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ADVENTURE OF THE METAL MJURDERER
By Fred Saberhagen

It had the shape of a man, the brain of an electronic devil. It and the machines like it were the
best imtations of nmen and wonen that the berserkers, nurderous nachi nes thensel ves, were able to
devise and build. Still, they could be seen as obvious frauds when closely inspected by any
humans.

"Only twenty-nine accounted for?" the supervisor of Defense denmanded sharply. Strapped into his
conbat chair, he was gazing intently through the senitransparent information screen before him
into space. The nearby bulk of Earth was arnored in the dun-brown of defensive force fields, the
normal colors of land and water and air invisible.

"Only twenty-nine." The answer arrived on the flagship's bridge anmid a sharp sputtering of

el ectrical noise. The tortured voice continued, "And it's quite certain now that there were thirty
to begin with."

"Then where's the other one?"

There was no reply.

Al of Earth's defensive forces were still on full alert,

though the attack had been tiny, no nore than an attenpt

at infiltration, and seened to have been thoroughly. repelled. Berserkers, remmants of an ancient
interstellar war, were nortal enem es of everything that |ived and the greatest danger to humanity
that the universe had yet reveal ed

A snmall blur | eaped over Earth's dun-brown linb, hurtling along on a course that would bring it
within a few hundred kil onmeters of the supervisor's craft. This was Power Station One, a taned

bl ack hole. In tine of peace the power-hungry billions on the planet drew fromit half their
needed energy. Station One was visible to the eye only as a slight, flowing distortion of the
stars beyond.

Anot her report was coming in. "W are searching space for the missing berserker android,

Supervi sor."

"You had dammed wel | better be."

"The infiltrating eneny craft had padded containers for thirty androids, as shown by conputer

anal ysis of its debris. W nust assunme that all containers were filled."

Life and death were in the supervisor's tones. "lIs there any possibility that the mssing unit got
past you to the surface?"

"Negative, Supervisor." There was a slight pause. "At |least we know it did not reach the surface
inour time."

"Qur time? What does that nean, babbler? How could ...ah."

The bl ack hole flashed by. Not really taned, though that was a reassuring word, and humans applied
it frequently. Just harnessed, nore or |ess.

Suppose-and, given the location of the skirm sh, the supposition was not unlikely-that berserker
androi d nunber thirty had been propelled, by sonme accident of

conbat, directly at Station One. It could easily have entered the black hole. According to the

| atest theories, it mght conceivably have survived to reenerge intact- into the universe,
projected out of the hole as its own tangible inmage in a burst of virtual-particle radiation
Theory dictated that in such a case the reenergence nust take place before the falling in. The
supervisor crisply issued orders. At once his conputers on the world bel ow, the Earth Defense
Congl onerate, took up the problem giving it highest priority. What could one berserker android do
to Earth? Probably not nuch. But to the supervisor, and to those who worked for him defense was a
sacred task. The tenmple of Earth's safety had been horribly profaned.

To produce the first answers took the nmachi nes el even m nutes.

"Nunmber thirty did go into the black hole, sir. Neither we nor the eneny could very well have
foreseen such a result, but-"

"What is the probability that the android energed intact?"

"Because of the peculiar angle at which it entered, approximtely sixty-nine percent."

"That hi gh!"

"And there is a forty-nine-percent chance that it will reach the surface of the earth in
functional condition, at some point in our past. However, the conputers offer reassurance. As the
eneny device nmust have been programed for sone subtle attack upon our present society, it is not
likely to be able to do much damage at the tinme and pl ace where it-"
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"Your skull contains a vacuumof a truly intergalactic order. 1 will tell you and the conputers
when it has becone possible for us to feel even the slightest degree of re-

assurance. Meanwhile, get ne nore figures."”

The next word fromthe ground cane twenty minutes |ater

"There is a ninety-two percent chance that the |anding of the android on the surface, if that
occurred, was within one hundred kiloneters of fifty-one degrees, eleven mnutes north |atitude;
zero degrees, seven minutes west |ongitude."

"And the tine?"

"Ni nety-eight percent probability of January 1, 1880 Christian Era, plus or nminus ten standard
years."

A |l andnass, a great clouded island, was presented to the supervisor on his screen.

"Recommended course of action?"

It took the ED Congl onerate an hour and a half to answer that.

The first two volunteers perished in attenpted |aunchings before the nethod could be inproved
enough to offer a reasonable chance of survival. Wen the third man was ready, he was called in,
just before launching, for a last private neeting with the supervisor

The supervi sor | ooked himup and down, taking in his outlandish dress, strange hairstyle, and al
the rest. He did not ask whether the volunteer was ready but began bluntly: "It has now been
confirnmed that, whether you win or |ose back there, you will never be able to return to your own
tine."

"Yes, sir, | had assumed that would be the case."

"Very well." The supervisor consulted data spread before him "W are still uncertain as to just
how the eneny is armed. Sonething subtle, doubtless, suitable for a saboteur on the earth of our
own tine-in addition, of course, to the superhuman physical strength and speed you nust expect to
face. There are the scranbling or the switching

m ndbeans to be considered; either could danmage any hunan society. There are the pattern bonbs,
designed to disable our defense conmputers by seeding themw th randominformation. There are

al ways possibilities of biological warfare. You have your disguised nedical kit? Yes, | see. And
of course there is always the chance of sonething new. "

"Yes, sir." The volunteer |ooked as ready as anyone coul d. The supervisor went to him opening his
arns for a ritual farewell enbrace

He blinked away sonme London rain, pulled out his heavy ticking tinepiece as if he were checking
the hour, and stood on the pavenent before the theater as if he were waiting for a friend. The
instrument in his hand throbbed with a silent, extra vibration in addition to its ticking, and
this special signal had now taken on a character that meant the eneny machi ne was very near to
him It was probably within a radius of fifty neters.

A poster on the front of the theater read:

THE | MPROVED AUTOVATI ON CHESS PLAYER MARVEL OF THE AGE

UNDER NEW MANAGEMENT

"The real problem sir," proclained one top-hatted nan nearby, in conversation with another, "is
not whet her a machi ne can be nmade to win at chess, but whether it nmay possibly be made to play at
all."

No, that is not the real problem sir, the agent fromthe

future thought. But count yourself fortunate that you can still believe it is.

He bought a ticket and went in, taking a seat. Wen a

si zabl e audi ence had gathered, there was a short |lecture by a short man in evening dress, who had
sonet hi ng predatory about him and al so sonething frightened, despite the glibness and the
rehearsed hunmor of his talk.

At length the chess player itself appeared. It was a desklike box with a figure seated behind it,
the whol e assenbly wheel ed out on stage by assistants. The figure was that of a huge man in
Turkish garb. Quite obviously, a mannequin or a dumy of sone kind, it bobbed slightly with the
nmotion of the rolling desk, to which its chair was fixed. Now the agent could feel the excited

vi bration of his watch without even putting a hand into his pocket.

The predatory nman, cracked anot her joke, displayed a hideous snile, then, fromanong several chess
pl ayers in the audi ence who raised their hands-the agent was not anong them he sel ected one to
chal | enge the automaton. The chal |l enger ascended to the stage, where the pieces were being set out
on a board fastened to the rolling desk, and the doors in the front of the desk were being opened
to show that there was nothing but machi nery inside.

The agent noted that there were no candles on this desk, as there had been on that of Mel zel's
chess player a few decades earlier. Mel zel's automaton had been a clever fraud, of course.
Candl es had been placed on its box to nask the odor of burning wax fromthe candl e needed by the
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man who was so cunningly hidden inside amid the dummy gears. 'The year in which the agent had
arrived was still too early, he knew, for electric lights, at |east the kind that would be handy
for such a hidden human to use. Add the fact that this chess player's opponent was allowed to sit
much cl oser than Mael zel's had ever been, and it becane a pretty safe deduction that no human
bei ng was conceal ed inside the box and figure on this stage.

Therefore .

The agent might, if he stood up in the audience, get a clear shot at it right now But should he
aimat the figure or the box? And he could not be sure howit was armed. And who would stop it if
he tried and failed? Already it had | earned enough to survive in nineteenth-century London
Probably it had already killed, to further its designs-"under new nmanagenent" i ndeed.

No, now that he had | ocated his eneny, he nust plan thoroughly and work patiently. Deep in
thought, he left the theater amd the crowmd at the conclusion of the performance and started on
foot back to the roons that he had just begun to share on Baker Street. A mnor difficulty at his
| aunching into the black hole had cost hi msone equi prent, including nost of his counterfeit

nmoney. There had not been tine as yet for his adopted profession to bring himnmuch incone; so he
was for the tinme being in straitened financial circunstances.

He must plan. Suppose, now, that he were to approach the frightened little man in evening dress.
By now that one ought to have begun to understand what kind of a tiger he was riding. The agent

m ght approach himin the guise of-

A sudden tap-tapping began in the agent's watch pocket. It was a signal quite distinct fromany
previously generated by his fake watch. It neant that the eneny had managed to detect his
detector; it was in fact locked onto it and tracking.

Sweat mingled with the drizzle on the agent's face as he began to run. It nust have discovered him
in the theater, though probably it could not then single himout in the crowd. Avoiding horse-
drawn cabs, four-wheelers, and an omni bus, he turned out of Oxford Street to Baker Street and
slowed to a fast walk for the short distance remaining. He could not throw away the telltale

wat ch, for he

woul d be unable to track the eneny without it. But neither did he dare retain it on his person

As the agent burst into the sitting room his roomate | ooked up, with his usual, sonewhat

shallow, smile, froma leisurely job of taking books out of a crate and putting them on shel ves.

"l say," the agent began, in mingled relief and urgency, "something rather inportant has cone up,
and | find there are two errands | nust undertake at once. Mght | inpose one of themon you?"

The agent's own brisk errand took himno farther than just across the street. There, in the
doorway of Canden House, he shrank back, trying to breathe silently. He had not noved when, three
m nutes later, there approached fromthe direction of Oxford Street a tall figure that the agent
suspected was not human. Its hat was pulled down, and the |ower portion of its face was nmuffl ed

i n bandages. Across the street it paused, seened to consult a pocket watch of its own, then turned
toring the bell. Had the agent been absolutely sure it was his quarry, he would have shot it in
the back. But without his watch, he would have to get closer to be absolutely sure.

After a nonment's questioning fromthe landlady, the figure was adm tted. The agent waited for two
m nutes. Then he drew a deep breath, gathered up his courage, and went after it.

The thing standing al one at a window turned to face himas he entered the sitting room and now he
was sure of what it was. The eyes above the bandaged | ower face were not the Turk's eyes, but they
were not human, either.

The white swathing nuffled its gruff voice. "You are the doctor?"

"Ah, it is ny fellow | odger that you want." The agent threw a carel ess glance toward t he desk
wher e he had

| ocked up the watch, the desk on which sone papers bearing his roommate's nane were scattered. "He

is out at the nonent, as you see, but we can expect himpresently. | take it you are a patient."
The thing said, inits wong voice, "I have been referred to him It seens the doctor and | share
a certain common background. Therefore the good | andlady has let ne wait in here. | trust ny

presence i s no inconvenience."

"Not in the least. Pray take a seat, M.-?"

What nane. the berserker might have given, the agent never |earned. The bell sounded bel ow,
suspendi ng conversation. He heard the servant girl answering the door, and a nonent later his
roonmmate's brisk feet on the stairs. The death nmachine took a snmall object fromits pocket and
sidestepped a little to get a clear view past the agent toward the door

Turni ng his back upon the eneny, as if with the casual purpose of greeting the man about to enter,
the agent casually drew fromhis own pocket a quite functional briar pipe, which was designed to
serve anot her function, too. Then he turned his head and fired the pipe at the berserker from
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under his own left arnpit.

For a human bei ng he was uncannily fast, and for a berserker the android was neanly sl ow and
clumsy, being designed primarily for imtation, not dueling. Their weapons triggered at the sane

i nstant.

Expl osi ons racked and destroyed the eneny, blasts shatteringly powerful but conpactly limted in
space, self danping and al nost silent.

The agent was hit, too. Staggering, he knew with his |ast clear thought just what weapon the eneny
had carried-the switching nind beam Then for a nonment he could no longer think at all. He was
dimy aware of being down on one knee and of his fellow | odger, who had just

entered, standing stunned a step inside the door

At last the agent could nove again, and he shakily pocketed his pipe. The ruined body of the eneny
was al nost vaporized already. It nust have been built to self-destruct when damaged badly, so that
humani ty might never learn its secrets. Already. it was no nore than a puddl e of heavy mi st,
warping in slowtendrils out the slightly open windowto mngle with the fog.

The man still standing near the door had put out a hand to steady hinself against the wall. "The
jeweler . . . did not have your watch," he nuttered dazedly.

I have won, thought the agent dully. It was a joyless thought because with it canme slow
realization of the price of his success. Three quarters of his intellect, at |east, was gone, the
superior pattern of his brain-cell connections scattered. No. Not scattered. The switching mnd
beam woul d have reinposed the pattern of his neurons sonewhere farther down its pathway .

there, behind those gray eyes with their newy penetrating gaze.

"Cbvi ously, sending nme out for your watch was a ruse." His roommate's voi ce was suddenly cri sper,
nmore assured than it had been. "Also, | perceive that your desk has just been broken into, by
soneone who thought it mine." The tone softened sonewhat. "Cone, man, | bear you no ill wll. Your
secret, if honorable, shall be safe. But it is plain that you are not what you have represented
yourself to be

The agent got to his feet, pulling at his sandy hair, trying desperately to think. "How how do you
know?"

"El enentary!" the tall man snapped.
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