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Enter the SF Gateway …


In the last years of the twentieth century (as Wells might have put it), Gollancz, Britain’s oldest and most distinguished science fiction imprint, created the SF and Fantasy Masterworks series. Dedicated to re-publishing the English language’s finest works of SF and Fantasy, most of which were languishing out of print at the time, they were – and remain – landmark lists, consummately fulfilling the original mission statement:




‘SF MASTERWORKS is a library of the greatest SF ever written, chosen with the help of today’s leading SF writers and editors. These books show that genuinely innovative SF is as exciting today as when it was first written.’





Now, as we move inexorably into the twenty-first century, we are delighted to be widening our remit even more. The realities of commercial publishing are such that vast troves of classic SF & Fantasy are almost certainly destined never again to see print. Until very recently, this meant that anyone interested in reading any of these books would have been confined to scouring second-hand bookshops. The advent of digital publishing has changed that paradigm for ever.


The technology now exists to enable us to make available, for the first time, the entire backlists of an incredibly wide range of classic and modern SF and fantasy authors. Our plan is, at its simplest, to use this technology to build on the success of the SF and Fantasy Masterworks series and to go even further.


Welcome to the new home of Science Fiction & Fantasy. Welcome to the most comprehensive electronic library of classic SFF titles ever assembled.


Welcome to the SF Gateway.







Some Warnings for the Reader


This book is the third in a series featuring my two parallel worlds detectives Sam and Brandy Horowitz in the universes of G.O.D., Inc. Like the first two, The Labyrinth of Dreams and The Shadow Dancers, both Tor, 1987, it is a complete novel, as all good series novels are. It is not, strictly speaking, a serial continued from book to book, as are many other of my works. However, the time frame on these books is progressive; this book is set considerably after the time of the first two and the characters are the older, more knowledgeable, more experienced characters who have undergone those previous cases and remember them and assume you do, too. Also, one of our villains this time is a leftover deliberately loose end from The Shadow Dancers, and the solution to the case of the Maze in the Mirror is, in many ways, also a final solution to the progression and loose ends of the first two books.


As such, while sufficient information is provided for you to read this book as complete and independent of the others, I have made no other concessions and some of the references and background might be a bit vague or confusing for a new reader, as they are not explained but rather taken for granted. For that reason, The Maze in the Mirror will be best appreciated by those who have read either or preferably both of the preceding books. This is particularly true since, while there is an element of mystery involved, this series is basically a set of private detective procedurals—that is, figuring out by legwork, evidence, and deduction just what the dastardly plot is here and how to prevent it is the object, not necessarily unmasking some unknown murderer, even though unknown murderer there might be. I make that comment in light of some reviews of the earlier books which were under the mistaken impression that these were primarily whodunits and who therefore reviewed the whodunit rather than the plot—and the two are not the same thing in a procedural.


Your bookstore should have the first two books if you do not. Any good, well-managed bookstore run by intelligent owners of good taste should have all my previous novels on their shelves. If not, then buy this one so you’ll have it and then order the first two from that store or find a better bookstore who keeps the essentials in stock.


To forestall a bunch of letters to me complaining that there are real anachronisms when the earlier novels are compared to this one, I should point out that nowhere have I stated that Sam and Brandy are natives of our own universe, just one that’s rather close to ours.


Also, I want to reassure all of you out there that General Ordering and Development has no connection (that I know of) with Guaranteed Overnight Delivery, Inc., a firm of which I was ignorant until recently when I was passed on the highway by a G.O.D., Inc. tractor trailer truck to my enormous shock. I understand that some of my readers who are truckers have been giving drivers for that real company a really uncomfortable time.


It might also be noted that this series is the first set of my books to be banned anywhere in the U.S.A few distributors, primarily in some southern states, have refused to take it because the overtitle appears to be sacrilegious to them or they fear reader reaction for that reason. If something this minor elicits that reaction, one worries about the fate of poor truckers for Guaranteed Overnight Delivery who roll through those states and areas with the big black G.O.D. letters on their sides. …


Also, in the course of this book, many readers, particularly Americans and Canadians, will find a lot of more or less familiar names and products, some but not all variantly spelled, here and there. These are used in good fun and for internal logic and are not intended to cast aspersions on (nor endorse) products or possibly popular musicians or anyone or anything else. I hope the companies involved just consider them free commercials and take them in the spirit in which they’re used.


It is impossible to say if this is the last G.O.D., Inc. book at this point. Certainly if I come up with another plot I think good or better than the first three, or if I get to missing these characters, it’s a possibility, although not very soon. Perhaps your own reactions and the number of these books sold will be the final answer. That’s not to say that I write any book on the basis of potential popularity, but certainly, having done these, whether I give in to any inclination to do more or use the same limited time to create something new and different will to some extent be influenced by whether or not there are sufficient numbers of you out there who want to read more.


Jack L. Chalker
Uniontown, Maryland
October, 1987




1


A Visitor in the Night


The sky was dark and overcast as it usually was in the central Pennsylvania mountains in winter, where the locals would refer to good days as “between snows.” There was certainly enough snow on the ground—about two feet had yet to be given the chance to melt, and in January’s still dark days it wasn’t likely to improve for quite a while.


Most of the nation, particularly the west, thinks of the eastern United States as one vast paved-over region full of contiguous city stretching at least from Boston to Richmond and perhaps all the way down.


None of the country is ancient to human beings, particularly those whose ancestors came from Europe, but in comparative terms the east coast of the U.S. is “old,” with a history of settlement ranging from nearly five hundred years in Florida to going on four hundred years in the original Thirteen. It seems inconceivable to both westerners and Europeans, and even many eastern city dwellers, that anything could remain relatively unspoiled after so long.


Yet, in fact, much of even such states as New York and Pennsylvania are actually wilderness, with almost all the people bunched up on opposite sides of the state, and even some of the smaller ones like New Hampshire and Vermont have comparatively vast areas of unspoiled wilderness. Black bear still roam the Pennsylvania hills in season, and deer threaten to overrun southern New Jersey; every time the cougar is declared extinct in the northern states one will miraculously make an appearance. They’ve declared that animal extinct north of Florida at least twenty times in the past fifty years.


The northern half of Pennsylvania is a vast and mostly unspoiled forest land through which Interstate 80 carries traffic from the metropolis port of New York in the east out to Ohio and then all the way to San Francisco, but through Pennsylvania it finds little civilization. People are there, all right, but not many of them, and they are scattered in small towns like Bellfonte and Liverpool with nary a Philadelphia or Pittsburgh to be seen.


Penn State University, in fact, is probably one of the more isolated major universities in the country. Not even 1-80 comes too near, and it sits in Happy Valley surrounded by stark mountains and a northern climate, often nearly unreachable in mid-winter, its tens of thousands of students having to content themselves with the small town of State College and a few others nearby who exist only to serve them. The only other industry of note is the State Pen, the counterpoint of Penn State (although many locals claim to have problems differentiating the two), and because of its isolation and the climate around a very difficult one to successfully get out of by other than legal means. You might escape, but after that you’d stick out like a sore thumb and it would be very difficult to get away.


Some areas do have farms; either truck farms for the University and other small towns; mostly, or breeding farms for dairy cattle and horses. On one such farm, even more isolated than most and off any main roads, concealed by forest and mountains, there stands a particular thick grove of trees and in the center of that grove a very strange area with a high fence around it. It’s not much to look at, even inside, if you get past the warnings from the electric company, or so it is stated, warning of high voltage dangers. In the middle is a cistern-like cavity made of smooth, virgin concrete that has almost a marble-like texture. It goes down perhaps ten feet, with an old and rusty ladder to the bottom, but, once down, it doesn’t look like much of anything, either. Just a lot of crud and no outlet and no panels or anything else.


In fact, the only unusual thing about it is that even in the dead of winter the immediate area of the concrete has no snow. It simply won’t lay there, as if the entire thing is heated—although if you dared it is cold to the touch—and there is no water at the bottom as if there is some sort of concealed and clever drain. Where the water goes and where the heat comes from is not apparent, and there are few clues.


A driver on the nearby main road is going along listening to the local rock station, on his way in to town for something or other, and suddenly there is a bad burst of static that continues, going in and out, making the listening experience unpleasant. He tries a few other stations and finds the same thing happening, and curses, but within two minutes the effect is gone. Atmospherics, he thinks, grumbling, and forgets about it.


The pulses, however, come from the recessed well concealed on the farm, and they have determined that no one is within the grove at this time. This feeds a signal back—somewhere—and, inside that concrete urn, something begins to happen.


It begins with a crackling noise, and the slight smell of ozone, and then a beam of remarkably solid-looking blue-white light shoots up from the center, so sharp and exact that it appears to be almost a pole that can be picked up. It shimmers slightly, then bends once, twice, three times, as if on hinges, until it is now a square. In the immediate area there is the sound of heavy but unseen machinery, and the ground vibrates slightly.


The square appears to fold in upon itself and now there are two squares, then they do it again and there is a cube, suspended just above the concrete floor and slightly angled, the sides shimmering and glassy yet impenetrable. Then one facet shimmers and a figure steps through; the figure of a man ill-dressed for this climate and this weather. He is of medium height, darkly handsome, and he is dressed in white tie and tails, including spats, although the outfit looks not only out of place but rather wrinkled and the worse for wear.


He glances nervously around, then sees the ladder and heads for it, climbing up with quick and confident purpose as if the demons of hell might pop out of the cube at any moment themselves. At the top, he’s somewhat stunned to see deep snow and then a high fence, but he does not consider turning around. The spats will have to get wet.


The cold, raw wind hits him in spite of the protection of the trees, but he is already studying the fence. Finally he decides, takes off his jacket, and throws it up so that it lands over the barbed wire. Then he concentrates and leaps, pulling himself up by his fingers, reaches the top, then falls over into the deep snow on the other side.


The cube emits more crackling noises, and he picks himself up fast. The jacket is impaled on the barbs but it’s down enough on the outside that he can reach its bottom, and he pulls on it and it comes free, with an unpleasant tearing sound. He needs far more than the jacket in this country at this time of year, but he does not want to leave evidence that here is where he got off.


It’s growing quite dark in the winter afternoon, which suits him in spite of the temperature that might well freeze him and will certainly frostbite him if he doesn’t get someplace warm fast. The snow is less an obstacle for its depth and chill than for its virginity; perhaps the darkness will hide his tracks.


Laboriously, the man makes his way through the depths to the open field beyond and looks around. There is little to see except up on the hill perhaps a quarter mile away. A large Georgian style house along with a barn, silo, and stables, lights on both inside the house and floodlighting the grounds is the only civilization in view. He heads for it as fast as he can, and now he really begins to feel the horrible cold.


Heading straight for the house in the deep snow takes him a good twenty minutes, and only willpower is keeping him going at this point. Breaking into the plowed area in front of the house with its solid packed rock-hard base he trips and falls, and struggles back to his feet. Only a few yards to the porch, only a few yards to the door …


He makes it, leaning against the door, and pounds on it with what little strength he has left. For a few precious moments there is no answer, and then he pounds again, knowing that time for him is running out.


Inside the house a woman’s muffled voice can be heard muttering, “Keep your shirt on, damn it. I’m comin’ as fast as I can.”


The door opens and he is face to face with a portly black woman of medium height with thick glasses and a totally confused expression as she sees him.


“What the hell is you?” she mutters, not afraid but startled.


“Pardon, Madam,” he responds, in an elegant upper class London accent tempered by a crackling voice and total exhaustion. “The name is Bond. James Bond.”


And then the stranger collapses half inside her door.


Doctor Macklinberg shook his head in wonder and closed the door to the guest bedroom as he exited into the hall. She looked at him quizzically. “Well?”


He shrugged. “Bad exposure. He should be in a hospital right now but you know why we can’t do that. Stripping him and getting him into the hot tub in the basement was a brilliant reaction. He still might lose some toes or perhaps worse—I can’t tell this soon—but if he pulls through it will be because of your quick thinking.”


“I come in this house out of the storm and stripped and jumped in that thing myself to thaw out too many times not to think of it,” she responded. “You know who he said he was?”


The doctor nodded. “Yes, he’s mumbled it several times to me.”


She fumbled and then got out his wallet. “Says so in here, too. London address, bunch of cards for fancy clubs over half the world, a couple of credit cards on European banks, and a fair amount of these.” She handed him some very large bills. He took them and frowned.


“Pound notes with King Charles VI on them. Fascinating. Our Charles would only be the third, I think. That’s not him, though. I wonder if the Stuarts still rule our Mister Bond’s England? I wonder what else they rule?”


She shrugged. “I never pay much attention to that kind of thing. The main thing is that he’s not from the here and now and that means he came in through the substation and he did it without settin’ off no alarms in the house here or in Stan’s security office.”


“You been down there?”


“Uh uh. Not with Sam in Philadelphia and everybody else checkin’ out everything. Hell, I got a kid I can’t leave, Doc. You know that. Stan got down there, though. The station wasn’t active but it was a hot area, and the snow all around was all crudded up. Looks like he used his coat over the barbed wire. Parts of it are still stickin’ there.”


“Well, the barbed wire was probably the least of his problems. He has several gashes in him as well, all fairly new and some fairly deep, like he’d been stuck by all sorts of nasty, sharp knives. He’s been through a lot tonight, that’s for certain.”


She nodded. “Well, Stan’s gonna go in and send a message up the line to Company Security, and I already called it in to Bill in Philadelphia while you was in there. It’s gonna leave me short-handed, though. They got a pretty mean storm in the east right now and it’s socked in Sam by air or road. With Stan going up line that leaves only three of us here on the grounds tonight.”


Macklinberg sighed. “I wish I could just stay with him but I’m on call tonight at the hospital. I have three women in labor now and what with the insurance thing I’m the only one around at the moment willing to deliver their kids. Ordinarily I’d send a nurse over or maybe a resident but I can’t chance what this fellow might say if he starts babbling or comes out of it. He’s definitely scared of something, though, and if he’s anything at all like his fictional counterpart he doesn’t scare easily. I’ve given him what I can to help him along—antibiotics, that sort of thing—but I didn’t dare give him a sedative even though, God knows, that’s what he needs. I thought that if he came out of it you’d want to know what it was all about right away.”


She nodded. “Thanks, Doc. I think I can handle it here. But I got to think about how unusual short we are ‘round here tonight and then this guy just comes in on us like this. I’m gonna put the security system on full tonight, and I’ll call you at the hospital if there’s any change. O.K.?”


“Good idea. But if you need me, call the service and they’ll beep me. I may or may not be at the hospital at any given time.” He paused, then said, “As soon as possible he should be moved out of here and to medical facilities better than anything we can offer him. He’s certainly going to lose some toes and both feet are in some danger. I’ve shot him full of every antibiotic I have but sooner or later we’ll have to face treating that frostbite, and the only thing I could do here is amputate. For now, no walking. Keep him in bed. The painkillers should keep him out a while and I’ve left some pills just in case, but you never know. Someone like him … You know, I saw Goldfinger sixteen times.”


She grinned. “I met this type before, Doc. They don’t ever live up to their billing. He’s probably a pencil pusher in MI-5 with a wife and nine kids who’d be horrified to read the books them writers made up about him here.”


She saw him to the door, then sighed and went back and put on a pot of coffee, then turned on the alarm system and notified Diane in the security shack. It was gonna be a looong night.


She sat with the man for a while, but that soon became very boring, and while he was still out he was restless, would occasionally twist or thrash about, and he kept mumbling things. She went and found a voice-activated tape recorder and set it up beside him, then threw the intercom on. She then went down the hall to Dash’s room and checked on him—still out, and a good thing, too—and switched off the intercom in the boy’s room so he wouldn’t be awakened by ghastly moanings and strange utterances coming out of the speaker. Then she went downstairs, got some more coffee and a piece of chocolate cake, and settled in the family room to watch TV off the satellite dish.


Never once fails, she thought sourly as she looked through the listings and paged through the satellite channels via the remote control. A hundred damn channels and when you got to sit and watch somethin’ there still ain’t nothin’ good on TV!


The fact was, she was often up late, and always had trouble sleeping. The dreams and the nightmares were just too great, particularly when Sam wasn’t here.


Dash helped. He was a beautiful child and he was growing up smart but spoiled rotten, but she didn’t care. She’d been frightened to death that he’d be damaged somehow, considering what horrors her body had been through and considering that they’d had to have a special operation just to let her have him. Sam claimed that his only worry was that all black Jewish kids would look like Sammy Davis, Jr., and when Dash looked right handsome he’d stopped the worries. But he still was busy, and that meant he was away a lot. Security consultant to the Company, they called it. They designed a security system for most anything and then he’d come in and blow holes in it, sometimes literally. It sounded like fun, but she couldn’t bring herself to go back through the Labyrinth, not unless she had to. The memories were just too strong, the fears severe, even after years had passed.


She could still remember seeing part of Sam’s head get blown off from raiders up top in a cube and she didn’t feel confident any more. But the worst fear was the juice, the alien drug from some world so far up the line it didn’t even have an official name that gave exquisite pleasure at the cost of slavery to it. Even though she’d been hooked by the nastiest bastards ever to attack the Company and against her will, and even though she’d gone through torture and long treatments to beat it, the memory still lingered. Once you were on it you’d degrade yourself, do anything to stay on it. She’d done a lot of that. And she was one of the very few to make it back, to break the addiction without breaking her mind and body as well.


But she still wanted it. Craved it, and knew that if it was ever put in her grasp again she’d take it and never be able to get off.


It was that that scared her most. Somewhere out there the evil genius who’d come up with the diabolical plan that almost broke the ruling class of the Company world was still there. They’d caught his boss and his underlings, but the man known as Doctor Carlos, world of origin unknown, background unknown, was still out there somewhere.


Oh, the Company had finally broken the secret of the drug, which was actually a symbiotic organism that essentially took control of you, and if you took your shots from them once a year the thing couldn’t infect you, but she was never sure it would work with her, even as it couldn’t help those who were exiled addicts—and she didn’t underestimate Carlos, either. He had had as much time as the Company to work on the thing.


The Company. You couldn’t even get away from the Company on TV. Particularly not on TV. New miracle gadget cuts kitchen time in half … Wonderful six-record treasury from Reinhold Zeitermas, the world’s best selling contrabassoon player … Buy MirGrow, the secret plant food of the Orient … All that junk was what the Company sold. Music treasuries from folks you never heard of, crazy products that were pretty weird when they worked, you name it. Just call this toll free number now. 1-800- … And the home shopping networks—it looked like they were furnishing the merchandise even for the ones they didn’t own or control outright.


General Ordering and Development, Inc., Des Moines, Iowa. Big fucking joke. G.O.D., Inc.


Well, they acted like their initials sometimes, that was for sure, and they had more products than the junk they pushed to the public, too, and a lot more going on around the world than their front indicated. Wherever merchandise moved, that was them. The Mafia was a wholly owned and operated subsidiary, not just here but around the world. Same went for the heroin of the Golden Triangle in Asia or the big coke trade from South America. They subsidized whole governments, bought and sold cops and politicians wholesale, and just about nobody even knew they existed. How they got what they wanted in the communist world even she didn’t know, but she knew they were there in force. They probably sold all the damned bugging devices the KGB used to the Kremlin while making it look like a state factory.


In truth, they were a gigantic, amoral colonial empire, only the colonies didn’t know they were colonies. That’s because almost nobody knew that invasions from other worlds didn’t have to come from the stars or fly around in saucers full of little green men. No, there were more than enough worlds coexisting right now, one on top of the other, for a nearly infinite distance in both directions. Parallel worlds, they called it, although it was more like parallel universes. Somewhere, somehow, almost everything that could have ever possibly have happened did. Way up the line there were Earths where the dinosaurs never died out, and even ones where some of them evolved into intelligent life. Germany won or lost, America did or didn’t break free of England, England and parts of Europe stayed Catholic, or the Moslems overran Rome and kept going all the way. Worlds in which a Roman-ruled South America battled a Chinese-settled North America.


One world had discovered this parallelism, and that world had created a means of moving between it called for good reason The Labyrinth. A sort of railroad complete with branches and switchers and dispatchers that stretched for a million worlds in both directions and still didn’t reach them all. They alone could move between and they alone controlled the dual lines, one for passengers, one for freight.


And one world’s bright ideas were another world’s—well, junk. They ran at different speeds sometimes, and things invented one place were never invented the next. Whether one world needed the Dicing Wizard or not was irrelevant; G.O.D., Inc. made sure you wanted it anyway, at least in enough quantities to make the transshipment worthwhile. She often wondered what her world sent the others.


And James Bond is now lying in the guest bedroom.


Well, why not? She and Sam had once faced down a very villainous Lamont Cranston. Sometimes the names just popped up elsewhere and elsewhen; sometimes a totally fictional character in one place might pop up as a very real and quite similar person in another. She’d heard a lot of theories that writers were just folks sensitized, somehow, to certain people or things in the other worlds.


There were even other versions of you in those other worlds. That was the freaky part. The Company had a way of telling one from the other but nobody else could. A tiny little implant, a transmitter, deep in the bone someplace that gave you a unique signature and also both authorized you in the Labyrinth and made a record as you passed each switch point or station so they could track you. Of course, it could be beaten, and had been. They were now sure that their new system was foolproof, but she knew as well as Sam that any system declared foolproof was impervious only to fools; smart folks could always figure a way to beat it.


She had checked on the other versions of her in worlds near her own, and even met and shared some time with one of her counterparts, but they were pretty depressing overall. Whores and welfare babymakers mostly, low class and lower lives. The ones who survived the streets and weren’t in jail or something. She’d been the exception, the lucky one, to whom the fluke good thing had happened. She didn’t need to reflect much to realize just how lucky, and improbable, that one thing was.


Sam. Sam Horowitz, former cop, former private eye, now Company Security Specialist. A cute little guy who was culturally as Jewish as they came and looked the part but who thought he was Nick Charles or Sam Spade or at least William Powell. A guy who’d given up everything and married a black girl from Camden who was a high school dropout, chubby, and who thought of herself as more street smart than real smart, but who had also been infused with the dreams of glamour of the detective business by a fanatical father who was an ex-Army cop turned failed private eye himself and who’d wound up floating in the Schuykill River when he’d gotten his first really big case.


The real amazing thing was that there were a lot fewer Sams than Brandys in those other worlds. He’d been involved in a lot of dangerous stuff as an Air Force cop and apparently he’d been killed in most of them, or before. The survivors were mostly cynical and opportunistic skunks, crooked cops and worse, who’d sell their own grandmother for a dollar. Sam was the only man she knew in the whole Company who’d once had a gun duel with himself.


Of course, there were worlds where one of them existed, or neither existed or were now alive, and ones where Colonel Parker’s only child had been a son and Mrs. Horowitz had borne a Jewish-American Princess. But when you had a duplicate, he or she might be, at least physically, a perfect copy. Same genes, same fingerprints, everything. That was a favorite Company method of taking control of something. Nabbing a real person in authority and switching them for a duplicate, well briefed, hypnoed, and absolutely identical to everybody else, but who was really a Company stooge.


Of course, that was also a favorite trick of enemies of the Company who could gain illicit use of the Labyrinth.


That’s how she’d met her twin and both of them hooked on the juice and under the control of a Company enemy engaged in a not so gentle attempt at a Company takeover. He’d been pathetic for all his cleverness and callous cruelty, though. The kind of folks he’d recruited from various worlds to do his dirty work had hated him as much as the rest of the Company. They were fanatics with access to the Labyrinth and its powers and it had been real hell rooting them out—if they had been. At least one, the most dangerous of the bunch, was still out there, somewhere. She had met him only a few times, and always under the worst of conditions, but still he haunted her nightmares. The Company admitted they couldn’t find him, couldn’t even identify him or his home world, but they were confident that he was now bottled up, contained somewhere where he could not use the Labyrinth without them knowing and catching him.


She doubted it. She was certain that Carlos was out there, somewhere, perhaps in a world that ran at a slower rate than hers but with a higher level of technology, plotting and planning and recruiting and solving the new roadblocks the Company had put in his way.


The speaker suddenly brought the sound of the man upstairs crying out and coughing horribly. She jumped up and went up to him.


He was delirious, thrashing about on the bed, mumbling “No, no! Insanity! It is all insanity!”


She tried to calm him down, tell him it was all right, get through to him. Suddenly he startled her by seeming to come awake, eyes wide, looking straight at her. “The maze! Monstrously twisted, stupid plot so grandiose it might just work! Got to warn them. Got to …”


“What plot? Whose?” she asked, trying to get what she could. Every little bit of time saved might help.


He stared at her, wild-eyed and uncertain, and she realized that she neither looked nor sounded like the sort of folks he was used to dealing with. What he saw was a black woman, possibly thirty or about that, perhaps five five or so in her bare feet, weighing in at over two hundred pounds, with a huge, thick mane of woolly black hair and big brown eyes that looked far older than the rest of her.


“I’m Brandy Horowitz, Company Station Manager here,” she told him. “You’re in my house near the station. You came in without triggering our alarms, cut and frostbitten. A doctor who’s retained by the Company has looked at you, but nobody else knows you’re here.”


He hesitated a moment, still a bit wild-eyed and uncertain. “Says you, Madam.” He paused a moment, frowning. “Did you say your name was Horowitz?”


She nodded.


“Different sort of world you must have here,” he commented dryly, seeming to get hold of himself. “You say you are a station manager? Then I must use your master communications system immediately.”


“This is just a minor stop,” she told him. “No real traffic. This is less a real station than just a security post for a weak spot. This place got misused a bit much a few years back so we’re keeping it closed down—or so we thought. We ain’t got no big installation here, not even a direct link up the line. We got to go inside and up to the switch to do that. Ain’t been no need for much more. My security manager’s up there now lettin’ the Company know about the breach.”


That worried him. “No direct communications. Blast! How many people do you have here?”


“Normally there’d be several, but right now, inside the house, there’s just you, me, and my young son. On the grounds my live-in staff is here but that’s just Diane in the security shack and Cal, who’s a kind of foreman and handyman.”


He was appalled. “That’s it? Two women, a kid, and a cowboy?”


She bristled. “No need for much more here, Mister. It’s just a little station on a weak point for convenience sake—the closest big one is like three thousand miles from here on the other side of the country—with no cargo access. And don’t you sell us women short.”


“Oh, I never sell women, and never sell short,” he responded, a bit flip. He tried to sit up, grimaced, and settled back down again. “I assume you at least have a security system on this house?”


She nodded. “Good one, too. But we thought the one in the woods was even better so don’t count on this one.”


He thought for a moment. “What about the Company here? Does it have full operations?”


“You better believe it! They’re into everything, as always.”


“If I could just get out of this bed to ring them …”


“You don’t have to,” she told him, then left and returned with one of the Company’s cheap plug-in handset telephones. She plugged the cord into the modular outlet, then handed it to him. He watched her do it, fascinated, as if he’d never seen a phone with a modular plug before, then studied the one-piece phone.


“How do you turn it on?” he asked her.


“It’s on. Just push the buttons with the number I tell you and you should get through to the eastern branch. There’s always somebody on duty there.”


He did as instructed, then listened and shook his head. “No sound. Nothing.”


She took it from him, checked, and it was definitely dead. She wasn’t worried—yet. These cheap phones gave out for no reason all the time. When she checked the solid, better phone in the master bedroom, though, and found it dead as well, she began to worry. She hit the intercom and was relieved when Diane answered.


“Our visitor’s awake,” she told the security officer, who otherwise was the one who cared for the horses around here, “but the phone’s dead. Can’t call out.”


“I’ve checked it—they’ve been calling in regularly until a half hour ago. I checked the CB to see what the townies had and discovered that phone service is generally out throughout the area. I reported it to the Company over the ham radio—even there the static is awful—and they are concerned, but it doesn’t appear sinister.”


Brandy frowned. “Maybe not to them, but comin’ when it does … You or Stan check to see why we didn’t know our visitor come through until he showed up?”


“Yes, but no help. Everything seems to be working normally. Even if for some reason we didn’t get the energizing bell here the trip on the top of the fence should have gone when he came over it. Hopefully Stan will bring back a couple of system analysts to check it out.”


“Well, you keep in touch with Philadelphia on the ham radio and keep yourself sealed in there and monitoring.” What they called the security “shack” was actually a bunker, well underground and almost a self-contained apartment, and about as secure as a nuclear missile launch site. That wasn’t really to keep an enemy out, although it would serve for that in this case, but rather to hide anything that the locals weren’t supposed to wonder about from prying eyes. She had a thought. “Could you patch the intercom into the ham radio? This fellow’s got somethin’ real important to tell the Company.”


“Too garbled for that. We’ve tried that before with the ham microphone. It’s one of those things that should have been thought of but wasn’t. I could relay his message, though.”


She nodded. “I’ll see.” She switched off and started up stairs, then got a small bout of dizziness and then a couple of uncontrollable yawns. She wasn’t in shape for no sleep all night any more, and she was dead on her feet.


Bond, however, was having none of it. “It’s rather complex and I still don’t know half of it myself,” he told her. “It would just cause more trouble and confusion if I couldn’t go back and forth with somebody who knew what he was talking about. And I’m feeling very tired and very weak right now.”


She nodded. “Want to tell me what you know, or something of it? I used to be line security myself. My husband and I have handled many big cases for the Company, including the Directors. We ain’t amateurs. You was mumblin’ something about the maze.”


He looked surprised. “I was? Oh, dear.” He thought a moment. “I’ll give you a little, just for insurance sake, although I rather think that the less you know the safer you’ll be.”


“I’ll take the chance. It’s what they pay me for.”


He sighed. “All right. For close to a year now we’ve had indications that someone has been coming and going between various worlds without going through the switch points, and coming out at places where there are no Company stations.”


She frowned. “How’s that possible?”


“That was the point. The evidence was there but you couldn’t get anyone to take it seriously because it isn’t possible. The old method, shipping people between switch points in fake cargo containers using the cargo line, is blocked now, and in any event they still had to use our stations. I was one of a number of agents assigned to check it out anyway and it took me months to get any real leads. After a long while of monitoring energy pulses and finally getting a couple of people to follow, I managed to get inside one of their own substations. What I discovered was frightening. Someone else has a labyrinth of their own.”


That was startling. “Wait a minute. It’d take more power than could possibly be snitched. They told me once that this one was powered by some kind of gadget that fed on the sun itself in a universe where there weren’t no decent planets. Who would have the kind of people and machines to do that?”


“They didn’t. The power comes from our own grid. What they built were hidden additional switch points and then sidings to whatever worlds they wished. Whole sections of line all over not on any map. Weak points too minor for the Company to bother with or on worlds the Company hadn’t gone into yet were developed. If you didn’t know the switches were there you could neither see nor detect them, and the drain on the system power is not enough to show up on the power meters. They’ve been quite clever.”


She was appalled, although it explained a lot. Nobody built something like that in a few years. Nobody. That was the work of decades at least, and real long-term planning. It had to be part of that old operation they’d thought they’d broken. That was how and why they were able to go from point to point without ever meeting a security man. And that cube where they’d ambushed and shot Sam … A hidden switch point, maybe? Then they shut it down and the facet simply goes to the world where it’s supposed to.


“This is big,” she told him. “We got to tell the Company this.”


“I did,” he responded. “I told them what I’ve told you. They refused to believe it, refused to believe that it was even possible. They said the sort of resources needed to build such a network and remain undetected all this time were beyond concealment. Only the Company could have done it and there were no records or expenses or anything. They said the only fellow who could possibly have managed it was a traitorous former Director and that they’d not only had him isolated, they’d drained everything he knew from his mind ahead of that. They demanded incontrovertible proof or it was suggested that perhaps I’d been in this business too long and should take a holiday.”


She nodded. The iron-bound arrogance of the Company was its weakest point. Always had been. It had been obvious almost from the start which director had been the bad guy. If it’d been a murder mystery then unmasking the villain would have been a snap. The trouble was, he was high up, one of the ultimate bosses, and no one would believe that such a one could betray the Company or beat the Company’s security unless he could be caught and unmasked with his finger on the trigger and in the act of committing treason. She had solved it, but it was Sam who figured out how to nail the bastard.


“Maybe he didn’t know—any more. With them mind control things they got you can get parts of anything erased. If he had set it up and then got it erased so it never showed, then nobody’d know—but his gang could use it. Maybe just a few key folks in the gang that never got caught. I’m pretty sure most nobody knew about this even if they was usin’ it. That bastard was so smug and arrogant himself he violated the biggest rule of bein’ a crook—he got a gang workin’ for him that was smarter than he was. They’re all a pack of racists who think that they’re the be-all and end-all of human creation. And, hell, he wouldn’t have to build ’em. If he got to the big data bank and simply erased the records of certain built but not operational switches and sidin’s, then they wouldn’t show up at all on the maps. Damn! This is big!” I wish Sam was here for this, she added to herself.


He nodded. “Yes. A herd of elephants running amok on the system and nobody notices. But now I have proof. Or, at least, I can show them proof. I know the location of a siding and how and when it operates. I was discovered. They can shut it down but they jolly well can’t unbuild the thing. I got in through a casino sub-basement private station on the Riviera. I tripped some alarms, and they were waiting for me. I was on the run into the main branch when I was cornered and had to take the first facet out that I could find. Here, blast it.” He realized how that sounded.


“Nothing personal, dear lady,” he added quickly, “but if this had been a main station then it would be all over for them.”


She nodded. But it wasn’t a main station, and it was isolated and not well manned. And if they got Bond before Bond got into Company protection, then they’d still be safe and secure. That meant they would be coming in, if they weren’t already here, and fast. Tonight—and probably in numbers.


“Get some rest,” she told him. “If we can hold out tonight there’ll be plenty of help coming tomorrow.”


Damn! She was so tired and it looked like one of those nights she hadn’t had since Dash was a baby. At least, maybe, he’d sleep through all this. She cut the lights in the living room, then went to the front window and looked out. It was a stark, eerie scene at night, with the yellowish floodlights casting an ugly soft glow over the snow, making the structures and shadows look grotesque and monstrous. All looked, however, quiet.


She turned, went back into the library and opened the compartment to the wall safe and twirled the combination. Once open, she took out a large box and then closed the safe again, putting the box down in front of her. She opened it and removed from its form fitted foam a large but light pistol resembling a German automatic. On it she placed a small sight-like device that more resembled a tiny motor of some sort, screwing it in, then checking it. She set the device according to a click stop dial, then examined the rather standard-looking clips. She removed one, untroubled by the fact that it appeared to have no bullets in it and no way at its shiny top to insert them, pushed a small button, and got a tiny red symbol in a window in the clip.


Satisfied, she pushed the clip into the pistol and stuck it half inside her jeans. Then, checking the security panel one more time, she turned out all of the downstairs lights and then went to the intercom.


“Diane, I think we’re gonna have visitors tryin’ to get this guy back. Radio Philadelphia that we will probably be under attack shortly. Get Sam on the radio if you can. He knows this place better’n anybody. You tell ’em to call up the line and get Stan back here with reinforcements, and watch it just comin’ into the entry point ‘cause it’s probably covered. Where’s Cal?”


“Back up in the loft, probably. I’ll notify him.”


“No heroics. No use in him getting killed. Just tell him to lay low and keep outta sight and in touch and help if he can, understand?”


“Yes, Ma’am. You want me to come up and help you out?”


“No! You stay locked in there ‘til somebody from the Company with the U.S. Marines attached gets in here. You’re the only way we can talk to anybody now. Call it in—U[now!]”


This was getting to be a real pain and fast. As bad or worse than the old days. She also had twin concerns, neither involving herself. On the one hand, she needed to protect this Bond character, whether he was anything like the fictional one or not, and she had real concerns for Dash. If anything happened to him, or if he woke up to find dead bodies around, he might never get over it. As it stood, she hoped she could hold out and that he’d just sleep right through it. Hell, Dash was the kind that could sleep through World War II.


She took her position again to the side looking out the front window. The back was potentially more vulnerable but the drifts against it were high and there weren’t that many ways in except through solid doors. It sounded like the wind was whipping up out there and that’d make it maybe five below with a stiff wind to get it down further and blow up new powder, and there wasn’t a whole hell of a lot of cover and protection out there if you wanted to get to the house itself. Not even Eskimos could afford to just sit out there in that stuff and bide their time, and the odds were that whoever was chasing him was no better dressed for this kind of weather than Bond had been. Unless, of course, they had pushed him in a guided chase to this very point, where they knew it was lightly defended and remote and without direct Company access.


She had a sudden, horrible thought. What if it was Carlos and he picked this of all spots to push Bond into ‘cause Bond wasn’t the only thing he wanted here?


One of the floodlights suddenly went out, then another. She didn’t wait for the series and got to the intercom.


“I think somebody’s shootin’ out the floods,” she told him. “They can’t wait much longer in this weather. We need help and fast!”


“I can’t get through to them,” Diane reported. “I’ve been trying since we talked a few minutes ago. The ham channels are jammed with static—you can’t hear anything but noise and I’m sure I don’t sound any better.”


“Try the CB. They may not have thought of that,” Brandy told her. “Get somebody to call the cops. Say we got armed prowlers.”


“I’ll try. Hold on.” There was a pause for what seemed several minutes, then, “No good. I’m getting nothing but dead air, like I’m not on antenna at all. We’re cut off.” She paused a moment. “Uh oh. I’m getting energy surges and activation sequences like mad. The alarm system’s working down there now for all the good it’ll do us. Or maybe it’s Cal with reinforcements.”


“Maybe, but I ain’t gonna bet the farm on it. Look, I’m gonna keep the intercom on open, so you can hear what’s happenin’ here. You keep tryin’ to get through to anybody and I don’t care who you talk to or what you got to tell ’em, understand?”


“O.K. At least if it’s going off here it’s going off and registering at both switches, too. That should bring some security people here pretty quick.”


Could be. But if they had to shoot their way through it might take a real long while.


She crept back upstairs, staying out of any light, and went back to the guest bedroom. Bond had lapsed back into sleep, perhaps a more peaceful kind. She thought about waking him up, but he wouldn’t be much good overall, not with those painful, bandaged feet. He wasn’t going anywhere, and so what could he do? Shoot a couple before they shot him? Maybe the guy from the movies could do it all, but the more you looked at this guy the less you saw him doing that kind of thing.


She checked once more on Dash, then went back downstairs into the dark. About the only thing you could see was a couple of the little lights from the satellite system that always sent power and a little heat back to the dish to keep it from freezing up and the little red lights from a couple of backup battery flashlights plugged into the walls. The one thing they couldn’t do was cut the power into here. That was fed from lines deep underground to the substation itself and wasn’t part of the regular central Pennsylvania power system. And if they managed to cut that they’d also shut down the substation, leaving them trapped here and their cronies down below in the Labyrinth sitting ducks for an inevitable quick security team attack.


They, too, were taking a big chance. That thought helped sustain her. They had limits and their clock was running. They couldn’t sustain this blackout for long, and they couldn’t take all night to attack due to the weather and the uncertainty of how close reinforcements might be.


She heard something on the side and pulled out the pistol, then moved to the source of the sound. She might have expected them to try her greenhouse first. All that glass probably looked real tempting, but the shutters were down now for extra insulation and heat retention and if they tried cutting through the outer glass as it sounded like and hit those shutters …


There was a sudden flash and a scream and the sound of electricity surging through vibrating metal. She couldn’t see anything, but she was pretty damned sure that somebody had just been fried.


They were far too smart to try the doors, and now the greenhouse had proven nasty—and they hadn’t even hit the bad traps yet had they managed to bypass the shutters. Next they’d try the frontal assault. She walked back to the living room and thought she saw shadows through the living room picture window even though it was pitch dark. Well, she didn’t need light.


Certain that Cal was either captured, dead, or well away, she brought up the pistol and let it do its thing. It moved her hand, faster than she, and fired on its own. The “bullets” were tiny electrical pulses that showed dull red in the dark. They struck and went right through the window and she heard a couple of men’s voices cry out. The pistol stopped firing and she had full control again.


The reflex action when fired upon through a window was to fire back. Some of the men outside did just that with weapons similar to hers. The special “glass” was strictly one way for that; their shots bounced off. She hoped the ricochets nailed some of their buddies but they probably just went harmlessly off into the air where they dissipated. She wondered if they’d try real bullets. They’d mess up the window but a submachine gun sprayed on there would produce wonderfully devastating ricochets—for the gunners. They might have figured that this was a lightly manned and very minor and isolated substation, but the guy who lived here made his living protecting Company property. Sam had warned that there was no system that was unbeatable or didn’t have some weak points, but what you bought was time. Time to get help, or time to be rescued. She was in a nice, warm house she knew well. They were out in cold and wind bitter enough to give a man frostbite just walking a mile in it improperly clothed and protected. More important, they had only one exit and it was the equivalent of a highway with no-place to hide from passing cars. If they were discovered, it was all over and they were trapped.


Clearly the men outside were getting frustrated fast. They weren’t even trying the conventional doors and windows, since if even the greenhouse and the living room picture window were traps they knew what the usual places must be like.


She was almost beginning to enjoy this and anticipate their actions. Next they’d either try and find a ladder in the barn and get to the roof or they’d try chopping through someplace or, maybe, if they got desperate enough, they might try starting a fire. She certainly hoped so. The exterior fire suppression system would spray enough water to coat them with what would be hard ice in a very short time.


The one thing she’d always hated about this area was the bitter cold, the feeling of never being really warm. Now, suddenly, she found herself feeling quite good about bitter cold, snow, and ice. They were allies that even the best security system couldn’t provide on its own.


They did in fact seem to be all around, and not at all reticent about shouting orders. She didn’t recognize the language but that was to be expected. The odds were that they spoke something beyond anyone’s ability on this world to understand. Of course, to her it kind of sounded like the Chinese army.


That thought did worry her a little. The house was protected from casual attack, from people wanting in even if they had the usual tools and weapons. It was not a house built by the Company, though, but an old estate house that had been in the hands of one family for almost two centuries before the last heir, a writer, committed suicide here and it was sold to the Company through a blind. A bazooka, for example, would still blow in that steel door.


She decided to retreat upstairs and let the first floor fend for itself, something it was doing quite well.


Bond stirred. “What is happening?” he managed.


“They’re here. They got us cut off for a little bit and they been tryin’ to get through the security system, so far with heavy losses,” she told him, some pride in her voice. “Still, they been awful quiet all of a sudden for a fairly long time. Either they gave up, or got in the barn to warm up a little, or they’re settin’ up and plannin’ somethin’.”


“Probably the latter. They won’t give up. They can’t. They will die first. There is a drug—most of them are slaves to it. If they return without me, or without proof of my death, they won’t get it and they will die horribly. You can not believe what lengths they will go to.”


She felt a knot in her stomach. “Yes, I can, too. They once had me on that shit.”


“And you kicked the habit?” He sounded more than impressed. “Oh, of course, that was the old drug where you had a chance. Organic stuff from way up the line. This is all synthetic, much nastier, but you know their desperation.”


She nodded. The idea of a drug even more powerful than the most powerful ever known before was her worst nightmare come true. She had become a whore, a slave, a double agent, and more under that old one, and it had taken everything she had and all the knowledge and skills of the Company’s super medical technology to break her free of dependence on it. Most never could break it; the treatment either broke them or they lived on a level of it rather than try. If it wasn’t for Sam she couldn’t have, either. The worst part was how utterly selfish the addiction made you. You’d rob, betray, even kill innocents, even those you loved, to sustain it, but never once did she think of killing herself because that would deny her the next fix. Those poor devils out there would get in or die trying.


“The rest are probably Ginzu,” he told her. “A fanatical warrior cult that considers a commission a debt of honor and who would prefer death to dishonor. They are quite skilled with knives that they create themselves and which they can use to inflict extreme torture. I escaped from them, which is where my wounds come from. I should prefer to die rather than fall into their hands again.”


She nodded. Suddenly there was a series of thumps from the roof, and she thought fast. Normally the roof was slick and she could make it slicker, but right now it was piled up with snow and there might be a possible footing. Right up top was an old widow’s walk with attic access. Even it was electrified and fortified just in case, but it was also far weaker, being original to the house. But if they could get in the attic …


There was the sound of muffled blasts from the roof. Conventional shotgun, it sounded like—maybe Cal’s from the barn. Loaded up and at close range it would blow that old attic door right off its hinges.


There was the sudden sound of movement, and then two sharp, piercing cries of pain. At least they hadn’t broken the energy grid and were paying the price.


“Do you think they got in?” Bond asked worriedly.


She shook her head. “No way of knowin’ without stickin’ my neck up there which I ain’t about to do. On the other hand, I don’t hear no footsteps on the ceilin’, neither. Let me get back in the hall. There ain’t but two ways down from there without choppin’ holes.”


She stood in the center and waited, the only light coming from the night light in Dash’s room. By God, if they got in and headed for Dash they was gonna have to roll over her dead body!


Suddenly there was the soft sound of something moving, a creaking sound down the hall at the end nearest Dash, and she felt a sudden chill as some of the outside cold rushed excitedly into the warmth of the house. They had got in, damn them!


They made a fair amount of noise as they moved the trap up and away, and she armed the pistol again and aimed it right at the opening. Anybody coming down there was gonna get smeared.


Suddenly the pistol jerked in her hand and she saw the red tracers head for the opening and heard a cry. She moved a little forward to give it a slightly better angle when suddenly something powerful came up behind her and grabbed her, knocking the pistol from her hand and sending it skidding along the hall.


She turned and flipped the man with one motion, but he retained control and somersaulted and landed on his feet. He was a strange looking fellow all in black with a black mask over all but his eyes. She was a little out of practice, but she knew her judo and karate, but she had the uneasy feeling that this guy knew a lot more and had lots of practice.


Suddenly there were more on her; they’d drawn her with the one trap door while coming down the other! She struggled and twisted but suddenly there was pressure on her neck and her whole body seemed to explode first in pain and then in numbness, and she dropped to the floor.


Curiously, she was fully conscious, able to hear everything, but she was unable to move and her glasses had been knocked off in the attack and she couldn’t see a damned thing without them.


The black-clad men spoke that curious sing-song while making it sound like gutter speech, but suddenly there was another presence nearby, and one of the warriors spoke to it in heavily accented but understandable English.


“Bond?” asked a husky, eerie voice that might be male or female but was certainly chilling.


“In room dere,” one of the warriors responded. “Him bad hurt. Lady here out with quinsin.”


“Check downstairs,” ordered the chilling voice. “See if you can locate the master security control and turn it off. If we can go out the front door it will save us having to haul him out the way we came in.” There was a moment’s pause. “By Yusha! This is a bitter cold place! The heat feels good but we must hurry. Any sign of the man?”


“No. Small boy in room dere only other one in house.”


There was more sing-song from downstairs, and the warrior talking to the stranger said, “Find system. Hard to figure but can bypass. We go any time now.”


“Good. I am anxious to be away from here. Too bad the man isn’t here. I shouldn’t want him desperately on us.”


Strange. She swore she heard the sounds of vehicles driving up outside and doors slamming. She tried to move but she couldn’t. Her eyelids and her breathing were about the only things she could control. All else was numbness.


“All right, let’s wrap it up. They’ll be coming through any minute now and I don’t want to be caught here. Recover your dead and wounded but leave the others. Leave her, too, just the way she is.”


“But that leave too much! You have Company up ass pretty quick!”


“I think not. I just want to make certain that both of them come—and cautiously.” The voice paused. “Take the kid,” it added.


No! Please God! No! she tried to shout, but she couldn’t move a muscle.
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Playing with a Marked Deck


Sam Horowitz was no dashing private eye except perhaps in his own mind and in the occasionally romanticized mind of Brandy. He was five ten, well over two hundred pounds, a small-boned sort of man who dramatized a pot belly, which he most certainly had. He also had a pronounced Roman nose, small deep blue eyes, and what was not graying on his head just wasn’t there any more. He was, in fact, the innocuous, bland-looking sort of fellow you’d never look twice at on the street or in a shop, which was why he was a pretty fair private detective and security agent.
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