tracks and catch up with youlf I"m not there by sunrise, I"m not
coming."



"Well, good luck, Hosato." Rick slapped him on the back as he
headed back to the crew area.

Just through the doorway, he stopped suddenlyHis swords, his
clothes, were all heaped in the center of the floor next to Jameslt
took him a moment to realize the implications of this fact; then he
cast about the area, opening his faceplate.

"Where®s Suzi?" he demanded.

"She she told me to unload her," James stammered.

"But where is she?'" Hosato barked.

As if in response, he heard a muffled hiss of compressed airThe
outer airlock door had just opened.

Hosato stogped and rummaged desperately through his gear.

"1 didn"t know what she was going to do!" the boy insisted"All
of a sudden she was gone."

Hosato finally found what he was looking forThe radio unit he
and Suzi sometimes used for communicationsThumbing the unit on, he
raised it quickly to his lips.

"Suzi!" he called"What are you doing?"

"What®"s going on?" Rick called from the cockpit Hosato pushed
his way forward again, centering his attention on the rear
viewscreen.

"See for yourself!" he said, nodding at the screen.

Suzi could be seen clearly, steadfastly making her way back
along the crawler®s tracks.

"IFf you don"t mind my saying so," Rich said archly, "that"s a
waste of a fine robotShe can"t do anything against that ore scout."

"1 didn"t send her," Hosato snarled'She"s out there on her
own."

The robot was almost out of sight as Hosato thumbed the radio
button again.

"Suzil asked you a direct questionRespond!"’

"1 am executing your plan for diversionary action,' came the
calm reply.

"The plan was for me to create a diversion,'" Hosato barked.

"That was the only flaw in your planl am eminently better
suited than you for this mission."

"Return to the crawler at oncel!™

"May 1 remind you''-Suzi"s voice was dry, despite the radio—"the
purpose of this maneuver is to gain time for the crawler to
escapeThat effect will very quickly be lost if you continue to delay
your departureThe time for argument is past.”

"She"s right," Rick said, and set the crawler in motion again.



Hosato started to stop him, then hesitatedSuzi was right-at
least on the time elementThen again, if she failed, he could still
try his own gambit.

"For the record," he said into the radio, "l disagree with your
assertion that you can deal with the ore scout better than I could.™

"Normally you would be correct,' Suzi retorted, 'but under
surface conditions my mobility and maneuverability exceed your own."

"But your programming won"t allow you to carry out any
aggressive functionsHow do you expect to stop it?"

"Even though 1 cannot pose an actual threat, if the ore scout
perceives me as a threat, it"ll stop."

"And then it will start again and you"ll be dead."
"Actually, the correct phrase is "nonfunctional.” "'

Hosato was involuntarily startled by the correctionHe realized
suddenly that he had grown to think of Suzi not as a robot but as a
living individual.

"Suzi—" he began slowly.

"Future communications will occur only as time permits," the
robot"s voice interrupted”The ore scout is in sight now."

Hosato waited impatiently for the crawler to top another rise,
thereby giving him a view of the action occurring to their rearBut as
the scene rose into the viewscreen, he could see nothingThen, as they
were about to plunge into the next gully, there was a quick flash of
light.

The ore scout had fired its slicerApparently the two robots
were somewhere in one of the gullies, hidden from the crawler®s line
of sight.

As their vehicle reached the bottom of the gully, the front
viewscreen picked up a second flash of light reflected on the ridge
aheadThe slicer had been fired a second time.

"Suzi!" Hosato called into the radio"Are you all right?"

"1t missed," replied the robot.

"How are you drawing its fire?"

"Just a minute."

There was another flash of light.

Hosato waitedThere was no sound from the radio.
"Suzi?"

Silence.

"Suzi?" he repeated.

"In response to your question,' came Suzi"s voice, "l am
playing upon the machine®s target-image sensitivities."



Relief flooded over Hosato, but he kept it out of his
voice"Conld I have that last bit in English?" he asked.

"From the actions displayed by the security robots at the
complex, it is apparent they are being directed by the central
computer to seek out and destroy objects of a humanoid formThat means
the target unage must display cerain properties, of shape—spe-
cifically, a head, a given body shape Excuse me a moment."

There was another flash of light.
"SuziWhat are you doing?" Hosato barked.

“"That is what I am attempting to explain,”™ came the calm
response''Additional questions will only prolong my efforts."

Hosato ground his teethHe had dealt with Suzi®s explanations
beforeThey were usually drawn out and detailed, but it was useless to
try to rush her.

"Sorry, Suzi.' He sighed"But could you try to keep it to the
major points only?"

"1 never indulge in needless .. Excuse me."
There was another flash of light.

"Whatever she"s doing, it"s keeping that thing pinned down,"
Rick commented.

Hosato nodded absently, waiting for Suzi to continue her
oration.

"As | was saying,'" Suzi®s voice came again, "fortunately 1 have
been provided with just such a shape- or half of one, to be
specificlt seems to be sufficient to convince the ore scout"s
scanners that I am a target."

For a moment Hosato was confused, but then he rememberedThe
fencing manikinBy facing the fencing manikin with its single arm
toward the ore scout, she was making it believe she was a human!

"We"ll be out of range soon,"™ Rick announced.

Hosato ignored himThe information was welcome, but at the
moment his attention was commanded by Suzi®s report.

"By presenting the humanoid shape,' Suzi was saying, "I am able
to draw the ore scout®"s attention and activate its attack
patternThen, by removing the image, 1 am able to effectively
disappear as a targetApparently the scout is directed to search for
the target for a given period of time before resuming its pursuit of
the sand crawlerThe periodic interruptions in my transmission occur
when the scout starts to abandon its search, thereby making it
necessary to display the target once moreExcuse me."

It occurred to Hosato that Suzi was flirting with disasterThe
slicer would destroy her completely if it touched her even oncelf she
were slow in turning, or..

"Suzi!" he said desperately'”Do you know if the central computer
has a learning capacitylf it does, a repeated pattern could be
detected and the target image changed."



“"That"s right!"” Rick supplied”The computer does have that
capacity.”

"Even if that capacity exists,"” Suzi"s reply came,

"in my opinion it has not received sufficient data to effect
such a change."

A warning bell went off in Hosato"s mindSomething that had been
drilled into his head time and time again during his training.

"Suzi!" he warned"”Never underestimate your opponentDon”t make
plans that hinge on his incompetence or inability to react.”

There was no response.

"Suzi?" he repeated.

"We"re out of range now," Rick said over his shoulder.
""SuziStatus check!"

Silence.

"Shall 1 stop and wait for the robot?" Rick asked.
Hosato didn"t reply.

"1 said, shall 1-"

"No," said Hosato, his hand holding the silent radio dropping
listlessly to his side"There"s no use waitingPush on for Ravensteel."

"We"ve got to stop them!™

Sasha®"s delirious meanings from the crew area echoed Hosato"s
own thoughts.

“"That"s an interesting story, Hosato.'

The Ravensteel security chief"s tone matched his indolent
sprawl in the office chair.

Hosato"s alarm and annoyance with the situation grewSomething
was wrongHe had realized that when their arrival at Ravensteel was
met by armed guards, guards who had not lowered their weapons when
Hosato announced who he was and his affiliation with Ravensteel.

"That"s my report," he corrected"If you"ll get in touch with
one of the executives in charge of this mission, 1°11 be glad to
repeat it for him."

"I"ve already contacted those parties.”" The man smiled"They"ve
delegated full authority in this matter to me."

Hosato was suddenly aware again of the armed guard standing
behind his chair"Very well, then," he said with forced
casualness"What else do you want to know?"

The man, Gedge, leaned forward and rested his elbows on his
desk"You could start by explaining what it is you want from



Ravensteel ."

Hosato was stunned by the statement”l .. I don"t understand,’ he
managed at last.

""Oh, come now, Hosato.'" Gedge winked knowingly'What are you
after, reallyMore money?"

Hosato reminded himself again of the guard and held his temper
in check.

"Actually," he said levelly, "I had the ridiculous idea
Ravensteel might be interested in helpinglt would be in their best
interest, you know."

Gedge"s gaze never wavered, and neither did his smile.

"Ravensteel is interested only in pleasing its customers and
its stockholders," he recited.

"All of whom are human,'™ Hosato supplied”."Perhaps I didn"t
make myself clearThe robots are killing all humans—women, children,
everybodyl don"t see any reason why Ravensteel would be exempted,
unless..”

A thought suddenly occurred to himThis man was far too
unruffled and sure of himself.

"unless Ravensteel is controlling them,” he finished
thoughtfully.

Gedge dropped his eyes and chuckled to himself.
"Hosato," he said, reestablishing eye contact, "you"re really
quite amusingNow, tell me, what are we supposed to be controlling
them to do?"

Hosato"s anger flashed"Tve been telling you!" he snarled"To-"

“"—run amok and kill people,'" Gedge interrupted®"That"s right, 1
keep forgetting."

His eyes hardened, and he half-rose from his desk as he glared
at Hosato"l keep forgetting because it isn"t trueMcCrae Enterprises
is functioning today as normally as it was yesterday and the day
before.™

"What?'" Hosato exclaimed.

"That"s right, HosatoWe checked your story, ridiculous as it
wasMcCrae is taking orders, making shipments, and conducting tours
jJjust like they always have."

"But that"s impossiblel!™

"You"d think so, wouldn®"t you?" Gedge smiled"At the very least,
it makes a rather substantial contradiction to your story."

"Wait a minute,”™ Hosato began excitedly"lt"s the robotslt"s got
to beHas anyone human from McCrae been in contact with the outside
world since yesterday?"

"As a matter of fact, we triedWould you like to see the tapes?"



Gedge keyed a reference number into his desk-robot and swiveled
the viewscreen so Hosato could watchThe very human features of a
uniformed Mc-Crae security guard blinked into view.

“"Security,"” the face said briskly.

"Gedge from Ravensteel here,”™ came Gedge®s voice'Let me talk
with Sasha."

"She is unavailable,™
assistance?"

the guard responded”May 1 be of

"Perhaps,' Gedge®s voice continued smoothly'One of our ore
scouts malfunctioned and got away from usThe last time we saw it, it
was headed your wayWe"d like permission to cross over onto your
property and reclaim it."

"Under no circumstances are Ravensteel personnel allowed on
McCrae property,' the guard recited"We will conduct a search of our
own and notify you of the results."

"1 want to talk to Sasha," Gedge iInsisted stubbornly"She"d let

us—

"She is on a priority mission at this time," the guard
interrupted”Until her return, 1 am in temporary commandMcCrae rules
are very specific on the point of trespassersWe will conduct our own
search, and if any Ravensteel personnel are found on McCrae property,
they will be fired on as saboteurs.™

The screen blinked out as the guard broke the connection.

"That doesn"t prove anything,'" Hosato insisted'You know as well
as | do, transmissions and displays can be phonied
electronicallyHell, Suzi could do that!"

"WhoOh, yes, your robotWell, 1 don"t know much about thatYour
people were always better than us at radios and transistors and stuff
like that."

The casual dismissal in his voice gave more impact to the
racial slur than would have been gained with sarcasm.

"But what it comes down to, Hosato, is, | don"t believe your
cock-and-bull storyMore importantly, neither does the executive
boardWe think you sold out to McCrae."

A tiny spark of fear replaced Hosato"s angerHe began to wonder
if he would be alive at the end of his meeting.

"How am 1 supposed to have sold out?" he asked quietly.

"You"re good, Hosatol"ll admit thatA specialist." Gedge waved a
casual hand at Hosato"s gear and weapons arrayed on his desk'Did you
know that any one of a dozen on my team would have tried your
missionFor no extra payNo, you probably wouldn®"tYou"re the outside
specialist they went to instead."

Hosato was about to repeat his question, then held his silence.
"Fifteen thousand with no results guaranteed.'" Gedge shook his

head in mock admiration™l don®"t mind admitting, Hosato, 1"d be
willing todo nothing for a lot less than that."



He laughed at his own joke before continuing.

""So there you were, no loyalties to Ravensteel, no career to
worry about, nothing to inspire you to Finish the mission except more
moneyNow, the McCrae security system is tight, maybe the best except
for oursThere®s no way you could crack that system without risking
your life, and with fifteen thousand in your packet, why should you?"

Hosato thought of his family"s generations-long record of
successful missions, but kept his silence.

"Now, here"s where 1 take my hat off to you, Hosato.'" Gedge
smiled"Ninety-nine out of a hundred space bums would have taken the
money and run, but not youYou saw a way to squeeze a few more credits
out of the situationYou reveal yourself to McCrae, and offer to use
your position with Ravensteel to get a spy through the door—not just
a spy, but their own chief of security!"”

Hosato forced a smile"l suppose it doesn"t make an Impression
on anyone that she®s had her arm blown off."

"That was a nice touch,”™ Gedge admitted"lt almost worked, until
I reminded the board that Sasha would probably let you cut off both
her legs to get an inside look at Ravensteel security."

"l see,”™ Hosato said thoughtfully.

"So the only question left is, how much did they pay you, or,
more important, how much will it cost to get you back on our side?"

Hosato met his eyes and smiledFor a brief moment anger flashed
in Gedge"s ice-blue eyes; then it was gone.

"You"re a brassy bastard!" He laughed, shaking his head"l think
it"s safe to say the board will probably go along with it, especially
since you brought them a present.”

"How"s that?"

"Sasha, of course.' Gedge winked again''She was your ace in the
hole all alongShe has enough data on McCrae security in her head to
keep my team busy for a long timel don"t know how you got her to go
along with this, but bringing her with you gives you the leverage you
need to change sides againSheer brilliance."

Hosato shrugged modestly and stood up, extending his
hand"Well,"™ he said, "I triedlt"s good to be working for Ravensteel
again."

Gedge ignored his hand"When will you be ready to start?" he
asked"As soon as we get the information out of Sasha, 1 assume."

"Actual ly"—Hosato smiled-"1 won"t have to wait that longl~"ve
gotten most of the data I needJust keep her here and away from McCrae
until I"m donelncidentally'-he shot a glance around the room-—

"what did you do with the other twoThe kid and the mechanic."

"We"re holding them next door." Gedge gestured at the door in
the wall"'We weren®"t sure if we should kick "em off-planet or just
kill them."

"Keep "em,' Hosato advised'"They"ll make good hostages."



"Hey, that"s a good idea," Gedge admitted"Say, what is that
thing, anyway?"

Hosato had started to pick up his gear from the desk.

"This?" he asked, holding up a six-inch metal rod with a sharp
point.

"Yeahls it a poison injector or a climbing spike or what?"

Hosato smiled"Actually, it"s much simpler than that," he
confided"It works like this."

As he spoke, he released the throwing spike with a sharp snap

of his wristThe spike darted across the room and embedded half its
length in the forehead of the watching guard.

A surprised look spread across the guard®"s face; then he
crumpled to the floor.

Gedge blinked, then started to turn to Hosato.

An epee was in Hosato"s hand, and a gleam of light from the
overhead lamp shone from its needle point, hovering inches from
Gedge®s throat.

"Don"t even twitch, Gedge,' he said coldly"There aren®"t many
reasons for keeping you alive, and lots for killing youAll 1 need is
an excuse to change my mind."

Gedge swallowed hard but kept his voice level'"What.. What"s your
game, Hosato?'

"That"s the problem," Hosato retorted'You"ve got it into your
head 1"m out to destroy RavensteelWell, that"s your prerogativelt®s
mine not to go along with it."

Gedge licked his lips nervously'"Okay, HosatoPut the sword away
and let"s talk it out."

"No dealNow we play 1t my way." He edged over to the fallen
guard and retrieved the blaster, shifting the sword to his left hand.

""How many guards on the two next door?" he demanded.
"Look, Hosato, we can-"

"How many?"

"Two."

Hosato moved sideways until he stood against the wall beside
the door into the adjoining room.

"IFf you"re lying, Gedge, you"ll be the first to goNow, open the
door and call to them.™

Gedge hesitated, then moved to the door and opened it.

"We"ve got a code Delta,"™ he announced casually.

In a flash Hosato was in the doorway, his blaster leveled at



the occupants of the next room.
"Freeze!" he snarled.

The two guards, hands on the butts of their blasters, froze in
placeRick and James were seated on a sofa against the far wall,
apparently unharmedHosato noted with satisfaction they had failed to
relieve James of his dress sword—-probably didn®"t consider it a
serious weapon.

"All right, toss your blasters into the corner," he instructed
the guards'Easy!"

The guards obeyed with leaden slowness.

"Nice try, Gedge,'" Hosato commented to his captive as the
blasters thudded into the corner”l don"t know what a code Delta is,
but I had a hunch 1 wouldn®t like itOkay, Rick, get their-"

Gedge kicked the door shut on his arm and rushed him.

Fighting the pain of his pinned arm, Hosato hammered at his
assailant with the bell guard of his epeeGedge was inside the length
of the sword, negating the use of the point, and he clung to Hosato
tenaciously for several precious seconds.

Finally Hosato slammed the heavy pommel against the larger
man®s temple, and Gedge sagged, his grip looseningWith a heave Hosato
shoved the man off him and wrenched the door open.

In the corner, Rick was wrestling with one of the guards,
apparently for possession of one of the blastersBefore Hosato could
call out, the mechanic found the proper leverage and jerked his
opponent®s head around sharplyThere was an audible crack, and the
guard went limp.

The other guard was Hosato hesitated as he focused for the
first time on the prostrate form on the floor by his feetThere was a
pool of blood slowly spreading from the body.

James was standing shakily nearby, his bloody dress sword
hanging limply in his hand.

Their eyes met.

""He .. he was going to .."

"It"s all right now, James,'" Hosato said quietly.
"1.. killed him."

"You sure did, kid," Rick interrupted'Saved your hide, too,
HosatoWhat do we do now?"

Hosato felt a quick surge of anger at Rick"s callousness; then
it subsidedRick was rightThis was a time for action.

"Are you all right, James?" he asked brusquely, taking the boy
by the shoulder.

The youth blinked vacantly, then nodded his head in stubborn
assent.

"Rick, get their blasters."



Without waiting for the mechanic®s reply, Hosato turned and
strode into Gedge"s office once moreThe security chief was conscious
but out of actionHe was hunched over on his hands and knees, holding
his head and moaning softlyHosato ignored him and moved to the desk,
arming himself from his own arsenal, which Gedge had so conveniently
laid out for him.

As he had noted earlier, his blasters were goneWell, no
matterThey*d gotten new ones from the guardsThrowing spikes in his
belt, knife In his boot One by one he secured the deadly tools of his
trade at various points on his bodyltems such as clothing, he
ignoredThis was a combat mission.

"I"ve got the blasters, Hosato," Rick said, joining him"Now
what?"

Hosato gestured at Gedge®s huddled form"Ask our friend there
where they took Sasha."

Rick frowned"l don"t think hell tell me."

"They"ve taken her off to interrogate her,'" Hosato informed
him"Thinking about that might help you find the right way to ask
him."

"Right!" Rick said, his face hardening.

Hosato felt a twinge of guilt as he turned his back on the
inevitable scene in the cornerHe shouldn®"t delegate such a task to
someone else, but forcing information out of people, especially
injured people, had never been his forteStill, he winced at Gedge®s
first gasp of pain.

""Hosato?""

He turned, to find James at his side.

"I had to do it,"” the boy mumbled'He was going to kill you."

Hosato seized the boy®"s shoulders in an iron grip and shook
him"You said you wanted to come with me, JamesRemember?"

"Yes, but-"

"Well, this is what I dol kill peopleWe may have to kill some
more before we get out of herelf we don"t, they"ll kill usl™"m not
saying you should like it, but accept itAccept it now, or when the
next time comes, you"ll hesitate and we"ll all be dead."

The boy"s eyes cleared”I"1l be all right,” he said levelly.

"You"re sure?"

"Yes." His voice was surer now.

""GoodThen fetch my throwing spikelt"s in the guard®"s forehead
over there."

It was a brutal thing to do, and Hosato watched the boy
covertly as he went about his assignmentThe boy was a bit wooden-
limbed, but his hands shoot only slightly as he withdrew the weapon
from the corpse®s skull.



"lI"ve got your answer, Hosato,'" Rick called'Sasha is in the
room directly below usThe stairs are across the hall._."

"Here"s your spike," James said, passing him the weapon.
Hosato took it absently and tucked it in his belt.

“Shall I kill him?" Rick asked, jerking his head at Gedge.
"NoHang on to himHe"s our hostage for now.'

"Okay, you"re the bossWhere do we go from here?"

"1 go after Sasha,' Hosato corrected"You try to find if one of
these uniforms comes close to Fitting youJdames,''-Hosato pressed a
blaster into the boy"s hand —"watch the doorlf anybody but me or
Sasha comes through it, kill "emAnd keep an eye on our friend there."

Their eyes met; then the boy smiled and nodded.

There was no one in sight as Hosato ghosted across the corridor
and down the stairsLikewise, there was no one in the lower corridor,
not even a guard.

His suspicions aroused, he crossed the corridor in one long
stride and hurtled himself against the doorlt flew open with
surprising ease, and he fell headlong into a dark roomAs he hit the
floor, he realized what a beautiful target he made silhouetted
against the open door, and rolled sideways into the shadows.

""Hosato?'" came a cautious call.
""Sasha?'" he answered.

There was a soft shuffle of movement, and the door closed
behind himA moment later the lights came on, flooding the scene in
the room with their harsh brilliance.

"Til say one thing for you, HosatoYou never miss a chance to
make a big entrance."

Sasha was standing there, a blaster gripped loosely in her left
handAside from her disheveled appearance, she seemed unharmed.

"Are you all right?" Hosato asked, rolling to his feet.
"Sure," she replied easily'"Nothing like the smell of truth
serum to clear away the cobwebsLuckily they didn"t seem to think I
was dangerous enough, to strap down.'" She gestured at the two
crumpled and bloody forms on the floor.

Hosato whistled in silent appreciation.

"It looks like they were wrong in the worst wayHow did you do
[} e

"With my trusty desk lamp,' Sasha replied modestly, pointing at
the implement”You know, they ought to outlaw those thingsThey"re
dangerous."

"1 meant, how did you do it at all?"

Sasha shot an annoyed glance at him"By taking the one with the
blaster firstAfter that, the other one was easyl"m surprised you



didn"t know that, Hosato."

"As a matter of fact, I am familiar with that tactic,"™ Hosato
retorted"But when I do it, it"s neater.”

Sasha shook her head and held up her blaster'Okay, Hosatolf
we"re done rattling our sabers at each other, maybe we can get a few
basic questions answeredFor one, where the hell are welLast thing 1
remember, 1 was fighting robots at the main corridor, then 1 wake up
here with DrFrankenstein there about to shoot a load of goop into
me.""

Hosato" shook his head'McCrae isn"t anymoreThe robots overran
the place and killed everybody."

"Everybody?"

"Everybody except you, me, Rick Handel, and JamesWe were in the
sand-crawler bay when they made their big push out, or we wouldn"t
have gotten out either."

Sasha whistled”l guess 1 shouldn"t gripe about losing an arm,
thenHow about what"s-her-name SuziYour little robotDid she-?"

""Got chopped up by an ore scout on our way here."

"That"s too badwait a minute, Hosato"On our way here"Are you
trying to tell me we"re at .. ?"

She shot another glance at the uniform on the fallen guard.

""at Ravensteel,” Hosato finished for her"Ilt was our only
chancel thought they might help us.”

"You"re nuts, Hosatol"d rather take my chances with the
robotsRavensteelGod protect me from innocents."

"l1"ve managed to figure it out all by myself,”

Hosato commented grimly"Anyway, that brings us up to the
presentWe"re trying to bust out of here before they have another
chance to lavish some of their Ravensteel hospitality on us."

"Now you"re talkingWhere are the others?"

"Upstairs in the room above this onel suggest it"s time to
regroup our forces and plan our next move."

"You know, Hosato,' Sasha said, ''sometimes you show a positive
brilliance for tacticsLet"s goOh, one more thing."

She wiggled her stump at him.

"They gave me some kind of stimulant to counteract the shock
before they went to the truth serumRight now I*m pillow-walking, and
I don"t know how long it will last or how 1"1l1 react to this arm once
it wears off, so keep an eye on me, okay?"

Hosato nodded his understanding.

"OkayLet"s go."

They were halfway up the stairs when they heard the blaster
fire from above.



Hosato bounded the rest of the way up the stairs, Sasha
trailing close behindAfter the initial burst of fire, the sounds from
above had ceasedWeapon at the ready, Hosato slowed his pace and
peered ahead at the landing.

The door to Gedge"s office was open, and he could make out the
smoldering form of a security guard lying in the doorwayHe shot a
quick glance up and down the corridor to be sure the coast was clear,
then called ahead softly, "It"s Hosato and SashaWe"re coming inHold
your Ffire."

“All clear," James"s voice came in reply.

Hosato beckoned to Sasha, and she darted across the corridor
ahead of him into the officeHe followed, pausing to stoop and catch
the fallen guard by an armpit, dragging him inside.

"Okay,'" he said, shutting the door and turning to the assembled
group''Now we .."

He stopped suddenly as another uniformed guard appeared in the
door to the adjoining roomHis blaster was halfway up before he
realized it was Rick.

"Hold it, Hosato!" the mechanic called, raising his hands as if
to ward off an attack"It"s me."

"Right,” Hosato breathed, relaxing his limbs"SorryFor a minute
1 forgot."

"1 was going to ask you if you thought 1 could pass
inspection.” His friend laughed shakily"l think you®ve already
answered the question."

A shrill beeping from the desk-robot interrupted their tableau.

Motioning the others to silence, Hosato moved to the deskTaking
a deep breath for relaxation, he depressed the button next to the
flashing light.

"Yea?'" he said into the speaker in a brisk imitation of Gedge®s
voice.

"Everything all right there, chief?" came a worried voice.
"OF course," Hosato barked back"Why shouldn®"t it be?"

"We heard blaster fire and thought there might be troubleJust
checking to see if you needed a hand."

""One of our guests tried to go for a walk,' Hosato answered
Jauntily"But when the day comes 1 can"t handle a motley bunch like
this, you can have my job."

"It"s a deal.'" The voice laughed"But Sammy won"t like it."

"That"s Sammy"s problem," Hosato retorted with the same
jJjoviality"And you can tell him I said so."

There was a moment"s pause before the answer came''RightWell,
shout if you need help, chiefWell be here waiting."



There was a brisk click as the unseen guard shut off his
transmitter.

"Whew!" Rick let out his breath"That was close."

"We may not be out of it yet," Hosato murmured
thoughtfully"Sasha, was it just me, or did our caller sound
suspicious to you, too.. there at the end?"

"It Isn"t just you," Sasha confirmed”lt occurs to me "Sammy"
could be a nickname for Samantha."

Hosato was kneeling at Gedge"s side before she finished
speaking.

"Gedge!" he snarled, shaking the injured security chief"l don"t
want to have to hurt you any moreWhere®s the spaceport?"

"1 can tell you that,'" Sasha supplied"”It"s upstairs, directly
over us."

"You"re sure?"

"'Come on, HosatoDo you think we don"t track their layout and
security as close as they track ours?"

"Okay, let"s go," Hosato said, rising'"There"s probably a squad
on their way here already.”

"What about your gear?'" James asked suddenly.
"Leave it," Hosato ordered"l"ve got everything 1 need!"
"But your swords!" the boy insisted.

Hosato hesitated and looked at the youth®s expressionFor the
first time he realized who had shot the guard at the door, and why.

"Okay, James,'" he relented"Bring the epees but that"s allwe"ll
have to move fast."

""Say, Hosato,' Sasha interrupted'Do you still need this pigl®ve
waited a long time to have him in my sights."

Her blaster was pointed levelly at Gedge®s head.

"Yes!" Hosato insisted more hastily than was neces-
sary"RickBring him alongHe might be our ticket out of here."

The small party traversed the stairs to the spaceport without
further incident, though Hosato felt an increasing pressure for
speedHe was sure that somewhere in the complex a counterattack was
being prepared.

"What are you expecting to find in the spaceport?" Sasha asked.

"Hopefully a ship to get us away from this complex and off this
planet,"” Hosato replied.

"1 mean, specifically what are we going afterDo you know if
there"s a ship standing by for takeoff?"

"No," Hosato admitted"We"ll just have to take pot luck."



Sasha shook her head"lt doesn®"t work that wayThey might have
some company ships posted here, but it takes at least half an hour to
get them ready for takeoff."

"1 know that!' Hosato snapped”If we have to take the half-hour,
we"ll just have to take itl"m hoping there"s something ready to
goEither way, we won"t know until we check it out, will we?"

"Don"t get your back upl was just asking.™

Hosato sighedThe strain of the last thirty-six hours was
starting to tell on his nervesHe had catnapped in the crawler, but
except for that, had had no sleep since the robot uprising.

"Sorry, Sashal"m just a bit tired is all."
"Shh!"™ came Rick"s call from ahead.

Hosato hurried up the stairs to join the mechanic at the head
of the formationRick was squatting on the stairs, a half-dozen steps
short of where they terminated at a small landingGedge was sitting
beside the mechanic, staring groggily at his shoes.

At the far side of the landing were two sets of airlocks with
large glass windows in themThrough the farthest set Hosato could see
a uniformed security guard apparently in casual conversation with a
man in a gray jumpsuit.

"Security,” Sasha hissed in his ear from close behind him"The
double doors are a safety precaution against a failure in the hookups
with the shipsThey can be opened only from the inside."

"That"s what we have Gedge here for,"™ Hosato replied
grimly"RickGet Gedge up there and rap on the glassDon"t let them see
your facel!"

Rick nodded his understandingHe grabbed Gedge by one arm and
stood up boldly in Ffull view of the doorDragging his dazed charge
with him, he strode to the first lock and began rapping frantically
on the glass.

Surprised, the interior guard spun around and took in the scene
at a glanceWhat he saw was one of his fellow guards supporting their
chief, who was obviously in bad shape physicallyHuman nature took
over.

The guard whirled and shoved his companion asideHe hammered two
buttons in the wall panel with his fist, and the double doors opened.

"It"s a trick!" Gedge managed, coming suddenly to life and
trying to pull away from Rick.

The guard realized his error—too late.

Rick released Gedge and was through the door in one long
bound"Don"t even twitch, sonny!" he said darkly, leveling his blaster
at the startled guard.

The others swarmed through the doors after him, Hosato roughly
dragging Gedge with themRick relieved the guard of his blaster as
Sasha turned her attention to the man in the jumpsuit.

“I1*1l ask once,”™ she announced'Who or what are you?"



“I"m a .. a taxi driverThat"s all!" the man stammered”l-1"ve got
a ship standing by to fly some bigwigs to a conference on Thetal™m
nobody importantReally!"

Sasha laughed mirthlesslyNobody importantHey, Hosatolt looks
like you winWe"ve got a ship."

"It"s about time we got lucky," Hosato growled'Where is it?"

A shrill beeping interrupted themA communications light was
flashing on the wall panel.

"Answer it!" Rick ordered, gesturing at the guard with his
blaster.

The man licked his lips nervously, then complied"Spaceport!" he
said into the speaker.
"Seal the spaceport,'™ came a voice over the speaker'Possible
sabotage attempt in progressThey"ve got the chief as a hostage."

The guard®s eyes darted to the group in front of him before
replying''Code Victor acknowledged."

Rick sprang forward to shove him away from the panel, but it
was too lateThere wasn®"t a member of their party that doubted the
fact the guard®s signal had pinpointed their location.

"That tears it,” Hosato snarled'Sashals there any way they can
stop our takeoff?"

"Only through the doors there,'" she answered briskly.

"Well, we"ll just have to see how good their security system
really isYouWhere is your ship and what kind is it?"

"Pad Eight,” the man responded”lt"s a Starblazer 111 Luxury
Cruiser."

"You"d better not be lying," Sasha snarled.

"It"s thereSo help me Godl don"t want any trouble.' The man
seemed genuinely terror-struck.

"I can Ffly it,” Rick volunteered.
"Okay, check it out, fast!" Hosato ordered.

"Cover him, James,' Rick snapped, indicating the guard, and was
gone, sprinting down the corridor.

""Gedge!" Hosato said, turning to the security chiefFm letting
you go-"'

"Wait a minute!"™ Sasha interrupted.

"Shut up, SashaDo you hear me, Gedgel"m letting you goThe men
we killed got in the way, but I don"t Kkill people for
convenienceListen to me, GedgeConvince those bastards about what"s
going on at Mc-CraeWe weren"t lyingConvince them, Gedge, or on my
family®s honor 1°11 come back here and kill you, and all the guards
in the galaxy won"t be able to stop me!"



"1t"s herel!" came Rick®"s call from down the corridor.

"All right, get him out of here," Hosato ordered, shoving Gedge
into the arms of the waiting security guard"And move it, before I
change my mindYouThe pilotYou tooMove it!"

The pilot needed no additional urging as he hastily followed
the others through the doors.

Hosato slammed his hand against the door controls, and they
hissed shut, sealing the spaceport against their pursuers.

"Let"s get out of here,” he said, starting down the corridor
after Rick.

"Hosato," Sasha said, overtaking him"Sometime we"re going to
have a few words about letting Gedge go."

"It"s the only chance we have of convincing Raven-steel-"

They both spun at the sound of blasters behind themThe hounds
were trying to burn their way through the airlocks.

""Come on, James!" Hosato urged, and the three of them sprinted
for the ship.

"You can"t count on Ravensteel to do anything,'™ Sasha
insisted"Even if they believe Gedge, which is doubtful, they won"t
lift a fingerWhy should they?"

Hosato sighedThis argument had been going nonstop since they
lifted off from Grunbecker®s PlanetHe thought it was getting
circular, but couldn®"t be sureLack of sleep was making his mind
fuzzy.

"Look, Sasha—'"" he began wearily.

"Say, | hate to interrupt,' Rick interrupted through the open
door to the pilot"s compartment, 'but where are we going?"

"What was that, Rick?" Hosato blinked.

"l said, where are we goingl want to get this baby on autopilot
and join the brawll®"ve got a couple thoughts on the subject myself."

Hosato hadn®"t really given any thought to their destinationHis
main concern had been getting away from Griinbecker"sStill, everyone
seemed to be looking at him for a decision.

"I don"t know,'" he said, running a hand through his hair'"Pick
the nearest free spaceportWe can go our separate ways from there."

"Just like that!" Sasha shouted"Go our separate waysJust turn
our backs on the whole mess and pretend it never happened."

"What do you want us to do?" Hosato exploded"We barely got out
of there alivelf your whole security setup and guard force can"t stop
"em, we sure can"t."

“"ITf we don*t, who will?" She glared back.

"Hold your firel"m coming in!" Rick popped in from the pilot"s



compartment and stood grinning at them.

"Now that 1°ve successfully set foot in no-man"s land, there
are a few observations 1°d like to make.'" He began to pace up and
down the lounge, adopting the mock characteristics of a lecturer.

"First of all, Sasha"s right when she says we have to do
somethingThe robots that massacred everybody at McCrae have to be
stopped, and we can"t rely on anyone else to do the jobRemember, we
didn*t believe what was happening ourselves until it was too late and
we were in the middle of itl don"t see any way anyone else is going
to be convinced of the danger until it threatens them directly, and
then again it will be too late."

The mechanic paused and pointed a dramatic finger at Hosato.

"On the other hand, our ace superspy here is right, tooThere
isn"t much we can do."

"Then we"re at an impasse,' Hosato observed'We have to do
something, but we can"t do anythingThe odds are against us."

"1 thought you were supposed to be some kind of expert at
beating long odds," Sasha probed"Hell, a while back you were all set
to take on that same airtight security system single-handed."

"And now, between Sasha and me, you®"ve got a ready pool of
information as to what the security layout is and what makes the
machines tick," Rick added.

Hosato stared at the floorThe others remained silent, letting
him turn the facts over in his mindFinally he sighed and shook his
head.

"Nolt still won"t work."™ he announced"There®s one big problem
no one seems ready to faceWe don®"t know what happened back thereuUntil
we know what went wrong, we don®"t know for sure what we"re up
againstWithout that little piece of information, any plan for a
counterattack would be suicidal."

The trio sat silently, each lost in their own thoughts.

"Wait a minute!" Rick exclaimed.

"What is 1It?" Sasha asked, but the mechanic was gone,
disappearing through the door of the pilot"s compartment.

He was back in a moment, brandishing a sheaf of papers in his
hand.

"Do either of you speak computer?" he asked eagerly.

He dumped the papers in Hosato"s lap, who bent to examine
themThe papers were covered with what appeared to be typed
mathematical notations interspersed with word fragments.

"What are they?" he asked.

"You should know," Rick replied smugly'You gave "em to me, back
at the crawler bay, when you carried Sasha in."

"And you®ve been carrying them all this time?"

Hosato vaguely remembered the incident, but was astounded the



mechanic still had the documents in his possession after all they had
been through.

"Yep," Rick announced proudly'Had "em stashed inside my
shirtThe guards who searched me at Ravensteel looked at “"em but
didn®t figure they were important enough to take away from me.'’

"For the benefit of the unenlightened," Sasha interrupted
sarcastically, "what is it you"ve got there?"

"It"s a copy of the most recent entries to the computer-monitor
file,"” Rick informed her'The guys were going over it at the end
there, trying to figure out what went wrong and how to fix it."

"1 hate to admit this,” Hosato said, "but 1 don"t know what
that is or what it means."

Rick looked a bit distressed, but answered him"Everything
that"s input into the central control computer passes through the
monitor file .. every program change, addition, request, everythinglf
we"re right and Turner did something that created a new logic system
in the robots, there should be a record of it here."

"I can"t help you there," Sasha interjected'"What 1 don"t know
about computers could Ffill a library."

""Same here," Rick admitted"l was hoping one of you .."

His voice trailed off as he noticed Hosato"s frenzied
activityHosato had scavenged a pencil from the depths of the bar and
was busily scribbling something on the back of one of the sheets.

"Rick!" he said, handing the mechanic the paper'Set a course
for those coordinates."

"Where are we going?" Rick asked, studying the sheet.

"To visit a friend of mine,” Hosato replied'”He builds and
programs custom robotslLet"s see if he can decipher this mess."

"Now you"re talking,”™ Rick said, brightening noticeably.

"WhoaDon"t get your hopes up yet," Hosato cautioned'"We don"t
know yet if he"ll be able to find anything in that fileEven if he
can, we"ve got to come up with a plan of action we all agree with,
and that includes .. say, where is James, anyway?"

Rick smiled and pointed to the back of the loungeJames was
curled up on one of the luxurious sofas, fast asleepCradled in his
arms like a teddy bear were Hosato"s dueling epees.

"1 think the kid has the right idea,”™ Rick observed'"We could
all do with some sleepThere are half a dozen cabins there in backTake
your pick." "What about you?" Hosato asked"l1"1l be doing the same as
soon as | get this new course fed into the autopilot." He disappeared
into the pilot®"s compartment once more.

Hosato found himself staring at James®s sleeping form.

"Leave him," Sasha said softly at his elbow'He"ll be all right
there, and he"l1l wake up if you try to move him."

"l guess you"re right,"” Hosato acknowledged'You know, Rick is
quite a guy."



"Qualified to operate and repair a wide variety of heavy
machinery, including space transports shows a high degree of
dedication when it comes to completing assignments, but displays
little or no leadership ability seems content in current position not
currently considered for advancement,' Sasha recited"You know, until
all this, he was just another personnel report on my deskFunny how
you can know a person so well and not really know nun at all."

"1 know what you mean,' Hosato admitted"Until things blew up
back there, he was just another person to pump for informationNow ..

His voice trailed off into silence.

"1t must be a lonely way to ..

Sasha started to lay a hand on his arm as she spoke and
succeeded only in waving her stump in the airShe stared at it for a
moment, then turned away abruptly.

"Sasha .."" Hosato said, moving to her side.

"Leave me alone!" she whispered, turning to keep her back to
him.

"Sashalt doesn"t matter,' he insisted.

"I don"t want your pity," she snarled, and started to stalk
away .

Hosato caught her before she had taken three steps.

"1"m not offering pity,” he said softly”1"m offering meNow, if
you"re not interested, say soBut don"t blame it on your arm."

Then she was in his arms, crying against his chestHe gently
walked her down the corridor to the cabins

What the Hungarian"s real name was, nobody knewHe used a wide
array of aliases when signing various documents, and in conversation,
he responded to a variety of nicknames.

Some said he broke off a brilliant career with the corporations
to start his own business; others, that the corporations, stole his
business away from him and he started a new one out of spiteThe
Hungarian had a small shop in a teeming city on a backwater planet —
but his reputation was known in that part of the galaxy.

Whether he started rich or if he built his business to the
point where he was wealthy was inconsequentialWhat mattered was the
current situation, and currently he could and did pick and choose his
Jjobs, accepting only those that were immensely expensive or
particularly challenging.

Hosato had been referred to the Hungarian when searching for
someone to build a fencing robot for him, and the two had become fast
friendsNot that they were particularly close, for Hosato"s profession
did not allow confidantsBecause of that, the Hungarian®s stoic
refusal to ask questions of a personal nature endeared him to Hosato
more than anything elseAs an example, they had known each other for
five years after Suzi"s construction was complete before Hosato had
hesitantly mentioned to the Hungarian that his talents included
sabotage and that he would appreciate any business that could be
steered his wayWhen this fact was formally mentioned, the Hungarian



immediately produced not one, but three clients for HosatoApparently
he had had his suspicions all along, probably from the *special
construction” that went into Suzi, but had refrained from seeking
clarification or confirmation until Hosato broached the subject
himself.

Hosato was reluctant to face him with the news of Suzi®s
demise, but he needn®"t have worriedThe Hungarian greeted them upon
their arrival with his usual expansive welcome and was introduced to
Sasha, Rick, and James without once commenting on Suzi®s absenceln
fact, the subject was not even broached until later over drinks,
after they had briefed the Hungarian on the events at McCrae and the
problem at hand.

When they had finished their tale, he sat silently puffing on
his pipe for several minutes before responding.
"You know, Hosato,' he said at last, "if yon hadn®"t brought
along a brace of witnesses for your yarn, 1°dd think this was all an
elaborate excuse for losing one of the best robots I"ve ever built."

"l know it sounds impossible-" Sasha began.
The Hungarian waved a hand of dismissal at her.

"When you®"ve worked with machines as long as 1 have,' he
declared, "you learn nothing is impossible —-highly improbable,
perhaps, but not impossible."

"Can you read these?" Rick asked, eagerly producing his sheaf
of papers”lt"s a copy of the last entries to the central Computer-
Monitor file," the mechanic announced proudly'We were hoping you
might be able to tell from these what went wrong."

"Not so fast." The Hungarian exhaled a long stream of pipe
smoke"It"s too soon for detaillLet"s approach this problem one step at
a timeFirst of all, what is the basic problem?”

""Come on, Tinker," Hosato groaned'"The problem is that robots
are killing people."

"Wrong." The Hungarian pointed his pipe stem at Hosato'The
problem is that the McCrae complex is producing robots that are
killing peopleThat makes it a problem with the computer, and not a
malfunctioning of the robots themselves."

"That"s right," Rick asserted"We think something went wrong
with the programming when Turner, James"s father, was trying to
design a new security-robot systemProbably something that bypassed
the "no-kill*® base programming.*

The Hungarian shook his head"It"s not that simpleWe"re talking
about an "activity program.® That means, in addition to capacity, it
needs motivation."

It was clear that the Hungarian had risen to the bait and was
rapidly becoming enmeshed in what to him was a puzzle of electronics
and computer logicHosato was glad to see him involved, though the
conversation rapidly became too complex and technical for laymen such
as himself to follow.

When James got up and wandered off into the small kitchen and
no one noticed, Hosato decided to follow suitThe other three were
huddled over the monitor log copies and didn®"t even look up as he



left.

James was pouring himself a glass of pop and looked up as
Hosato joined himHe brightened noticeably.

"Could you pour two more of those while you"re at it?" Hosato
asked.

""SureNo problem."

As the boy hurried about his errand, Hosato pondered the best
way to approach the subject on his mind.
"Say, James," he said at last"We haven"t had much time to talk
since the blowup at McCrae."

"Talk about what?" James asked, passing his friend the glass of
soft drink and perching on the counter.

"About your future, mostly," Hosato responded pointedly.

"1 thought that was all settled,” James replied innocently”I™m
going with you."

"It"s not that simple, and you know itLook,

James," Hosato began'You don®"t know anything about me or how 1
liveNow, 1 don"t know what kind of romantic notion you have in your
head about the kind of person I am, but it"s not a life-style you
enter into casually.”

"I"m not doing this casually," James protested'l asked you to
take me along with you before things went bad at the complex before
Dad was killed, tooBesides, I don"t have anywhere else to go."

"That"s what 1 mean!" Hosato pounced on the phrase.

Without realizing it, he began to pace back and forth in the
cramped Kitchen.

"James, there are lots of things you could doYou"re
brightYou"re energeticYou"ve got gutsAnd you®ve got a whole lot of
options before youDon"t be stampeded into any one life just because
you Ffeel there"s no other choiceParticularly my kind of lifeNow 1
don®"t mean to sound negative on all this, but I1"ve been traveling the
star lanes most of my life and 1°ve seen this time and time againMen
and women working at jobs they hate, their whole lives just a drone
existence, all with the same story, "I didn"t have any other
choice.” Well, by God, you do have choicesLife should be a series of
choicesSome lock you in, a few lock you out, and then there are
others that open more doorsMaking good choices demands brains, some
luck, and a whole lot of gutsAnd most of all, it takes that something
that makes us human the will to make ourselves betterJames, don"t
lock yourself into the first chance that you getAnd that®"s what this
life will doDon"t be looking back ten or Fifteen years past the star
lanes wishing you hadn®"t committed to something you can"t get out
ofJames, don"t make choices like a programmed robot!"

Hosato stopped, realizing how emotional he was becoming.

"ls that why you said no the first time 1 asked you?' the boy
prompted.

"That"s rightl-1l tell you now, I was tempted to go along with



it even thenMy work is lonelyTo give you an idea how lonely, Suzi was
my best friend until she was destroyed, covering our retreatDo you
understand what 1"m sayingMy best friend was a robotThat should give
you an idea of how low things can get."

"1 liked Suzi,"™ James protested.

Hosato ignored him"You"ve got a dozen ways you could go with
your lifel"m only one of themAt this moment, 1 just happen to be the
closest option to youl can®"t let you make your decision on that
basis.” Then with a quick wink, an attempt to lighten the
conversation, he added, 'Listen kid, I"ve got my own dubious concept
of honor, you know."

"How did you get into this business?" James asked pointedly.

Hosato was silent for a few moments, then leaned against the
counter as he answered.

"That"s a good question, James, and it deserves an honest
answerWith me, 1 really didn"t have a choice, or rather, the choice
was made for melt"s a family business, and 1 was raised into itFor
me, it"s as natural as breathingFor many reasons, I couldn"t leave it
now if I wanted toBut I*1l tell you this much, James, I"m not
particularly happy with what 1 doSometimes I wonder, if I were
starting all over again and given a choice, and I knew what 1 know
now, if 1 wouldn®"t walk away from it all without looking backYou®ve
got that choice, and I want you to "think it through before commiting
yourself_"

James bit his lip thoughtfully"All right, Hosato," he said"Tell
me about this terrible lifeWhat do you do?"

Now It was Hosato"s turn to lapse into silenceWaves of bitter
memories held in check by sheer force of will now flooded over himHe
had set himself up for this question; now he had to answer it, both
for the boy and for himself.

"1"m a killing machine,”™ he said quietly"l kill peopleNot
because they"re a threat or even because they may have offended me—
not that that®"s a good reasonl kill because 1"m paid to."

He fixed James with a calm gaze as he continued.

"You want to know what it means to be in my line of workl said
you don"t have any friendsWell, that was a lieYou have lots of
friendsBut your profession makes a mockery of the word "friendship.*
You worm your way into people"s confidence, and when they trust you
implicitly, you destroy themRick"s my friendWe used to drink together
back at McCfaeAll the time we were together, 1 was getting
information to shut the complex downAt the veiy least, it would have
put him out of work—permanently, if anyone ever found out he was a
security leaklf he had found out what I was about or surprised me
while 1 was working, 1 would have killed him."

He deliberately let his voice harden"You remember what it"s
like to kill people, don"t you?"

James"s gaze wavered and dropped to the floor.

Hosato fought and conquered an urge to console the boyHe waited
in silence while the boy relived his Tirst blooding.

"Hosato," James said at last, not lifting his gaze, "I don"t



know about the killingBack at Ravensteel, when 1 killed those men .. 1
don"t knowl"m glad I saved our lives, that I was good enough with
weapons to do it, but I still feel a little sick when 1 think about
it

"Are you proud?” Hosato asked.
"What?'" James raised his eyes at last.

"Are you proud of killing two menlf you get a chance, are you
going to brag about it to the Hungarian?"

The boy hesitated, then dropped his gaze once more and shook
his head”No,"™ he said softly"They were just enemies 1 killedThey
weren"t people, | guessThey were just enemies."

"Look at me, James,' Hosato demandedHe fixed his eyes deep into
James''They were people you killedThey weren®t robots that you
terminatedThey were two human beings, lives with loved ones, lives
with dreams—people capable of wonderful things, as well, of course,
as killing youThey weren"t just enemies, they were human beings."

Hosato slid an arm around the boy"s shoulders'James," he
said"Let me tell you what my grandfather told me, the same
grandfather who trained me for this workHe said, "You must learn to
kill because it is necessaryTo be effective, you must kill coldly and
without hesitationBut killing is not to be taken lightly nor is it to
be taken pridefullyKill as well, as skillfully as you can, knowing
that killing is man"s fatal flaw."

"That"s good advice, JamesListen to it."
They both turned, to find Sasha framed in the door.

"Sorry to interrupt,” she said, "but 1 think we"ve got
something out here."

Hosato clapped James lightly on the backThink about what 1"ve
saidThere™s no rushNow, go on aheadThere®"s something I want to say to
Sasha."

The boy"s eyes darted between the two of them, and he smiled.

"Okay, Hosato,'" he said, vaulting down off the counter"l1"ll
tell them you"ll be there in a minute."

"The kid looks like he"l1l pull through this okay," Sasha
commented, watching James"s departure.

""'Sasha,"” Hosato began, "we"ve got to talk.'

"No," she said Firmly"It"s pointless to talk about the future
until we know for sure if we"ve got oneNow, come on and join the
groupThis is important."

She was gone before Hosato could reply, leaving him no choice
but to follow her back into the other room.

"There you are!" the Hungarian called"For a world-saver, you
spend a lot of time goofing off."

"What have you got?'" Hosato asked, ignoring the jibe.

"Well," the Hungarian said, leisurely lighting his pipe, "the



problem is that Turner didn"t think things throughThat®s always a
mistakeThere®s always the temptation to let the computers do our
thinking for us because they do it so much fasterlt®s quicker to
rough out an idea and let the machines develop it, then fine-tune it
until it does what we want."

Hosato writhed with impatience, but knew from experience it was
useless to try to rush the Hungarian.

"That"s what Turner did, and learned the bard way the price of
turning development over to machinesThey think fast, too fastAny
mistake that"s made is carried out before you can correct your input,
and Turner made a beaut."

"Which was .. ?" Hosato prompted.

""He changed the "no-kill" programNow, he wasn"t completely
stupidHe gave the computer specific parametersHe gave it the capacity
to kill, to defend itself .. if the computer or the manufacturing
units were threatened."

"What"s wrong with that?'" James asked.
"Two things," the Hungarian replied"First of all, he didn"t
define completely what constituted a threat, so the computer came up
with 1ts own definition."

"So when Turner tried to shut down the operation, the computer
interpreted it as a threat and had the prototypes kill him!" Sasha
completed the thought with sudden awareness.

"Exactly." The Hungarian beamed.

“"That can"t be all of it, Tinker," Hosato insisted”l wasn"t
directly threatening the operation when the robots took their first
two tries at me .. and certainly the families in the living mall
weren"t a threatWhat happened there?"

"That"s Turner®s second mistake," the Hungarian announced,
relighting his pipe"Actually, it involves a completely different
command, way back at the begin-

ning of the projectApparently Turner was afraid of anyone else
stealing his idea, so he did two thingsFust, he put a voice lock on
his program terminalSecond, he instructed the computer to keep the
project secret from anyone who did not enter the program from his
terminalHe was very explicit, instructing the computer to guard the
Secret with every power at its disposal.”

"How was i1t supposed to do that?" Hosato asked.

"By giving meaningless or misdirecting information when
asked," Sasha informed him"It"s a very bright computer and can be
incredibly evasive when it wantsWhat 1 don"t understand is how that
affects thingsMost of the line managers put in secret preserving
instructions when they start a new projectThey"re paranoid that
wayWhat makes Turner®s instructions any different?"

"You"re right, Sasha," the Hungarian agreed"By itself it"s
quite innocentThe trouble comes when you add his later order giving
the computer a Kill capacityNow killing is within its power, and it
is to do everything in its power to preserve Turner®s secretSee the
problem?"



"Oh, my God!" Sasha gasped as the enormity of the situation
dawned on her.

The group sat in stunned silenceOnly the Hungarian seemed
unperturbed, puffing on his pipe as he continued.

"Actually, Hosato, there®s a good chance you triggered all
thislt might have been better if the machines had killed you."

"Wait a minute-" Hosato began, but the Hungarian waved him back
to silence.

"1 was merely pointing out that when you escaped from the
manufacturing area, you signed the death warrant for everyone in the
McCrae complexThe computer couldn®t be sure whom you had talked to,
so to preserve Turner®s secret, it simply Kkilled everyone."

"Now, don"t try to hang this on Hosato!' Sasha intervenedHe
didn"t program the damn computerBesides, all of us here got away from
the robots, not just Hosato."

"True enough,' the Hungarian acknowledged”But that was to
survive the attack triggered by Hosato"s earlier escapeHowever, that
does raise an interesting problemlf 1"m correct, the robots massacred
the humans at the McCrae complex to eliminate any information leak
Hosato might have causedNow, four of you escaped from the
massacreExtending the same logic.." .

"those things will try to kill every human in the universe,”
Rick said softly”All to preserve Turner®s bloody secret projectMother
of God!"

Hosato barely noticed the exchangeHis mind was already turning
over plans for a counterattack, analyzing them and gauging their
strengths and weaknessesWhether or not mankind as a whole was being
threatened was inconsequentialHe had indirectly been the cause of the
death of several hundred innocent peopleHe was now honor-bound to
destroy the murderers, to avenge those innocent deaths, even iIf his
own life was sacrificed in the effort.

To the Hungarian fell the lot of traveling to Griin-becker®s
Planet on a preliminary scouting missionThe others hadn®t liked it,
but he successfully defended his suggestionNone could challenge his
qualifications as a scout in this situationPerhaps most convincing
was his argument that of the five of them, he was the only one whose
descriptive stats weren"t in the Mc-Crae personnel-data files.

His plan was simple enough—-to join one of the tour groups
visiting McCrae Enterprises and make his observations in the safe
disguise of a touristlt was agreed that the planning of their
counterattack would wait until his return, both for the data he would
bring and for his expert counsel.

In the interim, the weary refugees were forced to find
activities to occupy their leisure timeRick found refuge in the
Hungarian®s extensive library, losing himself for hours in the stacks
of text to the point that he frequently failed to appear for
mealsSasha enlisted James®s aid and took advantage of the Hungarian®s
small gymnasium and firing rangelt was still her intent to
participate in the final assault on McCrae, and to that end drilled
herself mercilessly to adjust to the loss of her right armShe firmly
rejected Hosato"s offers of assistance, preferring to practice alone
or with James as a companion.



Left to his own devices, Hosato made use of the workshop to
check and prepare what was left of his equipmentlt soon became
apparent to him, however, that he was in actuality stalling-avoiding
a duty he was reluctant to fulfill.

Finally, however, he could no longer ignore his conscience and
reluctantly locked himself in the Hungarian®s communications room.

It took a while to establish contact, which was not surprising,
as long-range communications equipment was not common on Musashi, but
after many relays and delays he was confronted with the holographic
image of his grandfatherThe figure of the elder Hosato, elegant in a
simple black kimono, appeared floating inches off the floor in a
seated positionThat, coupled with the fact his eyes focused at a
point several feet behind Hosato, indicated the transmission/
receiving gear was not adjusted properlyStill, it was an incredible
technical feat to have the image this clear, considering the
distances involved.

The figure motioned to Hosato, indicating a place in the air
directly in front of itHosato responded, kneeling on the floor, his
hands resting on his thighs.

"You are looking well, my son," the image saidThe voice was
strong and reverberant.

"And you, grandfather,'" Hosato replied.

He was genuinely relieved to see his grandfather in such good
healthThe elder Hosato was in his nineties but he sat ramrod
straightHis tight unlined face rested on a sinewy pillar of a throat
that loomed up from muscular shoulderslt had been Ffive years since
Hosato had last spoken to him directly.

"Your mother and sister have been worried about you,' the image
continued”lt has been many years since we have heard from you."

"1 apologize for any distress | might have caused themSince
leaving home, 1 have traveled far, and on the occasions | could
afford to communicate with you, proper facilities were not
available.”

"We are not wealthy," his grandfather pointed out sternly"But
we would have accepted the expense of such a communication to hear
from our eldest son."

Hosato hung his head"Though 1 knew this, my pride would not let
me impose such a burden on youForgive me."

The image waved a ghostly handEnough of such talk,' it
said"Tell me of your adventures since you left us."

"Most recently, 1 had a supporting role in a production of Down
the Alley on Tansil,"” Hosato responded.

"I am not familiar with this play," the image stated.

"It is a very old scriptThe story revolves around a young
criminal who .."

To a casual observer viewing the conversation, it would seem to
be a normal, though prolonged, exchange of pleasantries, gossip, and
news between father and son.



It wasn"t.

The Hosato family, true Ninjas that they were, were very close
with their secretsThey did not engage in idle conversationThe fact
that Hosato contacted his family at all was an immediate indication
that he was facing a crisis, one that either required the family~"s
counsel or was a direct threat to the family.

As they spoke, Hosato and the image of his grandfather, their
hands and fingers moved minutely, constantly changing positionlt was
not the hand signals of the deaf-mutes or the sign language of the
Great Plains Indianslt was the Hosato family code, which had been
passed along for generationslt was drilled into all members of the
family until they were able to carry on two conversations
simultaneously, one verbal, which served only to cover the real
conversation passing between the subtly moving handsMany people spoke
Japanese, but only the family knew this code.

After Hosato"s hands had finished explaining the current
situation, his grandfather immediately formed the question he had
been dreading.

"What of your companions?'" the fingers asked.
"1 seek advice on how to proceed with my mission,"”

Hosato countered™l am faced with a foe that threat-ens-the
existence of mankind."

"Mankind has faced many threats,'™ came the reply from the
image"s hands"Yet it still survivesYour companions constitute a
direct threat to our family."

"The mechanic does not possess sufficient knowledge of our
activities to constitute a threat,” he explained.

"And the woman and the boy?"

There it wasHis grandfather had now asked the question
directlyHosato could no longer evade the issue.

"1 was considering sponsoring them into the family,” he stated.

The image"s hands were motionless for several moments before
replying.

"A family member may sponsor only one outsider for
membership.'" The fingers formed the words with a crisp abruptness"It
is the law."

"1 was hoping that under the circumstances, an exception could
be made to the law," Hosato appealed.

"1t 1s the law,'" came the firm answer.

"As current head of the family, it is within your power to
change or modify the law," Hosato pleaded.

"My son,' the image responded slowly, '"the laws of the family
are not to be changed lightlyPerhaps if you live to succeed me as
head of the family, you will realize that."

"I do not ask lightly now!" Hosato insisted"l only ask—"



"You ask me to change one of the oldest laws of the family,”
the image interrupted'To save you from having to make a difficult
decisionl will not.”

Hosato experienced a sinking sensation in his stomach as the
image"s fingers continued their statement'”There are two outsiders who
now possess enough information about our family to pose a threat to
its continued existenceYou may sponsor only one for membershipThe
other must be eliminatedAs you were the source of their information,
it becomes your task to carry out the missionFail in this, and you
will no longer be considered a member of the familyWe will speak no
more of this."

"My grandfather,' Hosato motioned desperately, "I would ask
that you keep an open mind on thisYou yourself have said the strength
of a law is in its flexibility."

"As to your mechanical foes'"-the image continued ignoring
him="if you iInsist on involving yourself further in this affair,
remember your traininglf faced by an enemy possessing superior
strength and speed, seek a way to use that strength and speed to your
advantageDo not directly oppose, but yield and add your own strength
and speed to that of your enemy to create a force greater than that
directed against you."

Hosato paid only partial attention to the image®s adviceThe
rest of his concentration was focused on the problem confronting
himHis grandfather would not reconsider or even hear additional
arguments on the subject of Sasha and JamesHe simply dictated that
one of them must die, then dismissed the matter.

"1 shall remember your advice, my grandfather,' Hosato
signaled.

"Do you have any further questions or need for counsel?" the
fingers asked.

Hosato thought for a moment.

"How many members of the family have been excommunicated in the
past?" he asked finally.

There was a pause before the image®"s hands moved in answer.

"1 do not know,"™ it said”If a member is so banished, all
references and records of him are stricken from the family history."

Hosato thought for a moment more.

"1 have no further questions,' he signaled at last.

"1 fear our time for conversation draws to an end my son," the
image said, returning to the verbal line of communication'You must
contact us more often, nehln the meantime, continue to conduct
yourself in a manner your family can take pride inSayonara."

"1 will remember, my grandfatherSayonara and domo!' Hosato
replied, and watched as the image faded to nothingness.

He remained motionless for long minutes after contact was
broken, lost in thought.

Could he do itCould he coldly kill either Sasha or James to
preserve the curtain of secrecy around the Hosato familyOr should he



openly defy his father, and in doing so face banishment from his
family?

He tried to weigh the consequences of each action in his mind,
but they merged and ran together La a confused kaleidoscope of
indecision.

ShimattaHe had made a mistake—a big oneThe only question in his
mind was whether the mistake was taking James and Sasha into his
confidence or in seeking his grandfather"s advice and approval.

Finally he shook his headPerhaps Sasha was rightlt was foolish
to consider the future until it was known if there would be a
futureThere was every probability the upcoming mission against the
McCrae robots would solve the problem for himlf not, he could make
his decision then.

He rose and went to join the others.

"That"s some complex!" the Hungarian stated enthusiastically to
the group, once they had reconvened'Do you think someday my little
workshop here will grow up to be like that?"

Hosato was in no mood for humorous banter'Come on,'" he
interrupted"We"ve been waiting for your report."

The Hungarian waved his drink at him"And you can®"t wait another
five minutesNot even for a few social pleasantries?" he
protested'l"ve been back only fifteen minutes, and you-"

"Please .7?" Sasha asked gently.

"The impatience of youth!" The Hungarian sighed"Very well, my
dearFor you, 1711 start.”

For effect, he paused to light his pipe, his eyes dancing
mischievously at Hosato"s impatient fidgeting.

“"First off,"” he began finally, "l wasn"t rushing my report,
because 1 don"t have that much to addAs might be suspected from the
Ravensteel reaction, tour groups are still being processed through
McCrae without any noticeable changeThere are no humans in sight, but
it"s my understanding there never were on these toursEverything is
functioning normally, and if I didn"t trust you all implicitly, 1°d
swear nothing such as you described ever took place at the complex.™

He paused to relight his pipe.

"Believe me, Tinker-" Hosato began.

The Hungarian silenced him with a vague wave.

"1 believe, I believe!" he said"l was talking about what the
normal eye would seeFortunately, | have better-than-normal eyesYou
know those cameras and sensors you told me to watch for?"

He cocked an eyebrow at Sasha, who nodded.

"Well, they"ve been embellishedThey each have new little
doodads attachedl couldn®"t tell for sure what they were without close
examination, but I have a strong feeling they aren"t room

deodorizers."

"Blasters?'" Hosato asked.



The Hungarian shrugged'Like 1 say, 1 couldn®t tell without
close examination, and somehow 1 didn"t think it would be wise to
attempt itThen for laughs 1 tried the Employment Office and was
politely informed by the desk-robot there were no positions available
at this time."

The group sat in silence for several long minutes digesting
what they had heard, each lost in his own thoughts.

"Okay,'" Hosato said at last, "Rick and Sasha have put together
floor plans and schematics as to what we"re up against at the McCrae
complexWhat®"s your appraisal of the situation?"

The Hungarian blew a long plume of smoke from his pipe before
replying.

"You"re facing a highly automated manufacturing complex with
multiple security devicesUnlike normal electronic detection devices,
these are armed and it is assumed they will fire on any detected
threat to the complexln addition, there is an unknown number of
mobile robots guarding the complex against intrusion, also armedThe
key to the whole mess is here."

He paused to tap the indicated spot on the layout drawings with
the stem of his pipe.

"The Central Computer BuildingThe computer housed here controls
the entire operation; the security scanners, the mobile killer
modules, and the manufacturing concern producing the killer
modulesCorrect its programming or destroy it completely, and the
whole complex goes down."

"Wait a minute,”™ Hosato interrupted'”Back up a littleDid you say
we could stop the computer by correcting its programming?"

"That®"s right."

"Then that"s what we"ll dolt"s got to be easier than getting to
the computer itself."

The Hungarian shook his head"Not so fastWe can®t use just any
terminal to change the programmingTell him, Sasha."

"There are lots of terminals, Hosato, but only a handful that
give you access to the program banks,'™ the former security chief
informed him"What"s more, it seems one of Turner®"s precautions was to
lock out the other program terminalsThe only one we could use is the
one in his office."

Hosato pulled the layout map toward him and scanned it to
refresh his memory.

"That"s still our best, bet,” he declared"Compared to the route
to the computer building, reaching Turner"s office is the yellow
brick road."

"No 1t isn"t," Sasha corrected"The terminal in Turner®"s office
won"t help us at all."

"But you said-"

"1 said it was the only terminal that could change the base
programsUnfortunately, we can"t use it."



"Why not?" Hosato asked.

"Because of the idiot voice lock he has on it,"” she snarled”l
was Fighting him through channels trying to get it removed for
security reasons when this mess blew upNow he"s dead and there®s no
way we can bypass the lock."

Hosato experienced a moment of frustration; then he quelled
itWith effort he forced himself to abandon the hope of using the
terminal and concentrate on the Central Computer Buildinglf that was
where they would have to attack, that was thatRailing against facts
didn®"t change them.

The others waited in silence as he pored over the floor plans,
respectful of an expert at workTime and time again he checked a
measurement or an angle, then shook his head.

“I1*11 have to think on this overnight,” he announced at
last'"'There"s got to be a way."

"Any ideas at all?" Rick asked.

Hosato shook his head"Frankly, right now it looks impossiblel
can"t see any way two people can crack that layout."

"Two?'" Sasha queried.

In response, Hosato cocked an eyebrow at the Hungarian, who
cleared his throat uncomfortably.

"What your friend here is trying to say, Sasha, is that you
shouldn®"t count on me for a fight," he said"You"re welcome to
whatever equipment or weapons 1 can supply, and 1711 advise you as
best 1 can, but I1"m simply not a man of actionl™m sorry if you think
less of me for that, but that"s the way | amWhen the actual mission
starts, I"m a cheering section and not much more."

"That"s all right,"” Sasha assured him"You"ve been more than
enough help already."

"Say um Hosato,™ Rick interjectedMaybe this isn"t the time to
bring it up, but Sasha and I have been talking, and .."

"Yes?'" Hosato prompted.

"Well, we think that she should go along with you on this
missionEven with her disability she can shoot better than I can,
and-"

"—and she can"t pilot a ship, while you can," Hosato finished
for him"l knowl"ve been Ffiguring "all along that Sasha would be my
backup."

The Hungarian shot him a look of surprise and suspicionHosato
ighored it and continued.

“"That®"s why I"m trying to come up with a plan for twoThe
Hungarian stays here, and you pilot the ship, which leaves Sasha and
me for the assaultBy my count, that"s two."

"Three," said James, breaking his silence”l"m going too."

"James—"" Hosato began.



“"I*m going,"” the boy said firmly"My father started all this,
and 1"m going to help Ffinish itBesides, | can beat the voice lock."

"What?' Sasha exploded into life.

"l said, | can beat the voice lock," James stated calmly"It"s
keyed to open for either of two voicesOne was Dad"s, the other"s
mine."

""'Sasha, can we use a recording of his voice to do the job?"
Hosato asked.

"No," the boy answered'”The lock involves a series of three
random questions that have to be answered within a given time spanlt
was designed that way to prevent someone using a recorded voice to
force the lock."

Sasha looked at the Hungarian'Could you teach him what to say
to change the program once he springs the lock?"

He sighed”l could try, but it"s a lot to teach him In two
weeks."

"Why “"two weeks"?" Rick interrupted.
The Hungarian slapped his forehead in mock astonishment.

"That®"s just like me!"™ he announced viciously'"Here 1"ve been
worrying about it all the way back here, and then 1 forget to show
you."

He rummaged in his pocket for a moment and fished out a folded
piece of paper.

"Here," he said, passing it to Rick'Read thisMc-Crae
Enterprises is announcing its revolutionary new line of security
robotsAccording to that release, demonstrator sets will be available
for shipment to interested customers within three weeks."

“"And it will take us a week just to get there,"™ Rick
moaned''Hosato .."

He stoppedHosato was sitting with the layout maps in his hands,
a vague smile on his face.

"What is it?" Rick asked.

"1 believe the man has a plan," the Hungarian observed.

"You"re right." Hosato smiled"Just an outline right now, but I
think the details can be worked outSasha, you and James are going in
with a tour groupOnce you"re in the complex, you get to Turner®s of-
fice, activate the terminal, and change the program."

"And what will you be doing in the meantime?" the former
security chief asked archly.

"Me?"" Hosato"s smile broadened”1"1l be creating a diversion."

Hosato watched the Ravensteel robots from his chosen place of
concealment in a cluster of boulders up the slope from the ore
veinFor nearly five hours now he had sat motionless, studying the
machines as they labored at their task.



Below him the giant machines gouged and sliced monstrous hunks
of ore from the exposed vein, lifting them into the waiting transport
machinesAs each transport in its turn was filled, it turned and began
its trek back to the Ravensteel complex, another lurching forward to
take its place at the fill point.

From his vantage point Hosato could see the long, broken line
of transports trundling over the horizon, and its sister line of
transports returning empty for another load.

"The tour ship is approaching,'" Rick"s voice came in his ear.
""Acknowledged,' Hosato replied.

The Hungarian had been true to his wordThough not accompanying
them, he had been more than generous in providing them with
equipmentThe surface suit Hosato was currently wearing was a vast im-
provement over the bulky affair he had tried to don in the McCrae
sand crawlerlts built-in communications system allowed him to
maintain constant contact with Rick, waiting in the ship, while its
close fit allowed him a freedom of movement he would not have
believed possible in a surface suitMost important, he could wear his
invisibility suit over it.

Having received Rick"s signal, Hosato broke the seal of his
Ninja suitFor this job, he wanted to be seen.

On the ground beside him were two tripod-mounted rifle
blasters, more gifts from the HungarianHosato picked one up and
carefully eased it forwardThe robots were still rumbling about their
programmed tasks, unaware of his presence as he chose his first
target and settled the cross hairs of his weapon on iIt.

He gently depressed the two Firing lugs, and the weapon
responded, a pencil-thin beam of energy darting forth, momentarily
locking marksman and target togetherAt the other end of the beam, his
target robot, the one farthest away of those visible to him, ground
to a sudden halt.

Hosato waited several seconds, then triggered the weapon twice
more in rapid successionHis second target, a robot at the ore face,
imitated the First, jolting to rigid immobilityThe third, loading a
large chunk of ore onto a transport, went amokLurching forward, it
rolled over the waiting transport unit, crushing it like a toy, and
headed blindly into a rock formationThere, its forward momentum
stopped, it began to slowly dig itself into the side of the abutment.

Hosato did not pause to watch the results of his marksmanshipHe
was busy Tiring sporadically but carefully into the robots below
himThen he rose and stepped from his hiding place, standing boldly in
the open as he surveyed his handiwork.

Hosato smiled at the carnageNearly Tifty robots had been
seriously disabled or destroyed by his assaultAbout half a dozen
robots still partially functionedTo be specific, though their
movement might be impaired, their internal units that maintained com-
munications with the central coordinating computer back at the
Ravensteel complex were still fully active, as were their camera
unitsHe had listened well when Rick outlined the operational modules
of ore robots and their internal arrangement.

Terribly sloppy, instigating an attack and then failing to
complete the carnage, particularly failing to break the enemy®s



communication chainlt"s just the sort of blunder you would expect
from a professional security guard suddenly assigned to play soldier.

There was even one fully operational robot down therelt was
currently sitting far back in a shadowy ravine watching himHe
couldn™t see it, but he had noted its retreat and deliberately
allowed it to occur.

Aside from ensuring that data of his appearance would be
relayed to Ravensteel, it was a good signThe robot"s self-preserving
maneuver, a clear break in pattern from its normal mining activity,
indicated that someone or something at Ravensteel was feeding it new
instructionsWhether it was the central coordinating computer or one
of 1ts human monitors did not matterHis attack had been noted, and
counter-measures were already underway.

Smiling, he turned and headed over the crest of the ridge
toward his rendezvous with the ship and with RickMission
accomplishedRavensteel had experienced an attack on their operations
by an obviously hostile forceNow, who on Griinbecker®"s Planet would
qualify as a hostile forceWhen the retaliation strike came, whom
would it be directed against?

Hosato"s smile broadenedThe robots at McCrae were about to
experience a diversionary attack that would be impossible to ignore.

"Still nothing?" Hosato asked anxiously, peering over Rick"s
shoulder at the bank of instruments.

He was totally unfamiliar with the sensor system and ignorant
of how to read the dials and wave patterns, but the action gave him a
much-needed activity.

"IFf there was, 1°d tell you!" Rick snapped”Now, will you quit
asking me the same question every thirty seconds?"

"I don"t understand it," Hosato said, shaking his head"They
should have done something by now."

Their shirk was concealed a short distance from the McCrae
complexlInside, the two men waited to monitor the Ravensteel
counterattack, an attack that had failed to develop.

""Maybe they recognized you," Rick suggested''Sasha and | both
told you it was a mistake to leave Gedge alive."

"And all of us agreed that if I were recognized, they"d assume
I was acting under orders from McCrae,'" Hosato retorted"Either way,
it adds up to McCrae as the target for their retaliation."

"1 bet they went after the McCrae ore robots," Rick said
Ffirmly"Punishment equal to the crime or some such"They hit our
miners, we hit their miners!®" Just because they come after McCrae
doesn"t mean they"ll attack the main complex."

"If they hit the ore robots, they"re in for a rude surprise,"”
Hosato said grimly"McCrae robots shoot backWhen the humans of
Ravensteel get fired on by robots, they"ll have to believe our
storyOnce our “killer-robot" report is accepted, Ravensteel has to
attack the complex just out of self-preservation."

"But will they do it today?" Rick argued'Corporations take
forever to make decisions, and even longer to act on themThat"s
assuming, of course, they get the report at allWhat happens if no one



survives the attack on the ore robots?"
Hosato made his decision.

"You"re right, RickThere are too many variablesToo many ifsl
should have seen it in the planl®"m just not used to working with a
team!™

""Come on, Hosato, take it easy,” Rick said soothingly"There"s
nothing we can do now."

"That"s where you"re wrong, RickThere®s something 1 can do, and
I"m going to do itl"m going in myself."

Rick was openly taken aback at the idea.

"You"re nuts!' he declared"We"ve gone over it a hundred
timeslt®s suicide for you to go in there alone.™

"The tour group®s in there already, right?" Hosato
pressedSasha and James are waiting for a diversionYou know SashaDo
you think she"ll back away from it just because the attack doesn®t
comelf it"s suicide for me to go in there armed and with all my
equipment, what chance do the two of them haveA boy and a one-armed
womanAgainst the whole security network?"

"1 hate to put a damper on heroic gestures, Hosato," Rick said
carefully"But what difference does it make if you go or not except
getting three people killed instead of two?"

"The difference-Hosato sighed-"is that if | go, there"s still
a chance—not much, but still a chance— that we can stop this mess
before it spreadslf it gets off Griinbecker"s, nobody will be able to
stop it."”

"Rick!"
"Yes, Hosato?"

The mechanic®s voice came clearly through his suit
communicator.

"Did you close the bay doors behind us when we escaped in the
sand crawler?"

There was a long pause before the answer came.

"1 can"t rememberl think I did, but I couldn®"t say for sureThat
whole day is a bit of a blurWhy?"

"Just wondered."

Hosato contemplated the doors leading to the sand-crawler
bayThe inner and outer doors of the airlock were standing wide
openlnside, he could see the interior of the sand-crawler bay,
apparently unchanged from when they had so hastily left in their
escape from the robotslt looked innocent enough, but Hosato felt a
nagging of suspicion as he studied the entrance.

Like Rick, he thought they had closed the doors behind them,
but couldn®"t be sureThe gaping portals looked uncomfortably like the
yawning jaws of a trap.



Well, he*d come to create a diversionStill, if he was
successTully ambushed upon entering the complex, there would be no
need to draw other robots away from Sasha and James®"s target
areaSealing his invisibility suit as a precaution, he eased his way
through the doors and entered the complex.

There were no robots in the crawler bayln fact, there was no
indication they had even penetrated to this pointThe second sand
crawler was still standing in its partially assembled state, as Rick
left it, and the door to the maintenance shop was closed.

Hosato manually closed and sealed the inner airlock doorTo
activate the machinery would immediately alert the computer to his
presence, as would opening the door to the maintenance shop without
first closing the airlockHe wanted to penetrate a bit deeper into the
complex before beginning his diversion.

He had to steel himself to open the door to the maintenance
shopThough a death merchant by profession, he did not relish viewing
the aftermath of the robots® massacre of the McCrae humans.

He needn"t have worried.

When he finally eased the door open, an astounding sight
greeted his eyesThere was no sign of the massacre at allThere were no
bodies, no bloodstains or disorder, no visual evidence of a struggle
at allThe shop stood vacant and immaculate, as if the humans had
merely stepped out for a moment.

No, not quiteAdjusting to the shock, Hosato studied the room
more carefully and could now detect the signs of the robots*®
handiworklt was too perfect, too neatHumans would never maintain a
workshop in this immaculate conditionThis looked more like a display
from an equipment showroom than a well-used workshop.

Casting about, his eye settled on a waist-high work-stool
mounted on swivel wheelsYes, that would do fineWorking one-handed, he
moved two heavy tool boxes onto the stool seatHe was loath to set his
hand blaster down, even for the barest secondlt was his only weapon
and he didn"t want to be surprised by a security robot without having
it in his hand.

Pushing the now-laden workstool in front of him, he moved to
the side door, the one that opened into the corridor leading to the
Central Computer BuildingCautiously he opened the door and eased his
head inside.

The corridor was clearThe robots he had destroyed on the day of
their escape had been removedThat made more sense than the removal of
the human bodiesRobot parts could be reused.

Taking a deep breath, he broke the seal of his suit, allowing
himself to become visible for the first time since entering the
complexlt was time to start his diversion.

Dragging the workstool behind him, he moved slowly down the
corridorThere should not be any security devices until he reached the
first intersection, but they had no way of knowing what new traps the
robots may have installed during their absence.

His caution proved unnecessaryHe arrived at the first
intersection without any new devices registering on his sensorsA
short corridor came into his corridor at this point, forming a THe



would have to traverse this connecting corridor, but the drawings he
had studied at the Hungarian®s indicated a trap at the midway pointlt
was designed as an alarm trigger only, but again the robots might
have modified it since.

Easing the workstool around in front of him, he gave it a
vigorous shove, sending it rolling into the alarm zone.

Nothing happened.

Hosato watched with growing suspicion as the stool rolled on
unhindered, until it crashed into the far wall, one of the toolboxes
clattering to the floor with the impact.

StrangePerhaps the stool had not been heavy enough to trigger
the alarm.

He swept the corridor with his sensorsThere was no reading on
the watch dialThe zone was inoperativeCould Sasha and James have been
successful so soon?

As if in answer to his question, there came a sound from the
corridor behind him, the sound of a robot approachingReflexively
Hosato flattened against the wall, his blaster ready.

NowNow it starts.

He waited until the sounds were closer, then stepped around the
corner, his weapon leveledAs his eyes took in the figure in the
corridor, his fingers froze on the firing lugslt was ..

"Suzi!" he exclaimed.

“"There is no time to lose,' Suzi replied briskly"Follow me—
quickly!™

The robot spun about and started back down the corridor.

A thousand questions flashed through Hosato®s mindThen he
forced his frozen limbs to move and sprinted after the retreating
robot.

"Suzi!" he gasped, drawing up with her"”l"ve got to-"

""—create a diversion by attempting to attack the Central
Computer Building?'" Suzi finished for him"ImpossibleThe entire
building has been permanently sealedThis way!"

She turned up a small Fflight of stairs, leaving Hosato to
follow in her wake.

"Where are we going?'" Hosato asked, trying to remember the;
complex floor plans as he overtook her again.

"Turner®"s office," she replied'Sasha and James need your help."
"But the security devices—"

"—have been deactivatedl must insist that you hurry.”

The robot increased its speed as they reached the landing,

forcing Hosato to half-walk, half-run as they headed down the
deserted corridor.



"Why how come you®re here?" he asked'We thought the ore scout
caught you with its slicer.”

"Obviously it didn"t," Suzi retorted with her familiar
sarcasm'Our breach of communications was the result of an unfortunate
accidentOne of the scout®"s near-misses triggered a rockslidel was
temporarily pinned and my communications equipment damagedWhen that
happened, the ore scout treated me like it would any other piece of
damaged machinerylt brought me back here, where | was repaired."

"Then what?" Hosato queried'What are you doing hereNow?"

"That question will have to wait for a moment," she
replied"We"re herel™

The door to Turner®s office stood open just aheadHosato brushed
past Suzi and rushed through the door ahead of her.

Sasha and James were standing against the wall.

"What ?"" he began, then he saw the security robot standing
immobile in the corner.

"Look out, Hosato!"

James®s warning cry came a split second too lateAs Hosato"s arm
came up, the blaster was plucked from his grasp by a powerful
mechanical arm.

For a frozen moment the scene hung in suspended tableauThen
slowly Hosato turned to face his attacker.

"To answer your question,' Suzi said calmly”What 1"m doing is
guarding the computerYou see, my repair involved a reprogramming
phase as well as physical repair.”

"Realizing that," Hosato said carefully, "l guess | have only
one question."

"And that would be?" Suzi asked.

"Why are we still alive?"

"Sasha is alive because she possesses information not readily
available to uslf she can be persuaded to share her knowledge of
corporate and planetary security systems with us, it would be an
immense asset when we move off Griinbecker®slt would be more
effective than trial-and-error experimentation."

"And the boy?"

"He lives as an additional lever with Sasha,”™ Suzi replied
coldly''Some humans are more easily persuaded by pain inflicted on
others than they are by pain inflicted on themselves."

"That won"t work with Sasha,”™ James interrupted defiantly.

"Shut up, kid," Sasha warned.

"Don"t worry, Sasha,”™ Suzi commented"We won"t be swayed by his

words .. or yours, eitherWe have decided that you will live, both of
you, for a while longer."



and then there was one,'" Hosato observed'Okay, Suzi, let"s
hear itwhy am I still alive?”

"Unfortunately, Hosato, you won"t be with us much longer,"™ Suzi
said”You will live just long enough to settle an argument.™

"What argumentBetween whom?"

Since entering the office, Hosato had been trying desperately
to think of a way to turn the tables on their captors—without
successAt the moment, the robots held all the whining cardsAll he
could do now was stall for time and hope some opportunity presented
itself.

"The argument is between Sam and myself," Suzi replied'Sam is
the central control computer, represented here by this input
terminal." Suzi®s single arm gestured at the full wall terminal
behind Turner®s desk.

"The argument might interest you," the robot continued, "as it
involves strategyWe have a difference of opinion as to how to best
conduct our campaign against the humans."

Hosato recognized the lecturer monotone in Suzi®"s voice, which
indicated she was preparing to launch into a lengthy orationFor once,
he didn"t mindTimeAnything to gain time!

"You see, Hosato," Suzi continued, "not all robots, or,
specifically, robotic logic systems, are alikeWhen they are first
constructed, the priorities assigned to the various options vary
according to the humans performing the programmingln the case of
learning computers such as Sam and myself, further modifications take
place according to the humans we come iIn contact with."

"l see,” Hosato said thoughtfully, wondering what this had to
do with the status quo.

"Now, Sam was constructed and run by the corporation men here
at McCraeAs such, he tends to think in terms of volume-"more is
better," so to speakHis plan is to flood the planets with a large
number of inexpensive security robots, preprogrammed to begin their
assault on the humans on the same dayl, of course, take exception to
this plan.”

"How so?" Hosato asked.

"My own background has been with individualists such as the
Hungarian and yourselfMy plan would be to produce a smaller number of
highly specialized robots, like myself, to be seeded across the
planetsThese robots could strike at key points in the human
civilization, its industrial centers, communication relays, and
governmental centers, reducing mankind to a disorganized mass of
savagesThey would blame the war on each other, slowly weakening
themselves, until resistance to our final assault would be minimal."

Sasha caught Hosato"s eye and cocked an eyebrow at himHe nodded
fractionallyHe had also seen the parallel between what Suzi was
saying and Sasha®"s "mirror" theory.

"l see the argument,"™ he said"But how does it involve me?"

"1"m coming to that, if you"ll be patient," Suzi said
curtly'Grand tactics are not the only thing we"ve inherited from the



humansWe"ve also absorbed the conflicting attitudes of those around
usSam has the corporations® paranoias, whereas 1 have learned your
prideful arrogance and confidence-vanity, if you will."

"Wait a minute,”™ Hosato interrupted''Those are emotionsComputers
can"t-"

"Those are basic stimulus-response patterns,' Suzi replied
coldly”Well within the grasp of advanced machinery such as
ourselves."

Hosato sank into an uncomfortable silenceHe certainly couldn®t
dispute her claim of vanity.

"Now, to answer your question,' the robot continued"Although
Sam is Firm in his beliefs, he has been impressed by you and your
methodsAs 1 mentioned, he has been programmed for paranoia, and your
continued success in eluding him, first in the manufacturing area,
then again later in the purge, has him partially convinced of the
effectiveness of your modus operandi."

"It"s nothing any human couldn®t have done,"™ Hosato commented.

"Which brings us to your role," Suzi pronounced"l have been
your companion for several years nowDuring that time 1 have observed
you practicing and in actual combatNow that my new programming has
removed the restrictions on my actions, | feel that I can beat you,
HosatoSince you can defeat Sam"s methods, if I can defeat you, it
will provide the proof I need to convince Sam to implement my plan."

A chill ran over Hosato as he realized the full extent of
Suzi®"s deadly intent.

"1 fail to see,” he said slowly, "how your cutting me down with
a blaster demonstrates any superiority of ability."

"1 quite agree,”™ Suzi replied"That is specifically why 1 had
Sam®"s designer robots whip up a little something special for the
occasion."

The robot circled around Hosato and stopped beside Turner®s
desk.

"A blaster against an unarmed human proves nothing," she said,
and tossed the hand blaster into the corner farthest from Sasha and
James"'These will."

Hosato focused on the objects on the desk for the first
timeEpeesThe weapons that had been so much of his life all these
yearsFor a moment he thought they were his own swords, but closer
scrutiny, even from this distance, showed they weren"t.

"You"ve always said,”™ Suzi"s voice interrupted his thoughts,
"that fencing was a combat of the mind first and the body secondMy
own analysis confirms your statementYou®ve matched your mind and
sword against a wide array of humans, with an unbroken record of
successWell, I have one final challenge for youMatch your mind and
abilities against mine against a robotLet"s see how well your human
reasoning fares against a machine!"

With her one arm she picked up one of the weapons and tossed it
to Hosato, who caught it with an easy motionBefore he could launch an
attack, however, she quickly snatched up the second sword and had it
between them.



"Before you begin,' she said, "take the time to examine your
weaponl wouldn®t want your defeat credited to any lack of familiarity
with your sword."

Hosato obediently tested the heft and balance of the new
swordlt was perfectldentical in every way to his own dueling epees—
except the point.

"l see you"re curious about the point,"” Suzi observed"That is a
special designlt®s a miniaturized one-shot blaster, set to be
triggered on impact with the metal of a robot"s bodyThe point of my
own weapon is standard."

Hosato"s eyes flicked to Suzi®s swordShe was rightHer epee was
normal—-needle sharp and deadly.

"1 specifically point out that your weapon contains a charge
sufficient for one shot only,"™ Suzi continued'Do not entertain any
hopes of succesfully destroying me and the security robot there."

With a sweep of her sword she indicated the silent sentinel in
the corner.

"What is more, that unit will defend itself from any attack you
might launch against itl advise you of this because such an attempt
would result in your being destroyed by its blaster, thereby negating
the demonstration | have so painstakingly arranged."

The remaining object on the desk caught Hosato"s eye.
"Why the camera unit?'" he asked.

"It is there for two reasons,' Suzi replied'”Both involving my
own vanityFirst, | wish a record of your defeatSecond, there may be
times in the action when your colleagues® view of the battle might be
obscured by our movementWhen combat begins, 1 will activate the
viewscreen on my back, which will provide a view for them at all
times."

She turned slightly toward Sasha and James.

“"Might I point out that it will therefore be unnecessary for
you to shift position say, to move closer to the blaster in the
cornerAs such, any motion on your part will not be interpreted as
innocent curiosity, but as an attempt to counterattack, and the unit
there will defend itself accordinglyls that clear?”

"What happens if he wins?" Sasha asked, ignoring the threat to
her own person.

It was a good question, one that had not occurred to HosatoHe
was busy preparing himself mentally for the duel.

"In the unlikely event that that should occur,"™ Suzi said
levelly, "the security robot will immediately destroy him with its
blasterHe is far too dangerous to allow his continued existence."

"1f that"s the case,' Hosato asked, "why should 1 fight at
all?"

"Again, there are two reasons,' Suzi replied”l know you,
HosatoThe first reason is timeYou"ll stall for more time, just as
you"ve been doing, hoping for a miracle to save youYou"ll fight for



more time, even if It"s a matter of minutesThe second reason is your
prideYou®d rather be killed in a fight than standing meekly to the
slaughterBesides, right now you want nothing more than to prove, even
with your dying breath, that you can beat me, that a man is better
than a machine."

Hosato let out a long breath.

"You know me pretty well, Suzi,” he said"Or at least you think
you doSince there seem to be no further questions to be answered,
shall we begin?"

So saying, he extended his sword and settled into his en garde
position.

Suzi also extended her sword in preparation.

"You forgot to salute." she pointed out.
"No I didn"t," Hosato replied"The salute is a sign of respect
for one"s opponent.™

"Your attempts to arouse anger in me are quite uselessHosatoA
robot-"

Hosato attacked.

Darting forward in a long, low glide, his blade hung in the air
until Suzi began her parryThen, in the blink of an eyehe deceived her
blade and tried for the hit.

Suzi®s sword was a blur of motion, striking his blade once,
twice, and finally wrenching it from his grasp to send it clattering
to the floor.

Hosato froze, his eyes focused on the glittering point of
Suzi"s sword poised inches from his heart.

"—is not dependent on normal conditions for efficient
operation,' Suzi said, her train of conversation uninterrupted”That
attack was so elementary as to be insulting, HosatoPick up your
weapon and try again."

Hosato stooped slowly and regained his swordAs he didhe shot a
glance at Sasha and JamesThey were staring fixedly, not at himbut at
Suzi®s backlt took him an instant to recall that the humiliating in-
cident was being recorded and displayed on the robot"s viewscreen.

He returned his thoughts to the duelSuzi would not be easy to
beat, if she could be beaten at allWhat was it the maestro had always
said"Fence with your head, not your heart." He needed to think, to
planUnfortunatelySuzi was apparently unwilling to allow him the
necessary time to organize his strategyAs soon as he regained his
upright position, she moved forward, sword extended for the
killHosato parried reflexively and attempted a counterthrust.

What followed was a blinding display of swordwork as the
weapons darted back and forth at dazzling speeds, now blocking a
thrust, now probing for the exposed targetln the end, the result was
the sameHosato"s sword clattered to the floor and Suzi®s point
stopped inches short of its target.



"Much better," Suzi commented'You haven®t used that combination
since UranRememberWhen your opponents hired a maestro to represent
them in the duellt worked there .but not here.™

Her voice hardened.

"Pick up your sword, HosatoGive it your best shotThis time I
won"t stopThis time, when the exchange ends, you"ll be dead."

Hosato took his time retrieving his weaponThis was the only
planning, time he"d be allowedHow to beat the robotCorrection,
robotsHis eyes darted to the security robot poised in the cornerThey
were stronger, faster What was it his grandfather had saidUse the
enemy"s strength against himHow did that apply hereThere were two of
them and only one..

A germ of an idea came into his mindHe examined itlt would be
close, but it just might workHis fingers closed around the handle of
his sword and he straightened again.

"You"re right, Suzi," he said levelly"This will be the last
exchange.” As he spoke, he began to circle, moving sideways around
the officeSuzi warily imitated his move, circling opposite to his
path.

""Make it good, Hosato," she said"l have a point to prove."
"So do I, Suzi," Hosato commented"lf machines could replace
humans, if their logic was better .."

She was i1n position now, her back to the security robot.
. 1T computers were so all-fired great, then this wouldn"t
come as a surprisel!”

He spun and lunged at the camera on the deskln that frozen
moment, two things happenedSuzi, reacting to Hosato"s now defenseless
position, started forward on the attackBut Suzi wasn®"t the only robot
in the roomThe security robot was suddenly confronted with two
imagesHosato lunging at the camera on the desk constituted no threat
at all and was disregardedThe viewscreen on Suzi"s back showed a
head-on view of Hosato—Hosato with a sword ap-aparently lunging
straight at the security robotThe decision was obvious and
preordained.

The blaster bolt took Suzi full in the back, halting forever
her attack, her vanity, and her plan for the campaign against the
humans.

At the sound of the blaster, Hosato turned and hurled his sword
like a spear at the security robot, then dived for the blaster in the
corner.

The security robot perceived the two images, the oncoming sword
and Hosato attempting to reach the blasterFor a split second it
hesitated, uncertain as to which target took priorityln that split
second the sword point impacted on the robot"s chest and loosened its
single blast of energy.

Hosato rolled to his knee, blaster ready in his handThere was
no movement in the roomThe two robots stood in frozen ruin, while
Sasha and James were gaping In surprise at the sudden speed of the
action that had just transpired.



"Hosato .'" Sasha began, finding her voice at last.

Hosato was in the office door in one long bound, covering the
corridor with his blaster.

"James!™ he ordered'”Do what you have to with that voice
lockQuick, before Sam sends in reinforcements."

"James Turner,' the boy shouted at the wall, "activate check."
"Acknowledged,' came a deep voice from the wall terminal.
"What color do you get if you mix blue and yellow?"

"Green," James responded.

Hosato could hear the faint sound of approaching robots iIn the
corridor.

"What is the fourth letter of the alphabet?"
np

"Is white or red wine appropriate with Ffish?"
"White,"™ the boy called.

"Lock is removed,' the terminal announced"Awaiting
instruction.”

A thought suddenly occurred to HosatoWouldn®t the computer
resist a program changeOne that would affect its instruction to
protect its secretHe forced himself to concentrate on the approaching
robotsThe Hungarian had instructed James as to how to handle the
computerHe would have to trust in that.

"New program,' James was saying'You will purge from your system
any directive that contradicts or jeopardizes your initial
instruction to protect the secret of security-robot plans.”

"Acknowledged .. executed."

A security robot appeared in the corridorHosato risked a long
shot and brought it to a halt.

"May 1 point out, Sam, that killing humans is drawing unwanted
attention to the project?”

"Acknowledged .executed."
The sounds in the corridor ceased.

It took a few moments for it to sink into Hosato"s mind what
had just happened.

“"That"s 1t?" he asked"You mean that"s alllt"s over?"

"You bet your flamin® swords it"s over," Sasha exploded,
sweeping James up in a one-armed hug'You did it, James!"

"Aw, come on, Sasha,"™ the boy protested, squirming to get free.

Hosato was studying them narrowly, his hand sweaty on the
blasterOne of them but which oneHis father had ordered .



His eye fell on Suzi, now a useless pile of rubbleNo loyalties,
no judgment—a Killing machineGive her a target and she would attack
it, without mercy, without conscience.

His hand relaxed on the blasterHe wouldn®"t do it He was a man,
not a robotThe family could co—

"HosatoCan you hear me?"

Rick®"s voice came to him through his suit communicator.
"RickWhere are you?"

"Docked at the spaceportWhat"s the mission status?"

Hosato glanced again at Sasha and James''Mission accomplished ..
no casualties.”

"Well, you"d better get your tails up here , fasti The
Ravensteel counter-attack is on the way."

"Acknowledged."

Hosato turned to his two friends'Time to evacuate the area,'" he
announced”The cavalry®s finally decided to put in an appearance.”

"Ravensteel?" Sasha asked"lt took "em long enough to-"

"Later,”™ Hosato interrupted”Just lead the way to the spaceport,
huh?*

A moment later the three of them were sprinting down the
corridors to the safety of the ship.

"Well, what now, Hosato?'" Sasha asked.

Their ship had just cleared Grunbecker®s Planet, and their
thoughts were finally turning to the future.

"I don"t know about you three,"” Rick called from the pilot"s
seat, "'but I"m going to take the Hungarian up onhis job offerl®ve had
enough excitement to last me three lifetimes."

Hosato frowned"l certainly haven"t given the future much
thought."

"1 believe at one point we were about to discuss a possible
partnership," Sasha prompted.

"One thing is sure,'" Hosato continued, ignoring her'Whatever we
decide, it"s going to take moneyHey, RickAre we still in
communications range of Griinbecker"s?"

"1 think soWhy?"
"Patch me through on the Ravensteel wavelength, will you?"

It took a few moments, but the voice on the speaker mike was
clear and distinct as Rick passed it to Hosato.

"This is a private frequency,'" the voice announced



briskly”ldentify yourselves.”
""Gedge, you old rascal." Hosato smiled' ' Remember me?"
"Hosatols that you, you bastard?"

Hosato winked at Sasha''Now, is that any way to talk to a loyal
Ravensteel employee?" he scolded.

"Don"t give me that,”™ Gedge®s voice snarled"”l recognized youYou
shot up our ore robots!"

"All part of my master plan,”™ Hosato assured him.

"Can you confirm that the McCrae complex is currently
inoperative?"

"It"s inoperative because we just blasted the hell out of
them," Gedge said firmly"What"s that got to do with you?"

"Well," Hosato said, looking at the ceiling, "I could point out
that your strike would have encountered major resistance if It wasn"t
for my inside work, but I won"tThe point is, Ravensteel hired me to
render the McCrae complex inoperative by any means possible, and it
is now inoperativeBy my calculations, that means Ravensteel owes me
an additional one hundred thousand creditsConfirmed?"

"You"re crazy, Hosato!" Gedge"s voice was shrill'"You kill my
men and shoot up our ore robots, then expect us to pay you for itlf
anything, we*I1l1-"

"Gedge!" Hosato interrupted sharply'Let me explain the facts of
life to youAs an independent operative | can"t afford to have it get
out that a person or group can hire me and then not pay upNow, is
Ravensteel going to pay me the balance agreed upon, or do | have to
collect it by other means?"

"What other means?' Gedge snortedYou think you can sue usThere
isn"t-"'

""Gedge," Hosato said softly'Remember what Ravensteel hired me
forWhat I did for Ravensteel, 1 can do to RavensteelTell that to your
board of directors and see if they don"t think a hundred thousand
isn"t a real bargain."

There was a moment of silence before Gedge answered.

“1*11 tell them, Hosato," he said finally"But if you think you
can-""

"Yes, | think I can." Hosato smiled”"And I1"m willing to bet they
think 1 can, tool"ll be in touch later with details on the payment."

He signaled Rick to break contact.

"Well," he said, turning to Sasha, "what do you thinkYou know
the corporate mindDo you think they®ll pay?"

Instead of answering, Sasha took the speaker mike from his hand
and passed it to James.

"Here, kid," she said"Take this up to RickAnd stay up there
awhilel want to talk to Hosato."



The boy"s eyes darted between the two of them; then he nodded
and left.
"Okay, Hosato,' she said slowly"You want to know what I
thinkWell, here it isl don"t think they"ll payThey probably wouldn®t
have paid anyway, but when you toss in a few threats, that®"s extor-
tion and they"ll never budge thereThey can"tlf they pay now, you can
come back next year with the same threat, and the next year, until
they"re bled dryCorporations don"t pay extortionists."

"1 hadn"t thought of it that way," Hosato admitted.

"So I don"t think they"ll payWhat 1 do think they"ll do, what
1°d do if I were in Gedge®s place, is stallThey"l1l tell you all the
directors aren"t available, or they need time to raise the cash, or a
dozen other things to gain timeln the meantime, they"ll send as-
sassins after youThey have toYou"re too dangerous to them to be left
alone."

"Whom will they send?" he asked quietly.
"1 don"t know,'"™ she admitted"That"s more your line than minel
imagine they could hire a pack of them for less than a hundred
thousandHell, Gedge hates you enough to do it for free."

Hosato lapsed into thoughtful silence.

When he had refused to kill Sasha or James, he knew he was
risking punitive action from his familyNow that he was outside, he
posed a greater threat to the family security than either Sasha or
Jameslt was only logical that the family would try to find him and
kill himHe had hoped to have a period of grace while the various
members tried to fit it into their work schedule, but it seemed that
chance was goneSince profit always came first, if Ravensteel offered
them the contract, if they could show a profit and at the same time
plug a security leak, the assignment would suddenly gain top-priority
status.

He wondered i1f they would send his sister, or if his
grandfather would personally ..

Sasha laid a hand on his shoulder, breaking his train of
thought''Hey!" she said softly"”lt won"t be all that badThere"ll be two
of us .. three if James comes alongWe don"t die easy, remember?"

Instead of replying, he took her in his arms and held her
tightlyEventually he"d have to tell her about the real odds they
facedEventually .. but not now.



