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From W I Ilianson to Leinster to Piper

H. Beam Pi per, who perfected it and to whomthis book
is affectionately dedi cat ed.

| feel honored that you all,

at sone point inny life,

called me friend

Sone Warnings for the Reader

This book is the third in a series featuring ny two parallel worlds detectives
Sam and Brandy Horowitz in the universes of GOD., Inc. Like the first twd, The
Labyrinth of Dreans and The Shadow Dancers, both Tor, 1987, it is a conplete
novel, as all good series novels are. It is not, strictly speaking, a seria
continued frombook to book, as are many ot her of ny works. However, the time
franme on these books is progressive; this book is set considerably after the
time of the first two and the characters are the ol der, nmore know edgeabl e, nore
experienced characters who have undergone those previ ous cases and renenber them
and assume you do, too. Also, one of our villains this time is a |leftover
deliberately | oose end from The Shadow Dancers, and the solution to the case of
the Maze in the Mrror is, in many ways, also a final solution to the
progressi on and | oose ends of the first two books.

As such, while sufficient information is provided for you to read this book as
compl ete and i ndependent of the others, | have made no ot her concessions and
some of the references and background nmight 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 Mrror 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 | egwork,

evi dence, and deduction just what the dastardly plot is here and how to prevent
it is the object, not necessarily unmaski ng sone unknown nurderer, even though
unknown murderer there nmight be. | make that commrent in |light of sone reviews of
the earlier books which were under the m staken inpression that these were
primarily whodunits and who therefore reviewed the whodunit rather than the

pl ot-and the two are not the sanme thing in a procedural

Your bookstore should have the first two books if you do not. Any good,

wel | - 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 fromthat store or find a better bookstore who
keeps the essentials in stock

To forestall a bunch of letters to ne conplaining that there are rea
anachroni sms when the earlier novels are conpared to this one, | should point
out that nowhere have | stated that Sam and Brandy are natives of our own

uni verse, just one that's rather close to ours.

Al so, | want to reassure all of you out there that General Odering and

Devel opment has no connection (that |I know of) with Guaranteed Overni ght
Delivery, Inc., a firmof which | was ignorant until recently when | was passed
on the highway by a GOD., Inc. tractor trailer truck to ny enornous shock.
understand that some of ny readers who are truckers have been giving drivers for
that real company a really unconfortable tine.

It might also be noted that this series is the first set of ny books to be
banned anywhere in the U S. Afewdistributors, primarily in some southern
states, have refused to take it because the overtitle appears to be sacril egi ous
to themor they fear reader reaction for that reason. If something this m nor
elicits that reaction, one worries about the fate of poor truckers for

Guar anteed Overnight Delivery who roll through those states and areas with the
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big black GO D. letters on their sides

Al so, in the course of this book, many readers, particularly Anmericans and
Canadi ans, will find a lot of nore or less famliar nanes and products, sone but
not all valiantly spelled, here and there. These are used in good fun and for
internal logic and are not intended to cast aspersions on (nhor endorse) products
or possi bly popul ar mnusi ci ans or anyone or anything else. | hope the conpanies

i nvol ved just consider themfree comercials and take themin the spirit in

whi ch they're used.

It is inpossible to say if this is the last GO D., Inc. book at this point.
Certainly if | come up with another plot | think good or better than the first
three, or if | get to mssing these characters, it's a possibility, although not
very soon. Perhaps your own reactions and the nunber of these books sold will be
the final answer. That's not to say that | wite any book on the basis of
potential popularity, but certainly, having done these, whether |I give in to any
inclination to do nore or use the sane linited tinme to create sonething new and
different will to some extent be influenced by whether or not there are
sufficient nunbers of you out there who want to read nore

Jack L. Chal ker

Uni ont own, Maryl and

COct ober, 1987

1.
A Visitor in the N ght

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 nelt, and in January's still dark days it wasn't likely
to inprove 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 |east from
Boston to Richnond and perhaps all the way down.

None of the country is ancient to human beings, particularly those whose
ancestors came from Europe, but in conparative terns the east coast of the U S
is "old," with a history of settlenent ranging fromnearly five hundred years in
Florida to going on four hundred years in the original Thirteen. It seens

i nconcei vabl e to both westerners and Europeans, and even nmany eastern city
dwel l ers, that anything could remain relatively unspoiled after so |ong.

Yet, in fact, nmuch of even such states as New York and Pennsyl vania are actually
wi | derness, with alnost all the people bunched up on opposite sides of the
state, and even sone of the smaller ones |ike New Hanpshire and Vernont have
conparatively vast areas of unspoiled wilderness. Black bear still roamthe
Pennsyl vania hills in season, and deer threaten to overrun southern' New Jersey;
every time the cougar is declared extinct in the northern states one wll

m racul ously make an appearance. They've declared that aninmal extinct north of
Florida at | east twenty tines in the past fifty years.

The northern half of Pennsylvania is a vast and nostly unspoiled forest |and
through which Interstate 80 carries traffic fromthe netropolis port of New York
in the east out to Chio 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 |ike Bellfonte and Liverpoo
with nary a Phil adel phia or Pittsburgh to be seen

Penn State University, in fact, is probably one of the nore isolated major
universities in the country. Not even |-80 conmes too near, and it sits in Happy
Val | ey surrounded by stark nountains and a northern climte, often nearly
unreachable in md-winter, its tens of thousands of students having to content
thenselves with the small town of State Coll ege 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 claimto have probl ens
differentiating the two), and because of its isolation and the clinmate around a
very difficult one to successfully get out of by other than | egal means. You
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m ght escape, but after that you'd stick out like a sore thunmb and it would be
very difficult to get away.

Some areas do have farnms; either truck farns for the University and other snall
towns; nostly, or breeding farnms for dairy cattle and horses. On one such farm
even nore isolated than nost and off any mmin roads, conceal ed by forest and
mount ai ns, 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 nuch to

| ook at, even inside, if you get past the warnings fromthe electric conpany, or
so it is stated, warning of high voltage dangers. In the niddle is a
cistern-like cavity made of smooth, virgin concrete that has al nost a

mar bl e-1i ke texture. It goes down perhaps ten feet, with an old and rusty | adder
to the bottom but, once down, it doesn't |ook |like much of anything, either
Just a lot of crud and no outlet and no panels or anything el se.

In fact, the only unusual thing about it is that even in the dead of winter the
i mredi ate area of the concrete has no snow. It sinply 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 bottomas if there is sone sort of conceal ed and cl ever
drain. Where the water goes and where the heat comes fromis not apparent, and
there are few cl ues.

A driver on the nearby main road is going along listening to the local rock
station, on his way in to town for sonmething or other, and suddenly there is a
bad burst of static that continues, going in and out, making the |istening
experience unpl easant. He tries a few other stations and finds the sane thing
happeni ng, and curses, but within two nminutes the effect is gone. Atnospherics,
he thinks, grunmbling, and forgets about it.

The pul ses, however, come fromthe recessed well concealed on the farm and they
have determ ned that no one is within the grove at this tinme. This feeds a

si gnal back- sonewhere-and, inside that concrete urn, something begins to happen
It begins with a crackling noise, and the slight snmell of ozone, and then a beam
of remarkably solid-Iooking blue-white light shoots up fromthe center, so sharp
and exact that it appears to be alnpbst a pole that can be picked up. It shimmers
slightly, then bends once, twice, three tines, as if on hinges, until it is now
a square. In the immediate area there is the sound of heavy but unseen

machi nery, 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 shimering and gl assy yet inpenetrable. Then one
facet shimrers and a figure steps through; the figure of a man ill-dressed for
this climate and this weather. He is of medi um hei ght, darkly handsone, and he
is dressed in white tie and tails, including spats, although the outfit | ooks
not only out of place but rather winkled and the worse for wear.

He gl ances nervously around, then sees the | adder and heads for it, clinbing up
with quick and confident purpose as if the denons of hell night pop out of the
cube at any nonent thenselves. At the top, he's sonewhat 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, rawwind hits himin spite of the protection of the trees, but he is
al ready 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 | eaps,

pul l'ing himself up by his fingers, reaches the top, then falls over into the
deep snow on the other side.

The cube enmits nore crackling noises, and he picks himself up fast. The jacket
is inmpaled on the barbs but it's down enough on the outside that he can reach
its bottom and he pulls on it and it conmes free, with an unpl easant tearing
sound. He needs far nore than the jacket in this country at this time of year,
but he does not want to | eave evidence that here is where he got off.

It's growing quite dark in the winter afternoon, which suits himin spite of the
tenperature that might well freeze himand will certainly frostbite himif he
doesn't get soneplace warmfast. The snowis |less an obstacle for its depth and
chill than for its virginity; perhaps the darkness wi |l hide his, tracks.
Laboriously, the man nakes his way through the depths to the open field beyond
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and | ooks around. There is little to see except up on the hill perhaps a quarter
mle away. A large CGeorgian style house along with a barn, silo, and stabl es,
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.

Headi ng straight for the house in the deep snow takes hima good twenty m nutes,
and only willpower is keeping himgoing at this point. Breaking into the pl owed
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, |eaning against the door, and pounds on it with what little
strength he has left. For a few precious nonents there is no answer, and then he
pounds again, knowing that tinme for himis running out.

I nside the house a wonman's nuffled voice can be heard nuttering, "Keep your
shirt on, dacmm it. |I'mcomn' as fast as | can."

The door opens and he is face to face with a portly black woman of nedi um hei ght
with thick glasses and a totally confused expression as she sees him

"What the hell is you?" she nutters, not afraid but startled.

"Pardon, Madam " he responds, in an el egant upper class London accent tenpered
by a crackling voice and total exhaustion. "The nane is Bond. Janes Bond."

And then the stranger collapses half inside her door

Doct or Mackl i nberg shook his head in wonder and cl osed the door to the guest
bedroom as he exited into the hall. She | ooked at himquizzically. "Wll?"

He shrugged. "Bad exposure. He should be in a hospital right now but you know
why we can't do that. Stripping himand getting himinto the hot tub in the
basenent was a brilliant reaction. He still mght | ose sone toes or perhaps
worse-1 can't tell this soon-but if he pulls through it will be because of your
qui ck thinking."

"I conme in this house out of the stormand stripped and junped in that thing
myself to thaw out too many tines not to think of it," she responded. "You know
who he said he was?"

The doctor nodded. "Yes, he's nunbled it several times to ne."

She funbl ed 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
Eur opean banks, and a fair anount of these." She handed hi m sone very |arge
bills. He took them and frowned.

"Pound notes with King Charles VI on them Fascinating. Qur Charles would only
be the third, | think. That's not him though. | wonder if the Stuarts stil

rule our Mster Bond's England? | wonder what el se they rule?"

She shrugged. "I never pay nuch attention to that kind of thing. The main thing
is that he's not fromthe here and now and that neans he cane in through the
substation and he did it without settin' off no alarnms in the house here or in
Stan's security office."

"You been down there?"

"Uh uh. Not with Samin Phil adel phia and everybody el se checkin' out everything.
Hell, | got a kid | can't |eave, Doc. You know that. Stan got down there,

t hough. 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 stall stickin' there."

"Well, the barbed wire was probably the | east of his problens. He has severa
gashes in himas well, all fairly new and sonme 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 nessage up the |ine to Conpany
Security, and | already called it into Bill in Philadel phia while you was in
there. It's gonna | eave ne short-handed, though. They got a pretty nean stormin
the east right nowand it's socked in Samby air or road. Wth Stan goi ng up
line that | eaves only three of us here on the grounds tonight."

Mackl i nberg sighed. "I wish I could just stay with himbut I'"mon call tonight
at the hospital. | have three wonen in | abor now and what with the insurance
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thing I'mthe only one around at the nonment willing to deliver their Kkids.
Odinarily 1'd send a nurse over or maybe a resident but | can't chance what
this fellow might say if he starts babbling or cones out of it. He's definitely
scared of sonething, though, and if he's anything at all like his fictiona
counterpart he doesn't scare easily. |'ve given himwhat | can to help him

al ong-antibiotics, that sort of thing-but | didn't dare give hima sedative even
t hough, God knows, that's what he needs. | thought that if he came out of it
you'd want to know what it was all about right away."

She nodded. "Thanks, Doc. | think | can handle it here. But | got to think about
how unusual short we are 'round here tonight and then this guy just comes in on

us like this. I'mgonna put the security systemon full tonight, and I'll cal
you at the hospital if there's any change. O K ?"
"CGood idea. But if you need ne, call the service and they'Il beep ne. | may or

may not be at the hospital at any given tinme." He paused, then said, "As soon as
possi bl e he shoul d be noved out of here and to nmedical facilities better than
anything we can offer him He's certainly going to | ose sone toes and both feet
are in sone danger. |'ve shot himfull of every antibiotic |I have but sooner or
later we'll have to face treating that frostbite, and the only thing | could do
here is amputate. For now, no wal king. Keep himin bed. The painkillers should
keep himout a while and |'ve left sonme pills just in case, but you never know.
Someone like him. . . You know, | saw Col dfinger sixteen tines."

She grinned. "I nmet this type before, Doc. They don't ever live up to their
billing. He's probably a pencil pusher in M-5 with a wife and ni ne kids who'd
be horrified to read the books themwiters nmade up about him here."

She saw himto the door, then sighed and went back and put on a pot of coffee,
then turned on the alarm systemand notified Diane in the security shack. It was
gonna be a | ooong ni ght.

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 tw st or thrash about, and he
kept nmunbling things. She went and found a voice-activated tape recorder and set
it up beside him then threw the intercomon. She then went down the hall to
Dash's room and checked on himstill out, and a good thing, too-and sw tched off
the intercomin the boy's roomso he wouldn't be awakened by ghastly neanings
and strange utterances coning out of the speaker. Then she went downstairs, got
sone nore coffee and a piece of chocol ate cake, and settled in the famly room
to watch TV off the satellite dish

Never once fails, she thought sourly as she | ooked through the listings and
paged through the satellite channels via the rempte control. A hundred damm
channel s and when you got to sit and watch sonethin' there still ain't nothin'
good on TV!

The fact was, she was often up late, and al ways had troubl e sl eeping. The dreans
and the nightrmares were just too great, particularly when Sam wasn't here

Dash hel ped. He was a beautiful child and he was growi ng up smart but spoil ed
rotten, but she didn't care. She'd been frightened to death that he'd be danaged
sonehow, considering what horrors her body had been through and considering that
they'd had to have a special operation just to | et her have him Sam cl ai ned
that his only worry was that all black Jew sh kids would | ook |ike Sammy Davi s,
Jr., and when Dash | ooked right handsonme he'd stopped the worries. But he stil
was busy, and that neant he was away a lot. Security consultant to the Conpany,
they called it. They designed a security systemfor nost anything and then he'd
come in and blow holes in it, sonetinmes literally. It sounded |ike fun, but she
couldn't bring herself to go back through the Labyrinth, not unless she had to.
The nenories were just too strong, the fears severe, even after years had
passed.

She could still remenber seeing part of Sami s head get blown off fromraiders up
top in a cube and she didn't feel confident any nore. But the worst fear was the
juice, the alien drug fromsonme world so far up the line it didn't even have an
official nane that gave exquisite pleasure at the cost of slavery to it. Even

t hough she'd been hooked by the nastiest bastards ever to attack the Conpany and
against her will, and even though she'd gone through torture and long treatnents
to beat it, the nenory still |ingered. Once you were on it you' d degrade
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yoursel f, do anything to stay on it. She'd done a |lot of that. And she was one
of the very fewto nake it back, to break the addiction w thout breaking her

m nd and body as wel|.

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 nobst. Sonewhere out there the evil genius who'd cone
up with the diabolical plan that al nost broke the ruling class of the Conpany
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 stil
out there sonmewhere

Oh, the Conpany had finally broken the secret of the drug, which was actually a
synbi otic organismthat essentially took control of you, and if you took your
shots fromthem 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

addi cts-and she didn't underestimate Carlos, either. He had had as much tine as
the Conpany to work on the thing.

The Conpany. You couldn't even get away fromthe Conpany on TV. Particularly not

on TV. New miracle gadget cuts kitchen time in half. . . Wnderful six-record
treasury from Reinhold Zeiternmas, the world's best selling contrabassoon pl ayer
Buy MrGow, the secret plant food of the Orient. . . Al that junk was

what the Conpany sold. Miusic treasuries fromfol ks you never heard of, crazy
products that were pretty weird when they worked, you nanme it. Just call this
toll free nunber now. 1-800-. . . And the hone shopping networks-it | ooked |ike
they were furnishing the nerchandi se even for the ones they didn't own or
control outright.

General Ordering and Devel opnent, Inc., Des Mines, lowa. Big rucking joke.
GOD., Inc

Well, they acted like their initials sonetinmes, that was for sure, and they had
nmore products than the junk they pushed to the public, too, and a | ot nore going
on around the world than their front indicated. Werever nerchandi se noved, that
was them The Mafia was a wholly owned and operated subsidiary, not just here
but around the world. Sane went for the heroin of the Golden Triangle in Asia or
the big coke trade from South Anmerica. They subsidi zed whol e governnents, bought
and sol d cops and politicians whol esale, and just about nobody even knew t hey
exi sted. How they got what they wanted in the communi st world even she didn't
know, but she knew they were there in force. They probably sold all the damed
buggi ng devices the K@ used to the Kremin while nmaking it |l ook Iike a state
factory.

In truth, they were a gigantic, anoral colonial enpire, only the colonies didn't
know t hey were col onies. That's because al nbst nobody knew that invasions from
other worlds didn't have to cone fromthe stars or fly around in saucers full of
little green men. No, there were nore than enough worlds coexisting right now,
one on top of the other, for a nearly infinite distance in both directions.
Parall el worlds, they called it, although it was nore |ike parallel universes.
Sonewher e, sonmehow, al nost everything that could have ever possibly have
happened did. Way up the line there were Earths where the di nosaurs never died
out, and even ones where sone of themevolved into intelligent life. Gernany won
or lost, Anerica did or didn't break free of England, England and parts of
Europe stayed Catholic, or the Mslens overran Rone and kept going all the way.
Worlds in which a Roman-rul ed South Anerica battled a Chinese-settled North
Aneri ca.

One world had discovered this parallelism and that world had created a neans of
nmovi ng between it called for good reason The Labyrinth. A sort of railroad
conplete with branches and switchers and di spatchers that stretched for a

mllion worlds in both directions and still didn't reach themall. They al one
coul d nove between and they al one controlled the dual |ines, one for passengers,
one for freight.

And one world's bright ideas were another world' s-well, junk. They ran at

di fferent speeds sonetines, and things invented one place were never invented
the next. Whether one world needed the Dicing Wzard or not was irrel evant;
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G OD., Inc. made sure you wanted it anyway, at least in enough quantities to
make the transshi pment worthwhile. She often wondered what her world sent the

ot hers.

And Janes Bond is now lying in the guest bedroom

Wl |, why not? She and Sam had once faced down a very villai nous Lanent

Cranston. Sonetinmes the names just popped up el sewhere and el sewhen; sonetines a
totally fictional character in one place might pop up as a very real and quite
simlar person in another. She'd heard a lot of theories that witers were just
fol ks sensitized, sonmehow, 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 Conpany had a way of telling one fromthe other but nobody el se coul d.
Atiny little inplant, a transnmitter, deep in the bone soneplace that gave you a
uni que signature and al so both authorized you in the Labyrinth and nade a record
as you passed each switch point or station so they could track you. O course,

it could be beaten, and had been. They were now sure that their new system was

f ool proof, but she knew as well as Samthat any system decl ared f ool proof was

i mpervious only to fools; smart fol ks 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 sone tinme with one of her counterparts, but they were pretty
depressing overall. Wores and wel fare babynakers nostly, |ow class and | ower
lives. The ones who survived the streets and weren't in jail or something. She'd
been the exception, the lucky one, to whomthe fluke good thing had happened.
She didn't need to reflect nmuch to realize just how | ucky, and inprobable, that
one thing was.

Sam Sam Horowitz, former cop, former private eye, now Conpany Security
Specialist Acute little guy who was culturally as Jewi sh as they canme and

| ooked the part but who thought he was Nick Charles or Sam Spade or at |east
WIlliam Powell. A guy who'd given up everything and nmarried a black girl from
Canden who was a hi gh school dropout, chubby, and who thought of herself as nore
street smart than real smart, but who had al so been infused with the dreans of

gl amour of the detective business by a fanatical father who was an ex-Arny cop
turned failed private eye hinself and who'd wound up floating in the Schuykil

Ri ver when he'd gotten his first really big case.

The real ammzing thing was that there were a | ot fewer Sans 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 nost of them or before. The
survivors were nmostly cynical and opportunistic skunks, crooked cops and wor se,
who' d sell their own grandmother for a dollar. Samwas the only man she knew in
t he whol e Conpany who'd once had a gun duel with hinself.

O course, there were worlds where one of them existed, or neither existed or
were now alive, and ones where Col onel Barker's only child had been a son and
Ms. Horowitz had borne a Jew sh- Anerican Princess. But when you had a
duplicate, he or she might be, at |east physically, a perfect copy. Sanme genes,
same fingerprints, everything. That was a favorite Conpany nethod of taking
control of sonething. Nabbing a real person in authority and swtching themfor
a duplicate, well briefed, hypnoed, and absolutely identical to everybody el se,
but who was really a Conpany stooge

O course, that was also a favorite trick of enemi es of the Conpany who could
gain illicit use of the Labyrinth.

That's how she'd net her twin and both of them hooked on the juice and under the
control of a Conmpany eneny engaged in a not so gentle attenpt at a Conpany
takeover. He'd been pathetic for all his cleverness and callous cruelty, though
The kind of folks he'd recruited fromvarious worlds to do his dirty work had
hated himas nuch as the rest of the Conpany. They were fanatics with access to
the Labyrinth and its powers and it had been real hell rooting themout-if they

had been. At |east one, the nobst dangerous of the bunch, was still out there,
sonmewhere. She had net himonly a few tines, and al ways under the worst of
conditions, but still he haunted her nightmares. The Conpany adnmitted they

couldn't find him couldn't even identify himor his home world, but they were
confident that he was now bottled up, contained somewhere where he coul d not use
the Labyrinth w thout them knowi ng and catchi ng him
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She doubted it. She was certain that Carlos was out there, sonewhere, perhaps in
a world that ran at a slower rate than hers but with a higher |evel of

technol ogy, plotting and planning and recruiting and sol ving the new roadbl ocks
the Conpany had put in his way.

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

He was delirious, thrashing about on the bed, munbling "No, no! Insanity! It is
all insanity!"

She tried to calmhimdown, tell himit was all right, get through to him
Suddenly he startled her by seenming to cone awake, eyes wi de, |ooking straight
at her. "The nmaze! Mnstrously twi sted, stupid plot so grandiose it mght just
work! Got to warn them GCot to . . ."

"What pl ot ? Whose?" she asked, trying to get what she could. Every little bit of
time saved m ght hel p.

He stared at her, wild-eyed and uncertain, and she realized that she neither

| ooked nor sounded like the sort of folks he was used to dealing with. Wat he
saw was a bl ack wonman, 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 | ooked far ol der than the rest of
her .

"I'"'m Brandy Horowitz, Conpany Station Manager here," she told him "You're in ny
house near the station. You cane in without triggering our alarns, cut and
frostbitten. A doctor who's retained by the Conpany has | ooked at you, but
nobody el se knows you're here."

He hesitated a nonent, still a bit wld-eyed and uncertain. "Says you, Madam"
He paused a monent, frowning. "Did you say your name was Horow tz?"
She nodded.

"Different sort of world you nust have here," he comrented dryly, seenming to get
hold of hinself. "You say you are a station nanager? Then | nust use your naster
conmuni cati ons systeminmedi ately."

"This is just a minor stop," she told him "No real traffic. This is less a rea
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. W ain't
got no big installation here, not even a direct link up the line. W got to go
inside and up to the switch to do that. Ain't been no need for nuch nore. MWy
security nmanager's up there now lettin' the Conpany know about the breach.”

That worried him "No direct communications. Blast! How nany people do you have
her e?"

"Normally there'd be several, but right now, inside the house, there's just you,
me, and my young son. On the grounds ny 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 wonen, a kid, and a cowboy?"

She bristled. "No need for nmuch nore here, Mster. It's just a little station on
a weak point for conveni ence sake-the closest big one is like three thousand
mles fromhere on the other side of the country-with no cargo access. And don't
you sell us wonmen short."

"Ch, | never sell wonen, and never sell short,"” he responded, a bit flip. He
tried to sit up, grinmaced, and settled back down again. "I assune you at |east
have a security systemon 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 nonment. "Wat about the Conpany here? Does it have ful

operati ons?"

"You better believe it! They're into everything, as always."

"If 1 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
Conpany's cheap plug-in handset tel ephones. She plugged the cord into the
modul ar outlet, then handed it to him He watched her do it, fascinated, as if
he'd never seen a phone with a nodul ar plug before, then studi ed the one-piece
phone.
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"How do you turn it on?" he asked her

"I't's on. Just push the buttons with the nunber | tell you and you should get
through to the eastern branch. There's al ways sonebody on duty there."

He did as instructed, then listened and shook his head. "No sound. Nothing."
She took it fromhim checked, and it was definitely dead. She wasn't

worri ed-yet. These cheap phones gave out for no reason all the tine. Wen she
checked the solid, better phone in the nmaster bedroom though, and found it dead
as well, she began to worry. She hit the intercomand was relieved when D ane
answer ed.

"Qur visitor's awake," she told the security officer, who otherw se 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.
checked the CB to see what the townies had and di scovered that phone service is
generally out throughout the area. | reported it to the Conpany over the ham
radi o- even there the static is awful-and they are concerned, but it doesn't
appear sinister."

Brandy frowned. "Maybe not to them but conin' when it does . . . You or Stan
check to see why we didn't know our visitor cone through until he showed up?"
"Yes, but no help. Everything seenms to be working nornmally. Even if for sone
reason we didn't get the energizing bell here the trip on the top of the fence
shoul d have gone when he cane over it. Hopefully Stan will bring back a couple
of system analysts to check it out.".

"Wl I, you keep in touch with Philadel phia on the hamradi o and keep yourself
sealed in there and nonitoring." Wat they called the security "shack" was
actually a bunker, well underground and al nost a sel f-contained apartnent, and
about as secure as a nuclear missile launch site. That wasn't really to keep an
eneny 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. "Coul d you patch the intercominto the hamradi 0? This fellow s
got sonethin' real inportant to tell the Conpany."

"Too garbled for that. W've tried that before with the ham ni crophone. It's one

of those things that should have been thought of but wasn't. | could relay his
message, though."
She nodded. "I'll see." She switched off and started up stairs, then got a snmall

bout of dizziness and then a couple of uncontrollable yawns. She wasn't in shape
for no sleep all night any nore, and she was dead on her feet.

Bond, however, was having none of it. "It's rather conplex and | still don't
know hal f of it myself," he told her. "It would just cause nore trouble and
confusion if | couldn't go back and forth with sonebody who knew what he was

tal king about. And |'mfeeling very tired and very weak right now. "

She nodded. "Want to tell me what you know, or sonething of it? | used to be
line security nyself.

My husband and | have handl ed many big cases for the Conpany, including the
Directors. W ain't amateurs. You was munblin' sonething about the naze."

He | ooked surprised. "I was? Oh, dear." He thought a nmonent. "I'Il give you a
little, just for insurance sake, although | rather think that the | ess you know
the safer you'll be."

"I''"l'l take the chance. It's what they pay nme for." He sighed. "All right. For
close to a year now we've had indications that soneone has been coning and goi ng
bet ween various worlds w thout going through the switch points, and com ng out
at places where there are no Conpany 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
ol d net hod, 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. | was one of a number of agents assigned to check it out anyway and it
took nme nonths to get any real |leads. After a long while of nmonitoring energy
pul ses and finally getting a couple of people to follow, | nmanaged to get inside

one of their own substations. Wat | discovered was frightening. Someone el se
has a | abyrinth of their own."
That was startling. "WAit a minute. It'd take nore power than could possibly be
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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 woul d have the kind of people and nachines to do that?"

"They didn't. The power cones fromour own grid. What they built were hidden
additional switch points and then sidings to whatever worlds they wi shed. Wole
sections of line all over not on any map. Wak points too minor for the Conpany
to bother with or on worlds the Conpany hadn't gone into yet were devel oped. If
you didn't know the switches were there you could neither see nor detect them
and the drain on the systempower is not enough to show up on the power neters.
They' ve been quite clever."

She was appall ed, although it explained a |ot. Nobody built sonmething Iike that
in a few years. Nobody. That was the work of decades at |east, and rea
long-termplanning. 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

wi thout ever neeting a security man. And that cube where they'd anbushed and
shot Sam ... A hidden switch point, maybe? Then they shut it down and the facet
sinmply goes to the world where it's supposed to.

"This is big," she told him "W got to tell the Conpany this."

"I did," he responded. "I told themwhat |'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 tine
wer e beyond conceal nent. Only the Conpany could have done it and there were no
records or expenses or anything. They said the only fell ow who coul d possibly
have nmanaged it was a traitorous forner Director and that they'd not only had

hi misolated, they'd drained everything he knew fromhis m nd ahead of that.
They demanded i ncontrovertible proof or it was suggested that perhaps |'d been
in this business too | ong and should take a holiday."

She nodded. The iron-bound arrogance of the Conpany was its weakest point.

Al ways had been. It had been obvious al nost fromthe start which director had
been the bad guy. If it'd been a nurder nystery then unmasking the villain would
have been a snap. The trouble was, he was high up, one of the ultimate bosses,
and no one woul d believe that such a one could betray the Conpany or beat the
Conpany's security unless he could be caught and unmasked with his finger on the
trigger and in the act of commtting treason. She had solved it, but it was Sam
who figured out how to nail the bastard.

"Maybe he didn't knowany nore. Wth them mnd 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. |'mpretty sure nost nobody knew about
this even if they was usin' it. That bastard was so snug and arrogant hinself he
viol ated the biggest rule of bein' a crook-he got a gang workin' for himthat
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 sinply erased the records of certain
built but not operational switches and sidin's, then they wouldn't show up at

all on the maps. Dam! This is big!" | wish Samwas here for this, she added to
her sel f.

He nodded. "Yes. A herd of el ephants running anok on the system and nobody
notices. But now | have proof. O, at least, | can show them proof. | know the
| ocation of a siding and how and when it operates. | was di scovered. They can
shut it down but they jolly well can't unbuild the thing. | got in through a
casi no sub-basenent private station on the Riviera. | tripped sone alarns, and
they were waiting for me. | was on the run into the main branch when | was

cornered and had to take the first facet out that | could find. Here, blast it.
He realized how t hat sounded

"Not hi ng personal, dear |ady," 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 nain station, and it was isolated and not well
manned. And if they got Bond before Bond got into Conpany protection, men they'd
still be safe and secure. That neant they would be coming in, if they weren't
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al ready here, and fast. Tonight-and probably in nunbers.

"Cet some rest,"” she told him "If we can hold out tonight there'll be plenty of
hel p com ng tonorrow. "

Damm! She was so tired and it |ooked |ike one of those nights she hadn't had
since Dash was a baby. At |east, maybe, he'd sleep through all this. She cut the
lights in the living room then went to the front wi ndow and | ooked out. It was
a stark, eerie scene at night, with the yellow sh floodlights casting an Ugly
soft gl ow over the snow, naking the structures and shadows | ook grotesque and
nmonstrous. All |ooked, however, quiet.

She turned, went back into the library and opened the conpartnent to the wall
safe and twirled the combi nati on. 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 fromits formfitted foama large but |ight pistol resenbling a Gernan
automatic. On it she placed a small sight-like device that nore resenbled a tiny
mot or of some sort, screwing it in, then checking it. She set the device
according to a click stop dial, then exanined the rather standard-Iooking clips.
She renoved 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 synbol in a windowin the clip.

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

"Diane, | think we're gonna have visitors tryin' to get this guy back. Radio
Phi | adel phia that we will probably be under attack shortly. Get Samon the radio
if you can. He knows this place better'n anybody. You tell '"emto call up the

line and get Stan back here with reinforcements, and watch it just conmin' into
the entry point 'cause it's probably covered. Were's Cal ?"

"Back up in the loft, probably. I'll notify him"

"No heroics. No use in himgetting killed. Just tell himto lay | ow and keep
outta sight and in touch and help if he can, understand?"

"Yes, Ma'am You want ne to cone up and help you out?"

"No! You stay locked in there 'til sonebody fromthe Conpany with the U S

Mari nes attached gets in here. You're the only way we can talk to anybody now.
Call it in-Unow]"

This was getting to be a real pain and fast. As bad or worse than the ol d days.
She al so 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 bodi es around, he m ght 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 Wrld War 1|

She took her position again to the side |ooking out the front wi ndow. The back
was potentially nore vulnerable but the drifts against it were high and there
weren't that many ways in except through solid doors. It sounded like the w nd
was whi ppi ng up out there and that'd nake it naybe five below with a stiff w nd
to get it down further and bl ow 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 Eskinmpbs could afford to just sit out there in that stuff and
bide their time, and the odds were that whoever was chasing himwas no better
dressed for this kind of weather than Bond had been. Unless, of course, they had
pushed himin a guided chase to this very point, where they knew it was lightly
def ended and renpte and without direct Conpany 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 | onger in this weather. We need help and fast!"

"I can't get through to them" Diane reported. "I've been trying since we tal ked
a few m nutes ago. The ham channels are jamed with static- you can't hear
anything but noise and I|'msure | don't sound any better."
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"Try the CB. They may not have thought of that," Brandy told her. "Get sonebody
to call the cops. Say we got arned prow ers.”

"I''"ll try. Hold on." There was a pause for what seened several mnutes, then,
"No good. I'mgetting nothing but dead air, like I'mnot on antenna at all

We're cut off." She paused a nonment. "Unh oh. |I'mgetting energy surges and
activation sequences like mad. The al arm systems worki ng down there now for all
the good it'll do us. O maybe it's Cal with reinforcenents.”

"Maybe, but | ain't gonna bet the farmon 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 | don't care who you talk to or what you got to tell 'em
under st and?"

"OK At least if it's going off here it's going off and registering at both

swi tches, too. That should bring sone security people here pretty quick."

Could be. But if they had to shoot their way through it mght take a real |ong
whi | e.

She crept back upstairs, staying out of any light, and went back to the guest
bedroom Bond had | apsed back into sleep, perhaps a nore peaceful kind. She

t hought about waki ng hi mup, but he wouldn't be nuch good overall, not with
those painful, bandaged feet. He wasn't going anywhere, and so what could he do?
Shoot a coupl e before they shot hin? Maybe the guy fromthe novies could do it
all, but the nore you |ooked at this guy the | ess you saw hi mdoing that kind of
t hi ng.

She checked once nore on Dash, then went back downstairs into the dark. About
the only thing you could see was a couple of the little lights fromthe
satellite systemthat always sent power and a little heat back to the dish to
keep it fromfreezing up and the little red Iights froma 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 fromlines 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,

| eaving themtrapped 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 hel ped sustain her. They had
limts 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 reinforcenments m ght be.

She heard sonething on the side and pulled out the pistol, then noved to the
source of the sound. She nmight have expected themto try her greenhouse first.
Al'l that glass probably | ooked real tenpting, but the shutters were down now for
extra insulation and heat retention and if they tried cutting through the outer
glass as it sounded |ike and hit those shutters

There was a sudden flash and a scream and the sound of electricity surging
through vibrating netal. She couldn't see anything, but she was pretty dammed
sure that sonebody had just been fried.

They were far too smart to try the doors, and now t he greenhouse had proven
nasty-and they hadn't even hit the bad traps yet had they nanaged to bypass the
shutters. Next they'd try the frontal assault. She wal ked back to the living
room and t hought she saw shadows through the living room picture wi ndow even
though it was pitch dark. Well, she didn't need |ight.

Certain that Cal was either captured, dead, or well away, she brought up the
pistol and let it do its thing. It noved 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 wi ndow and she heard a coupl e of
men's voices cry out. The pistol stopped firing and she had full control again.
The refl ex action when fired upon through a wi ndow was to fire back. Sone of the
men outside did just that with weapons sinilar to hers. The special "glass" was
strictly one way for that; their shots bounced off. She hoped the ricochets
nai l ed sone of their buddies but they probably just went harmessly off into the
air where they dissipated. She wondered if they'd try real bullets. They'd ness
up the wi ndow but a subnmachi ne gun sprayed on there woul d produce wonderful |y
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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 nmade his living protecting Conpany property. Sam had warned that there was
no systemthat was unbeatable or didn't have some weak points, but what you
bought was time. Tinme to get help, or time to be rescued. She was in a nice,
war m house she knew well. They were out in cold and wind bitter enough to give a
man frostbite just walking a mle in it inproperly clothed and protected. Mre
inportant, they had only one exit and it was the equivalent of a highway with
nopl ace 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 wi ndows, since if even the greenhouse and the |iving
room pi cture wi ndow were traps they knew what the usual places nust be like.

She was al nbst beginning to enjoy this and anticipate their actions. Next they'd
either try and find a |adder in the barn and get to the roof or they'd try
choppi ng t hrough sonepl ace or, maybe, if they got desperate enough, they night
try starting a fire. She certainly hoped so. The exterior fire suppression
system woul d spray enough water to coat themw th what would be hard ice in a
very short tine.

The one thing she'd al ways hated about this area was the bitter cold, the
feeling of never being really warm Now, suddenly, she found herself feeling

qui te good about bitter cold, snow, and ice. They were allies that even the best
security systemcouldn't provide on its own.

They did in fact seemto be all around, and not at all reticent about shouting
orders. She didn't recognize the | anguage but that was to be expected.

The odds were that they spoke sonething beyond anyone's ability on this world to
understand. OF course, to her it kind of sounded |ike the Chinese arny.

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 Conpany, though, but an old estate house that had been in
the hands of one fanmily for alnmpst two centuries before the last heir, a witer,
conmmitted suicide here and it was sold to the Conpany through a blind. A
bazooka, for exanple, would still blowin that steel door

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

Bond stirred. "What is happeni ng?" he managed.

"They're here. They got us cut off for alittle bit and they been tryin' to get
through the security system so far with heavy | osses," she told him sone pride
in her voice. "Still, they been awful quiet all of a sudden for a fairly Iong
time. Either they gave up, or got in the barn to warmup a little, or they're
settin' up and plannin' sonethin'."

"Probably the latter. They won't give up. They can't. They will die first. There
is a drug-nost of themare slaves to it. If they return without nme, or wthout
proof of ny death, they won't get it and they will die horribly. You can not
bel i eve what lengths they will go to."

She felt a knot in her stomach. "Yes, | can, too. They once had ne on that
shit."

"And you ki cked the habit?" He sounded more than inpressed. "Ch, of course, that
was the ol d drug where you had a chance. Organic stuff fromway up the I|ine.
This is all synthetic, much nastier, but you know their desperation."

She nodded. The idea of a drug even nore powerful than the nost powerful ever
known before was her worst nightrmare cone true. She had becone a whore, a sl ave,
a doubl e agent, and nore under that old one, and it had taken everything she had
and all the know edge and skills of the Conpany's super nedical technology to
break her free of dependence on it. Mst never could break if, the treatnent
either broke themor 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
addi ction nmade you. You'd rob, betray, even kill innocents, even those you

| oved, to sustain it, but never once did she think of killing herself because
that woul d deny her the next fix. Those poor devils out there would get in or
die trying.
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"The rest are probably G nzu," he told her. "A fanatical warrior cult that
considers a conm ssion a debt of honor and who woul d prefer death to di shonor
They are quite skilled with knives that they create thensel ves and which they

can use to inflict extrene torture. | escaped fromthem which is where ny
wounds come from | should prefer to die rather than fall into their hands
again."

She nodded. Suddenly there was a series of thunps fromthe roof, and she thought
fast. Normally the roof was slick and she could nmake it slicker, but right now
it was piled up with snow and there nmight be a possible footing. R ght 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 nuffled blasts fromthe roof. Conventional shotgun, it
sounded |ike- maybe Cal's fromthe barn. Loaded up and at close range it would
blow that old attic door right off its hinges.

There was the sudden sound of nobvenent, and then two sharp, piercing cries of
pain. At l|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
ain't about to do. On the other hand, | don't hear no footsteps on the ceilin',
neither. Let me get back in the hall. There ain't but two ways down fromthere
wi t hout choppin' holes.”

She stood in the center and waited, the only light comng fromthe night |ight
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 sonmething noving, a creaking sound down the
hall at the end nearest Dash, and she felt a sudden chill as sone of the outside
cold rushed excitedly into the warnmth of the house. They had got in, dam then
They nade a fair anount of noise as they noved the trap up and away, and she
armed the pistol again and ainmed it right at the opening. Anybody com ng down
there was gonna get sneared

Suddenly the pistol jerked in her hand and she saw the red tracers head for the
opening and heard a cry. She noved a little forward to give it a slightly better
angl e when suddenly sonet hi ng powerful came up behind her and grabbed her,
knocki ng the pistol fromher hand and sending it skidding along the hall.

She turned and flipped the man with one notion, but he retained control and
sonersaulted and | anded on his feet. He was a strange | ooking fellowall 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 | ot nore and had |ots of practice.

Suddenly there were nore on her; they'd drawn her with the one trap door while
com ng down the other! She struggled and tw sted but suddenly there was pressure
on her neck and her whol e body seened to explode first in pain and then in
nunbness, and she dropped to the fl oor

Curiously, she was fully conscious, able to hear everything, but she was unable
to nove and her gl asses had been knocked off in the attack and she couldn't see
a dammed thing w thout them

The bl ack-cl ad men spoke that curious sing-song while making it sound |ike
gutter speech, but suddenly there was another presence nearby, and one of the
warriors spoke to it in heavily accented but understandabl e English

"Bond?" asked a husky, eerie voice that mght be male or fenale but was

certainly chilling.
"In roomdere," one of the warriors responded. "H mbad hurt. Lady here out with
qui nsin."

"Check downstairs," ordered the chilling voice. "See if you can |ocate the
master security control and turn it off. If we can go out the front door it wll
save us having to haul himout the way we cane in." There was a nonent's pause
"By Yusha! This is a bitter cold place! The heat feels good but we nust hurry.
Any sign of the man?"

"No. Small boy in roomdere only other one in house."
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There was nore sing-song fromdownstairs, and the warrior talking to the
stranger said, "Find system Hard to figure but can bypass. W go any tine now "
"Good. | am anxious to be away fromhere. Too bad the man isn't here. |

shoul dn't want hi m desperately on us."

Strange. She swore she heard the sounds of vehicles driving up outside and doors
slaming. She tried to nove but she couldn't. Her eyelids and her breathing were
about the only things she could control. Al else was nunbness.

"Al'l right, let's wap it up. They'll be comi ng through any ninute now and |
don't want to be caught here. Recover your dead and wounded but | eave the
others. Leave her, too, just the way she is."

"But that |eave too much! You have Conpany up ass pretty quick!"

"I think not. | just want to nake certain that both of them cone-and
cautiously." The voice paused. "Take the kid," it added.

No! Pl ease God! No! she tried to shout, but she couldn't nmove a nuscle.

2
Playing with a Marked Deck

Sam Horowit z was no dashing private eye except perhaps in his own nmind and in
the occasionally romanticized nmind of Brandy. He was five ten, well over two
hundred pounds, a small-boned sort of man who dramati zed a pot belly, which he
nmost certainly had. He al so had a pronounced Roman nose, snall deep bl ue eyes,
and what was not graying on his head just wasn't there any nore. He was, in
fact, the innocuous, bland-Iooking sort of fellow you' d never | ook twice at on
the street or in a shop, which was why he was a pretty fair private detective
and security agent.

Al drath Prang, on the other hand, would stand out in npst places. He |ooked to
be a man in his thirties, perhaps, in superb physical condition, even though in
reality he was well past seventy. A big man, well over six feet and mnuscled |ike
a god, his conpl exi on was gol den and his features resenbl ed Pol ynesi ans nore
than any other racial type on this Earth. He was not, however, fromthis Earth,
but one of the heads of the great corporation and its present CEO and fornmner
security director. It had never been known that Prang had left the isolated and
nearly inpenetrable home world of the Conpany since attaining Board rank, and
certainly it was unthinkable that a CEO woul d do so, ever. And for anything

| ess, that might be the case, but this was both personal and life or death.
Samflicked the little recorder and Prang joined him Together, they listened to
all that had transpired, at |east the upstairs part.

"Bright lady," Prang said, inpressed. "They never even noticed the thing."

Sam nodded. "So we have a lot to go on, anyway. At |east we know nore than they
think we do, which is always the best way to start a counter operation." He
sighed. "This bastard was right, too, Aldrath. He's got the only two people |
really care about and his type doesn't give ne much play. | have to assune the
worst, and that means |'ll be after themuntil they are exposed and fried al
the way to the top."

"I'"'mnot so sure, old friend," Prang responded, thinking. "You have had a bad
shock and extreme frustration and you nust have all your powers and wits about
you. Listen to himagain. This-person -doesn't want you that way. You are
dangerous to them The only man in history to have ever caught and convicted a
Cor porate board nmenber. They are afraid of you, and | don't think that was put
on. As you say, there's no evidence that they knew the recorder was here, or
that Diane could also pick up and record just about everything inside and out.
There is nore here than getting Bond before he could lead us to them That was
the catal yst, but only the catalyst. They clearly knew who lived here and they
clearly picked their own spot. There is nore to this than sinply a chase after a
man who knows too much. Somet hing darker is afoot as well."

Sam nodded. He felt cold, enpty inside, though, and he felt only anger and a
strong desire for vengeance. He sighed, got hold of hinself, and asked, "How is
Brandy?"

"The same. There are certain pressure points which only an expert can find as
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you wel |l know. Depending on the pressure and the degree of exactitude the

paral ysis nay be tenporary or pernmanent. Fortunately, thanks to the recorder, we
know it's a G nzu nove. | have sunmmoned the Guild Master and he should be here
sonme time today. | fear | was a bit forceful with him | told himthat if his
Quild was going to commit treason agai nst the Conpany then we could well give up
the steak knives inport-export business and nanufacture them ourselves, and that
to insure things and perhaps nake an exanple we mght also externinate all life
on their world. | think he'll cone."

Sam snapped out of it and stared at Prang. "Uh-yeah. Um Al drath? Wuld you
really do that?"

"Of course. We are already manufacturing themright here, in New Engl and
somewhere, | believe."

"I didn't nmean the damed knives. Wuld you externinate a whole worl d?"

Prang shrugged. "It's been done. Takes a unani nous vote of the Board, but if we
have this level of treason it's sinple self defense. The ones who were here knew
this, as did their enployer. That's why they collected all their own dead and
wounded, | eaving only the others. Those bodies would | ead us to believe that all
the attackers were like themand we'd be off chasing hel pl ess drug sl aves rather
than the warriors who have no such excuse."

Sam t hought a while, then sat down at a witing desk, tape recorder in front of
him and began to selectively play back the events of the night. He was deep in
t hought, playing small sections over and over. Finally, he sighed and went to
see Prang again.

"I think | got part of it," he told the CEQ. "Different parts. The easy part
first. It was very faint, and maybe your |ab people can really bring it out, but
| heard at | east one car door slamafter they carried their prey out the front
door. That's why we didn't catch themin the Labyrinth. They didn't go out the
way they cane in. They were ready and they had sonebody cone and pick them up

and drive themaway. | bet if you really enhance the background and filter out
the rest you'll hear several vehicles, maybe enough for all of them That neans
they mght still be here, on this Earth. There's no way they could have used a

station after the full security alert."

"You heard Bond saying they had their own stations. A npost a parallel network,
as difficult and frightening as it is to believe."

"Yeah, but not here. | mean, the Labyrinth's been extended to perhaps a nmillion
paral |l el worlds, but the Conpany has devel oped only a very few of them Mbst
just aren't worth the trouble, and the others we just don't have the ful
manpower and resources to control as yet. That's not true here. Here we've

expl ored every inch, surveyed, mapped, you nane it. W know and have every weak
poi nt covered and nonitored. That's why they had to cone in using our
substation. If they had their own they'd have had what they needed for a |ot

|l ess costly assault on this place. They sure as hell knew where it was and naybe
even set Bond up to get here. How el se can you explain the pick-up cars around
here in bad weather in the mddle of winter? No, the odds are they' re stil

here, sonepl ace. And while the bunch of 'em m ght sneak out over a |ong period
in various stations, the odds of themgetting a five-year-old kid through are
pretty slimw th our system"

"They seem pretty good at beating our system" Prang noted.

"Maybe, but they either didn't know or they forgot one thing. Dash is unique,
genetically and otherwise. This is the only parallel Earth where Brandy and
even got narried and we checked, renenber? The only one. So Dash is one of the
rarest of all individuals-a kid with no doubles, no duplicates. His genetic

mar kers are uni que. They put himthrough the Labyrinth and they're gonna get

fl agged. "

Prang thought about it. "I hate to say this, old friend, and | hope you do not
take of fense, but have you considered that they m ght do away with hin®P"

"I thought about it, but it doesn't nmake sense, at |east for now. They didn't
take himfor revenge, they took himfor insurance. You don't burn your insurance
policy, you stash it in a safe and secure place and nmake sure it's readily
avai l able and all in good order. No, he's alive, probably pretty pissed off,
somewhere on this Earth. And he'll stay that way as |ong as he serves their
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purpose. In fact, | would say he's not just insurance, he's a bargaining chip.
You heard themthey want ne for sone reason. Want nme enough to bl ow cover on a
worl d they apparently control."

Prang nodded. "That's probably true. Still, even if they keep himhere this
world is a big and heavily popul ated pl ace. People vanish all the tine never to
be seen or heard fromagain, and with far |ess resources or resolve than these.
Still, we will start the worl dwi de search at once."

He sighed, then continued. "W haven't traced where the dead nen cone from as
yet, by the way, but we're narrowing the possibilities. W' ve al so shipped a
coupl e to pathol ogy because of Bond's comrent on their being slaves to some new
and even nore horrible drug. | already have a suspicion as to what it mght be,
though, or what it mght be derived from"

Sam s eyebrows went up. "Ch?"

"Most people couldn't break free of the old one. Even if they could be
physically purged they would go mad without it or w thout sonething that
danpened the internal biochemstry so it didn't go wild when the organi sm| ost
control. The attenpt was to find a substance that could be easily and cheaply
manuf actured, could not be transferred like the original drug to others, and yet
woul d provi de what was needed should we take them off the old organic drug. That
proved easier to do than we'd expected. It's quite sinple to design a drug and
tailor it to whatever characteristics you want. It's all a matter of

bi ochem stry, nothing nore, but it would allowthe victins to retake their
places in a nore nornal society and clear our own nedical wards and the retreat
worl d where we'd exiled so many."

Sam nodded. "Li ke methadone that's used here to allow heroin addicts to get
normal lives."

"Yes, I'mfamliar with that one. O course, you renain addicted and you nust
have your dosage, so you're still on a string, and, in fact, it still produces
many of the pleasure center effects of the original, but it's cheap and not
communi cable, as it were."

"Yeah, but that can't be what had these guys on the hook. If it's cheap and easy
to produce then they got a way out."

"Perhaps. If they know there's a way out, or alternate and nore beni gn sources
of supply. At least | hope that's the case. It nmeans we nmight be able to get
these people away fromthese crinmnals and turn theminto our allies. But-"

At that nonment a young security officer wearing a thick parka and snow boots
entered the room "Pardon, Excellency, but the G nzu Master is here. He does not
appear in a very pleasant nood."

"Well, neither amlI!" Prang snapped. "Show himin!"

The man who entered was small, alnbst tiny, and very frail-looking, with an

al nost cartoon sinister Oriental face conplete with snowwhite Fu Manchu

moust ache. Hi s head was shaved, and he wore a sinple black tunic with a gold
sash at the waist and sandals. It was little wonder he was | ess than pl eased.
This guy was dressed for sumrer in a tea garden. Still, he didn't |ook cold, or
frostbitten, or anything else but just plain nmad.

"What is the nmeaning of this?" the G nzu nmaster demanded to know in a |low, gruff
Voi ce.

"I"'mgoing to play you a recording,” Prang told him uninpressed with his anger
"At the end of it you nmay remmin indignant only at your peril. Then we will

di scuss a young lady currently paralyzed in bed upstairs-and far deeper matters
as well."

The little man was indeed angry, but he |istened, and what he heard he |iked
even less. Finally he said, "Enough!"

"You recogni ze the voi ces?"

"The quality is too poor for that. The only one cl ose enough to get a rea
identity on is the one speaking bad English, and he could be a dozen peopl e at

| east. | assume you will supply me with voice prints when you nake them | will
then be able to tell you for certain.”

"l do not nerely want to know who they are," Prang told himfirmy. "And | do
not want themflayed in classic G nzu fashion. Not yet. Wen we are through with
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them then you can do what you wish, but first we nust know who that other voice
bel ongs to and how they were recruited for this treasonous work."

"I will give you all that when | find them" the Mster responded. "They can and
will will thenselves to death before your nmachi nes and probes can even be turned
on, but they can not do so with me. You see, | can control which Hell they go to
when they die, and they know this. To die under your questioning would be a
release. To die in ny presence would avail them nothing."

It was said so matter of factly that Samwas certain that at |east the Master
believed it-and if he believed it, then the warriors would believe it, too. If
the Master wasn't in on it, if he wasn't putting themon, he'd find the answers.
"Very well," Prang sighed. "All that you require will be provided and | will
postpone a vote until we have information. But we can tolerate nothing | ess than
the full truth in this. Qherwi se we nust assume that there are no loyal friends
of the Conpany left in your donain."

It was a sinple, understated, and rather elegant threat, Samthought.

" Now Br andy?"

"Ch, yes. You heard what was done. Can you bring her out of it?"

"Depends," the Master responded curtly. "Let ne take a look at her." And, with
that, he proceeded up the stairs and turned correctly towards the master

bedr oom

"How di d he know where she was?" Sam asked, wonderi ng.

"Forty years ago | learned to stop asking things like that," responded Al drath
Prang. "Cone on- let's see what's what."

"Maybe | should have him find Dash," Sam suggested, and they nounted the stairs.
The G nzu Master was poking and probi ng Brandy's neck as they entered the room

He rose, turned, and said, "I would flay alive the one who did this."
Sam felt sudden panic. "You nean it's not reversible?"
"No, of course not. | nean that it is reversible," he grunbled. "It is

just-amateurish. Inconpetent. Either you use quinsin to totally paralyze an
eneny or you use the sixth degree maneuver to have themcone out of it in a
specified anmount of tine. This is neither. | have done what | can here. She will
be able to eat and nove her head, and very slowy all of the body functions wll
return to her, but it will be a slow process and she might not be totally right
for weeks."

He felt sudden trenmendous relief. She was going to be all right! She was going
to cone out of it!

Wth that thought, his mind switched back into its nore analytical node, but the
interest and the questions were not clinical. This was personal

"Tell me-would you say that a G nzu did that? O perhaps soneone who had been
taught G nzu hol ds and pressure points and perhaps wanted to nmake us think it
was G nzu."

Prang gave Sam a qui zzical |ook. "But on the tape Bond said it was G nzu."

"No, he said he had escaped from G nzu," Samrem nded him "That's not the sane
thing. We don't know where Bond was or what he was doing. We assuned the cause
and effect-he'd escaped fromthe G nzu, therefore the Gnzu did this. Wat do
the G nzu who work for the Conpany do except nake and export knives?"

"Knives!" the Master hissed. "Mere cheap imtations! Wiy they only even
guarantee thema nere ten years! W have nothing to do with them"

"Except collecting a royalty," Prang noted. "It's a licensing thing that allows
themto maintain their private |lands and school. But to answer your question, we
do enploy G nzu for tenporary security."

"Huh? Li ke what ?"

"Wl |, under normal circunmstances, they'd be in charge of ny security right now.
The only reason they aren't is because they are involved and thus suspect in
this. That's only one exanple. Wen we nust secure a facet for sone purpose we
use them and we al so use themto guard mai ntenance and repair projects just in
case, since the kind of things we'd be dealing with there are sone of the
Conpany's nost classified secrets.”

Sam t hought about that. "Then if they were discredited you' d have to find
alternate security. They' d be pulled off all the nasty jobs imediately and
effectively neutralized. Soneone just night be being very clever here, Aldrath.”
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"Possibly,"” Prang replied, noting the smugness of the Master at Sanmis theory,
"but we can take no chances. Master, how hard would it be to learn that nerve
paralyzing trick to this degree and perhaps sufficient others, including sone of
the | anguage, to pass as G nzu?"

"Sonme training by a Gnzu warrior would be required," the G nzu Master told him
"Such things as these are easy to learn, difficult to master, and require
constant practice and supervision, but it is possible. The | anguage-less |ikely.
They m ght be ones who washed out of the training regi men-only one in perhaps
eighty makes it even to Third Degree-or they mght be froma parallel world
where the Art does not exist but nmy people do. It is hard to tell fromthe

tape. "

"Work on that angle,"” Prang told him "A|l of your people are to be on this
exclusively. | want to know who these people were, where they came from the
lot."

"That goes without saying,
Art demands it."
It wasn't enough for Sam "Now we have to find out why as well as who. This is

the Master responded. "The honor of our O der and

nore than Bond. | feel certain that they'll contact nme. They wanted ne, that's
clear fromthe tape. They couldn't get ne so they took Dash as a hold on ne and
| eft Brandy as an exanple. I'd like to work on that angle."

"Do you wish us to nove Brandy to a Conpany facility for care?" the CEO asked
hi m

"No. Not unless it's necessary. If you can get some nurses and the right

equi pnent in here so that sonmeone will be with her, feed her, wash her, al

that, and help her get back on her feet when it starts wearing off, | think it'd
be better if she stayed here. She can't tell us right now, but | think she'd go
nuts with nme off all over the place and Dash missing and her in sone hospita
wor | ds away. "

"I''"l'l seetoit," Prang told him "As for now, |'ve already violated three dozen
regul ati ons by being here at all and | nust get back before |I amthrown out
because of it. W'lIl work on all |evels-finding the ones who broke in here,
usi ng our considerable resources here to find Dash, and al so | ocating and
scouting the world fromwhich the dead ones cane. |I'Il nake certain you are
fully inforned."

Sam nodded. "We'll need a good crew out here and fast, too. | want to know why

the security systemon the substation failed to bl ock unauthorized access and
why it didn't flag security up here. Until we hear sonething about Dash, that's
all | can do."

Al drath Prang paused and | ooked at hima bit strangely. "You know, for a man
whose only child is kidnapped and in the hands of who knows what villainy, you
are remarkably cal mand conposed. | had expected to have to keep you from
tearing after themw th weapons bl azing."

The detective shrugged. "Tearing after who? After all this tine, Aldrath, I'ma
pro. | have to be. Amateurs get their clients killed, their quarries killed, and
thenselves killed as well. You're right -if | had anybody, particularly that

whi spery voi ced bastard, in ny hands right now | would be slowy and cheerfully
choking himto death, but | don't. If I knew who had Dash, 1'd go after them but
I don't. | have no control over these things. The best way to handle this nowis
to control whatever | can and do whatever | can coldly, as if this was just

anot her case for sone other client. Frankly, this whole thing stinks to high
heaven. Until | get their gane figured out, I'mgoing to play ny gane."

Prang cl apped himon the shoulder. "Take care, ny friend. These are very dark
forces that come and go through our system and whi ch nock our 'fool proof'’
security efforts. W have a new eneny, and we do not know his face."

Sam scratched his chin and sighed. "Or an old one. This whol e new career of mne
has involved peeling an onion. Every tine you renove a |layer, you find another,
snmel lier one beneath."

Sam Horowitz waited until the big shots were gone and the new nedi cal staff had
checked in to see to Brandy. Only then did he go into his study, which they
hadn't touched, sat down, turned on the personal conputer on one desk, and
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called up his special nanme and nunbers file, the one that you had to have a | ot
of passwords to get to and which would give you a lot of wong information even
then if you didn't know how to use it just right.

It was going to be a |l ong afternoon of phone calls. Lieutenant MCabe of the
Pennsyl vania State Police nmight be the best to call first, but there was also
Loui e "Cenment Shoes" G gliani in Philadel phia, Al "The Turtle" Snyder in
Pittsburgh, and many nore. Local cops and niddle | evel gangsters in five states,
all of whom owed hi mone or ones he wouldn't mind owing. It was tine to call in
all his chips on this one.

By el even that night the various phone lines began to bring hima great deal of
i nformati on. Three mni-vans had been rented in Harrisburg by a conpany call ed
Vill ahernosa Ltd., which turned out to be a New York based subsidiary of an

i mport-export business chartered in the Dominican Republic. No one seened too
clear on what they inported and exported but a security squad checked their New
York offices and found an enpty warehouse with no particular signs it had ever
been used as nore than a garage and a mail drop. O her Conpany security was now
checking the other end down in Santo Domingo but it was unlikely they'd have
much | uck before norning, when places with records and people who could get at
them were open and avai |l abl e.

The nini-vans were of greater interest since as of now they had not yet been
turned back in in Harrisburg or in any other rental |ocation. The conpany credit
card they'd used was valid and active, though; a call down to Florida resulted
in his conputer printer spewing out a very long list of transactions on that
account the ol dest of which was only five nonths ago, when they had | eased the
New York warehouse. The credit report also gave the nane of Villahernosa's New
York bank, and before norning he'd have a list of all the checks they'd witten,
to whom and when.

As he'd expected, all three driver's licenses used in the rental were total
forgeries. Hell, one of "emwas to M. Juan Val dez of Col onbia. Maybe they
exported cof fee or sonmething. O course, nunber two was driven by M. Pancho
Villa of El Paso, and the third was Sinon Bolivar of New York. Spanish Harl em
no doubt. These guys weren't even trying hard to di sguise their phonyness, and
that worried him It also bothered himthat all three were using Hi spanic nanes,
and fromtheir descriptions | ooked it. The rental people usually woul dn't
renenber anybody in particular, but when you rent three mni-vans on a

Spani sh-soundi ng corporation to three South Anmerican types in Harrisburg, they
tend to notice.

He doubted if the nman behind this was anywhere around, or even in this world,
but he suspected who it was and he very nmuch wanted to neet him Preferably in a
dark alley of Sam s own choosing. They had never net, but even without all this
Sam owed hima very slow, |ingering death.

The phony |icenses were enough to get an APB out on the vans in all states
around Pennsylvania. They didn't want to report the ki dnapping; that would bring
inthe F.B.1., phone taps, and all the rest and night cause a lot of trouble as
wel |l as a great nany enbarrassi ng questions. But now the cops would be on the

| ookout for those vans, and even if they'd changed vehicles by now the pursuers
woul d be one step cl oser

The checks proved very illumnating as well, particularly when matched agai nst
the charge records. Airplane tickets, rental houses, you nane it. By norning the
grocery stores where these guys had bought food woul d be canvassed, and within a
day he woul d know nore about at |east the |eaders of this band than they
probably knew about thensel ves.

Wthin that same period of tine, Brandy had started slowy comng out of it. She
coul d nove her head, although she had a general headache, and coul d be hand-fed
food and drink. She really wasn't up for nmuch talking, but it was inpossible to
keep her from doing so and he had to report his progress regularly.

"Sam | don't understand," she said hoarsely. "I nmean, why not take nme? Wy
Dash? God, Sam he's only a kid!"

"He'll figure out what's going on and play along," Samtried to assure her

"He's a smart kid, too. As to why himand not you-1'mexpecting to learn that in
anot her day or two, after they nmake us sweat."
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"You think they're gonna call ?"

"Or sonething. Dash only has value to us, and even then only if he's alive and
wel | . They want sonethi ng-apparently fromne. Sooner or later they're going to
have to ask for it."

He ki ssed her and |eft her and wal ked down the hall where it had all happened.
The workmen were even now repairing the attic area and he cursed hinself for not
havi ng put nore up there. There was always a weak point no matter how good the
system damm it!

As usual around the house he was in his stocking feet, and when he turned to go
back down stairs he stepped on sonething and felt real pain shoot through his
foot. Hopping to the staircase, he sat down and carefully renoved a shard of
thick glass which had been just lying in wait for himall this tine. He was
about to toss it, then stopped, exanmined it again, and soon forgot that his foot
was still bleeding. He crawl ed around, found nore, did sonme figuring, made it
downstairs while linping, and checked again on the downstairs carpet. The
results were inconclusive, but he put the small pieces in an envel ope and call ed
security. He wanted to know, if possible, just what that glass had cone from
The fact was, he wanted to keep busy and to keep doing all that he could,

overl ooking nothing. Qutwardly he was cal mand professional, but inside the fact
that Dash was mssing had torn himup. The nore he sl owed down, the nore he

rel axed, the nore he saw Dash in his mind; coloring in the books, playing with

his toys, sitting in his Dad's |ap while Daddy read hima story . . . Wrse, it
was nearly inpossible to avoid physical signs of the boy even though Sam did
avoid his son's room The toys, large and snall, were everywhere, and on the

door of his office was a crude sign in block letters in giant green crayon that
said "I LOVE YOU DAD." It was the npst gut-wrenching thing of all but he
couldn't bring hinself to touch it.

Deep down, too, there was also sone guilt. Quilt that he'd been away when this
al | happened, although it wasn't too clear what the hell he Could have done
against themthat Brandy didn't. Hell, he al nbst never carried a gun. He spent
part of his police career faking his pistol scores; he never could hit the broad
side of a barn with one. And these fancy Conpany auto-aimjobs scared him
shitless; he had a nightmare of flipping one on and having it shoot Dash or
Brandy or sonme other innocent; And Brandy was far better at this karate and judo
stuff. He could hold his own against a scared street punk |ashing out with fists
or a knife but he would be dead neat in two seconds agai nst anybody who knew
their stuff.

No, he didn't have all those macho skills. He once got talked into going deer
hunting in the area and he'd bagged one; the sight of that beautiful aninmal,
dead by his doing, lying there, thrashing and then dying, still haunted him He
hadn' t picked up a gun since.

No, the fun wasn't in squaring off against these guys, it was out-thinking them
and out-maneuvering them It was a nental gane, deductive chess, and if you
coul d assenble the puzzle and get the whole picture then any clod could nake the
col l ar.

And that was the other guilt pang he had. God help him if it wasn't for Dash
he'd be having the tine of his life right now He'd grown bored and sonewhat
stale at the pedestrian things he'd been doing the past several years; this,

now, this was his elenment. But it was a |lot easier, and a |ot nore fun, when the
victinms were not people you knew and | oved, but could be just pieces in the

gare.
"It is good that war is so terrible | est we becone too fond of it." Robert E
Lee had said that. Perhaps, he thought, this is what he nmeant. |'m being

puni shed now for beconming far too fond of this gane.

At about six in the norning he'd dropped into a light and disturbing sleep in
his office chair even as information continued to cone in on his printers, fax,
and other data collectors. The ringing of the phone startled himagain to
wakeful ness, but it was a groggy sort and he wasn't at all clearheaded. Even so,
he had the foresight to activate the small system under the phone that woul d
automatically record and tell himthe nunber fromwhich the call was being
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placed. It was a neat service they were now selling to the phone conpanies
thenselves for resale as a point-of-call service to custoners

He picked up the phone. "Sam Horowitz," he said sleepily.

"Ah, Senor Horowitz, you sound |like we thought you would," cane a heavily
accented soft nale voice

He shook hinmself awake and ignored the headache. "Go ahead. |'ve been expecting
your call."

"l assume you have the whole set of lines nonitored, and perhaps the Conpany is
as well, but it will do you no good," the voice told him There was a sudden

click and the quality of the line shifted a bit, became a little bit noisier
"Qur technology has to be better man your technol ogy or we woul d have been

di scovered, even caught, long ago." There was another click, and the
transm ssi on was suddenly both | ouder and quieter. Samreached over and hit a
timer at the next click, then stopped at the click after that. Four seconds.
"You have sonething of great value to nme that is of no value to you except as a
way to get to nme," he said, hoping that nade sense. "I want the boy back
unharmed, and in one piece. | assunme you didn't take himjust to torture ne, so
you want sonething."

"Si-yes, you are nost perceptive. The boy is fine. At first he was very scared,
but now he is, you mght say, less frightened than pissed off, and quite a
tiger, but he is being treated well, fed well, and | ooked after."

"What do you want ?"

"That is a matter not to be discussed over tel ephones when one does not know who
is listening, no? This is nmerely a reassurance call for now. | assure you we do
not wish to keep the boy, but his health and his future are in your hands. Keep
the Company off. We will nake no second offers, no adjustnents in our denands,
no back up and start overs. |If anything goes wong, no matter whose fault-even
if it is nobody's fault-the boy will be killed and we will vanish like the wi nd.
You will never find us, or him wi thout our help, but even if you did be

assured, Senor, that all of us will kill himand then ourselves before we will
be caught. Just wait, and when the sumons conmes do not hesitate and do not try
anything at all. Your son's |ife depends upon it. Goodbye, Senor Horowitz, for
now. "

There was a final click and dead air, but he didn't immediately hang up the
phone. There were ways of doing trace-backs if the line wasn't broken on both
ends, particularly if you were receiving the call

The information printed out on a strip of addi ng machi ne paper that energed from
the side of the box under the phone. He took it, looked at it, then broke the
connection, waited until the phone conpany reset the line, then he nade a cal
of his own.

"Harry? Sam Horowitz. Sorry to wake you up a little early but | got a rea
energency here as soon as you can do it. | need a location to match a phone
nunber and | need it yesterday."

Harry didn't even have to | eave the house for it, and Sam got a callback in
under ten m nutes.

"It's a private phone, all right," Harry told him "It's in London."

"Engl and?"
"No, Ontario. Canada. You knowbig country up north. In the nane of Argos
Cont ai ner and Cargo, Ltd. I'll give you the address."

Sam scribbled it down, then went to his conmputer, awake now. Who the hell did he
have in the Toronto area? Nobody, it appeared. Nobody on that side closer than
Montreal. He tried to think. Wat was near there? Suddenly he snapped his
fingers. Buffal ol Oh, yeah.

And Jerry the Weasel was just the guy for a quick and unobtrusive bl ack bag job.

The norality might be a little questionable, but it was real handy to have even
organi zed crinme to draw upon as needed.

The private eye business was rarely if ever as glanorous as it was portrayed in
t he books, novies, and TV series, but it was every bit as tense in its own way.
Even he was disconcerted sonetimes by the amount of information he could get on
j ust about anyone. Get copies of sonebody's checks and you knew nore about them
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than they did about thenselves, for instance. That was the trick here-getting
and sorting through all that information and keeping the quarry, if at all
possible, in his, Samis, elenent and not outside, down the Labyrinth to God knew
wher e.

He was pretty sure that Dash hadn't been taken into the Labyrinth-yet. As soon
as Cal had reached the switch to the main line he'd reported a security
violation and they had stuck on full nonitoring of the access to the centra
Pennsyl vani a substation. Not even a flea could go undetected if that happened;
the only reason you couldn't do it with the whole |ine was, that there were
mllions of worlds and incredible distances of parallel track, sidings, switch
points, subsidiary lines-you name it. Just |ike you couldn't have a cop on every
street corner in a city, you couldn't do a full nonitor of the entire Labyrinth,
but once you showed cause it was very sinple to do it for a short piece. The

i nvaders had known that as well.

Either they had all conme in en nasse in the ten to fifteen mnutes tops it had
taken Cal to get to the switch and report an undetected breach, or they hadn't
come fromthe substation at all. Gh, perhaps one or two, tracking Bond, but not
that arny.

They had al ready been here, sonewhere, in place, waiting. And that was the nobst
significant fact of all.

If Doctor Macklinberg hadn't sworn that Bond's frostbhitten toes were real, it
snelled like even the alleged fugitive was part of the set up. O had he just

m sj udged the snow and tenperature and the distance invol ved?

It was an interesting question. There were el even Janes Bonds associated in sone
way with the Conpany, and six were the sort where you just couldn't lay your
hands on them at any given nonent. He was al nost certainly one of those- the
reason why there hadn't been any al arns was because his inplanted identifier was
of the highest security codes. There were tines when such agents didn't want the
managers to know they were there.

It was a pretty puzzle, but, oddly, since the phone call and thinking things
through he felt nmuch better, even able to doze now. Things were finally noving;

the load was lighter. Dash was still alive, and now there was one-on-one contact
with those holding him

Sam sl ept.

Bi || Markham was one of those people who aged so gracefully they | ooked better
in mddl e age than when young. O course, Bill availed hinself of the sane super

technol ogy that other high | evel Conpany enpl oyees did, including Brandy and
Sam and physically he was in the kind of shape a twenty-year-old athlete
dreaned of being, but he also had a fam |y and a public existence and presence
and so he had to look his forty-four-year-old age. He was tall and | ean and
muscul ar, with a ruddy face and a thick crop of professionally styled graying
hair, and he | ooked like the kind of guy you'd cast as a detective on TV.

"I't's ny baby, Sam" he said, sinking into a chair. "I'mnow Security boss for
this world and all the stations along the node, so it's in ny lap as well as
yours."

Sam shrugged and |it a cigar. "I know you have the big picture, Bill; but this

is personal with ne. So long as Dash is at risk, it has to be a | one wol f
operation in a couple of key areas and you knowit."

Mar kham shrugged. "1'm not going to work agai nst you, Sam You know that. In
fact, I'mpartly here to brief you on some of our current operations and nmaybe
give you a better picture of who and what you're dealing with."

Sam was suddenly very interested. "You know what's going on?"

"Not exactly. As you've probably already guessed, though, this is nore or |ess
an extension of the sane old case. Wien we busted the takeover plot we exiled
the ones we apprehended, as you know, Mikasa included, and put themthrough the
winger in every possible way. W knew Mikasa recruited an organi zati on using
wor | ds where we hadn't set up shop, but we didn't know how extensive it was or
how many people were really involved on that |ower level. The fact was, neither
did Mukasa. They worked through a mni num of m ddl enen, nostly that sweet little
secretary-mstress of his."
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"Yeah. Addi son or whatever her real nane turned out to be."

"So that there could be no slips, they used a stock Conpany security technique
with all of themto prevent themfromgiving out infornmation under duress,
hypno, even accidentally. They all had auto-erase routines inplanted in their

m nds. You spill anything, you suddenly forget, and for good, whatever cross
references there are and all other details, and it's beyond recovery. |, for
exanpl e, know an awful | ot nobody el se is supposed to know. What if | were

ki dnapped, or even turned traitor? The first unauthorized access of that
informati on would wipe it out conpletely. |I'd renenber that | once knewit, but
I wouldn't know what it was. See?"

Sam nodded. "So you had no | eads on dear Doctor Carlos or anyone el se who m ght
be in the organi zati on even when you had the | eader."

"Wl |, he thought he was the ringleader. Renenber, they were out to get Mikasa,
too. The problemw th the closed culture of the Conpany world is that they tend
to think that everybody thinks |like they do. They don't have noral principles,
just logical positions. They think that the only reason a slave hates slavery is
because he'd rather be a nmaster and ensl ave sonebody else. It's nearly

i nconprehensible to them except on an acadenic level, to inagi ne soneone who

m ght hate slavery because it is evil, because it is norally repugnant. Concepts
like evil and norally repugnant really have no neaning for them So they went
out and recruited a huge nunber of very talented, even brilliant, people who for

one reason or another had reason to hate the Conpany. It was a strai ght business
deal to them see? Help nme break the Board and take over the Conpany and then
you will run the Conpany as ny underlings."

"Yeah," Sam sighed, "but the underlings really hated the Conpany, including the
fellow who hired them | wonder why?"

Mar kham shrugged. "There are al ways enough people who get stepped on in any

| arge organi zati on who generate that kind of hatred. Far |less fromthe Conpany
worl d, of course, but it's there even there, at |least in any hunan cul tures
conprehensi ble to us. Wien you have access to all the personnel files and all
the evaluations and Histories of everyone who ever worked in any capacity for
the Conpany, | doubt if it would take either of us nore than a day to find an
entire arny."

"Point taken. But a Conpany girl did fall into the | ower canmp."

"Uh huh. She was out all the time, in contact with these people on a
near-constant basis. She found in these rebels sonmething she'd never seen in her
own peopl e-passion. A total conmitnent to a cause, and a vi ewpoi nt that
graphically illustrated just what the Conpany did and what it was |ike and which
hurmani zed the whole thing. W think she fell in love with Carlos, and that
Carlos radicalized her until she identified nore with themthan with her own
people. Sheer guilt, but stirred well with resentnent that the only way she
could progress in society was as a m stress and henchman. The guilt part is the
same reason so many poor little panpered rich kids beconme Trotskyites and the
like here. And, of course, they used her just |ike they used her boss. The
probl em was, we | opped off the guy who caused it all to be possible and we

| opped off the radicalized agent of the real plot, but we didn't Iop off the

true head of the radicals and the organi zation remai ned pretty well insulated
and intact. We have been trying for years nowto find out who, what, and where
they are."

"And you succeeded?"

"To a very low point only. Do you know how nany worlds intersect the Labyrinth
and how many weak points there are even where we don't have stations? Let's just
say it's a geonetric progression. The only thing we had going for us was that
the opposition couldn't stay still forever w thout ceasing to be an opposition
For a year or so they fell back, licked their wounds, regrouped, and figured out
what to do now. Then they started again, and we began to detect violations of
security. They're good-danmmed good-and we al ways noved a fraction too slow "
"How s that possible?" Sam asked him "If they use the Labyrinth in known and
charted areas they'll eventually get picked up and trapped."

"Not necessarily. The only real control we have is at the stations and the

swi tches. Sonehow, they were getting around them and we didn't know how. W had
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a lot of people onit, and the trouble was it took us the better part of a year
to get the Board to allow any of us access to the conputer security files on the
Labyrinth itself so we could find out what the eneny already knew. | tend to
think of the Labyrinth kind of like a railroad, with a straight track going from
station Ato station B via switchpoint C. O course, you and | know just from
being init that it's not that sinple.”

Sam nodded. "There are always four faces on the cube. Four directions other than
continuing in the tunnel. Good Lord! | never thought of that. You nean each cube
goes in four different directions?"

"Uh huh. Now, take any of the sides and go through and you're in a world, right?
That's why we think of the cubes as the only avenues to each of the worlds.
That's wong, though. Each face represents an alternative, a potential siding.
Most just go to specific worlds, but many are through. Sone of those old
extensions were sinply curved around to take advantage of tenporal differences-a
siding between two switches that woul d ef fect near-instantaneous travel, for
exanple, fromour point of viewwhile others were sinply closed off and
abandoned. But they still get power. W can't shut power down to any area

wi t hout causi ng feedback and potentially dangerous disruption to the whole
system These shut down and unused sidings were taken off the system nmaps,
access was closed off, and they were as if they had never been-but they were
still there."

Sam nodded. "And after our Conpany fiend was through with the security and
mast er dat abase conputers, the only guy left with a systemnmap of all those shut
down sidings is our Doctor Carlos. | begin to see the problem Bill. It also
answers a few questions, though, |ike howthey were able to wal k so easily and
undet ected up and down the line. How many of these unknown crossing points do
you think there are?"

"We don't know. The conputers guess it could run into the thousands. You see, in
the early days, there wasn't a single nonolithic Conpany. Devel opment was by a
gover nnent - supervi sed consortium of conpani es instead, and each wanted in on the
potential profits in know edge, new products, new nmarkets, you name it. They al
began buil ding conpetitively, since due to the consortiumthey all had the
technol ogy, while whoever built the accesses to the worlds got first rights in
them Find a weak point, build a siding and a tenporary station, and it was
yours. Many are autonated and use antiquated and sometines proprietary neans of
swi tching-proprietary to the conpanies that built them many generations ago by
Conpany standards. There aren't even many surviving, records of the smaller
conpani es that were quickly absorbed or went broke. What we have, Sam isn't a
straight line of track with charted sidings but a fantastic maze to which we
don't have the key."

"But surely you can find themif you look." "Sure we can-but it takes experts to
| ocate them then you have to know how the switch works or figure it out wthout
damaging it or the power grid, then you can re-map and expl ore one siding.
Multiply that by the length of the Labyrinth itself and it becomes a nightnare.
It is possible to hide in the Labyrinth, Sam and it is possible to trave

soneti mes great distances by bypassing existing switch points. The only tine we
have a chance at catching themis when they nake a mistake and we know they're
there. "

"My God, Bill! You're telling ne we could have whole civilizations going back
and forth and we night not know about it. If this Carlos organization could tie
into them we're talking an arny here. That certainly explains the world and the
big organi zation on it where Brandy was trapped and addi cted and how they're

able to pull in so many duplicates. | can see why they pulled you off anything
el se. "
Mar kham nodded. "It's been tough, but we've had several advantages. For the nobst

part they've stuck with Type Zero worlds-worlds with people |like us. That
narrows it. There m ght be sone Zero-Bs there-worlds where the people | ook human
but aren't-but nostly they stick close to home, in worlds where they understand
the rules. By selective nonitoring and random probes just of our own

regi on-which is big enough-we' ve nanaged to find several switches and identify a
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few worlds. They've got sone key advantages, though, in that there's only one
way in or out. The first time we got nassacred going up one of their sidings, we
| earned that you either invade in strength, in which case you take the tunne
cube by cube but don't know the territory, or we seal it off. W got smart fast.
Now we don't tell themwhen we find themwe just nonitor the hell out of the
access. That's given us a small but valuable catalog of worlds they frequently
visit and a rogue's gallery of people in this rebel organization. W' ve nanaged
sone infiltration of their organization at |ower levels but it's tough getting
messages in and out."

"Are you telling ne that Dash night be anywhere in one of these sidings?" Sam
seenmed very unconfortable. "That we might still have | ost hin®"

"No, no! | doubt it! W' ve got every weak point fromhere to Australia covered
fromthe inside and we have this world sealed off as tight as we can. W know
this world as good as we know any, Sam There are no uncovered weak points. They
got in, sone with false authorizations, sone with exploiting | ax weak spots |ike
this one-sorry--but this one was covered far too soon for a group that size to
make an exit and get away into their nmaze, and the others were sealed within
hours and show no signs of use. Even if they faked out a station master there
woul d be records. No, Sam they're still here. They're all still here. Wat
bothers nme is that they nust have known that woul d happen fromthe start. | just
can't figure out their gane."

Sam gave a low snile. "Wth what you've told me, which fills in a lot of gaps,
Bill, I can assure you, | think | at |east understand sone of it. This m ght be
very interesting at that, provided they don't know that | amin the possession
of certain facts. The question really is, just how subtle are these jokers?
They' ve been pretty ham handed and theatrical up to now, and that's dangerous.
But if they are a little too clever for their own good, then things are | ooking

up. "

"Huh? \What ?"

"Never mind. The proof will cone in the next few hours--a day or two at nost.
For my own interests, Bill, | sinmply can't go further with this right now Just
keep us bottled up tight and 1'Il do the rest."

Mar kham st udi ed the detective. "I wish | didn't feel |ike Watson sitting around

221B Baker Street," he grunmbled, then sighed. "Okay, okay, we'll play it your
way for now | wouldn't want in any way to cause Dash to conme to harm because
interfered."

"Thanks." And Sam sincerely nmeant that.

"What about Brandy? Considering how much of a teamyou two are, |'msurprised we
didn't have this conversation upstairs. |Is she that bad off?"

"Ch, no. In fact, she's conming along just fine. She got sone sl eep and when she
woke up she had feeling and novenent again in her arnms and shoul ders. Tingles,
but it's fading, kind of |like a nunbness slowy ebbing. She'll be up and around
in a couple of days the way it | ooks now. But she's a hands-on type and Dash's

ki dnappi ng has about driven her crazy. | keep her inforned and the |ike but
she's better off recovering than getting in nmy way here while | do what | do
best. She'll have her role to play, but not yet. Unh-any luck on that Yusha

expl etive?"

"Not yet. It's so close to a lot of things and the voice is so obviously
distorted by sonething that we can't be absolutely certain that Yusha is the
real word. And, of course, it's so obvious a traceable buzzword that we're half
inclined to feel that it was dropped just to send our teans into insanity and
occupy a lot of us following red herrings up and down the line. The sanme with
the bodies they left. Nothing particularly distinguishing about them vyet the
conment on the recording inplied we should know where they were fromright off.
No oddbal |l tattoos, no genetic narkers, no oddball haircuts or green skins or
purple hair, and their clothing mght as well be local and probably is. Just
people. | think we were just getting our noses tweaked."

"Could be," Samadmtted. "I think it's less significant that they left the
bodi es of those nmen than that they didn't |eave any of the G nzu bodi es. Wy not
take all or none?"

"Maybe because they figured that the Master woul d see who they were and that
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would lead himto the traitors,” Markham suggest ed
"Uh huh. O maybe another red herring. W don't even know if there were any
G nzu involved, or, if so, whether any were killed or badly wounded. W have
only the dialogue on the recordings to lead us to that, along with Brandy's
description of the black-clad warriors, and they were nmasked. In a way, it's a
master stroke. As long as we can't be sure, we can't use any of the G nzu at

all. We can't use our incorruptible bodyguards for the big shots or our
effective local security nmercenaries. They've been factored out."
"Well, there are others we can use that are quite good," Markham not ed.

"Uh huh, but they're new. Replacenents. G een and not known to the folks they're
guardi ng and ignorant thenselves of the territory and the tricks." Sam | eaned
forward and used his cigar stub as a pointer. "The game's afoot, Watson. Dark
busi ness; very dark indeed. The trouble is, at this point, we don't know whether
we are the gane, or they are.”

I nformation began to cone in thick and fast. The London nunber led to a snall
office not recently occupied in which there was a desk, a chair, and a working
phone. The phone had a neat little device on it that included a recorder and a
separate |ine. A phone conpany check showed no inconming |ong distance calls, so
clearly the trick was to use three local London |ines-one to be called by the
renote caller, then it would call the second line in town, which would then
spool a delay on the tape and then feed it back out the third Iine that called
Sam It was a clever arrangenent. The guy could have called from anywhere, even
t he phone booth down on Col | ege Avenue, to the first London nunber. That then
automatically dialed the second nunber in the office, which triggered the tape
and then initiated the final call to Sam Wthout knowi ng fromwhere the cal

was placed or the first |ocal London nunber the entire conversation would be
untraceabl e even if they had been sitting in that office during the call.

More interesting was the fact that the tape was continuous record and play at
only four second intervals, but it renoved al nost all background noi se and was
just slightly off-speed in a nore or | ess randomway so that the voice itself
sounded nornmal but wouldn't voice print correctly and woul d sound just slightly
of f.

Wel |, he had expected that to be a dead end. Mrre interesting was the envel ope
that arrived in the afternoon nmail. It bore a |local postnmark two days ol d-the
good ol d post office had taken two days to deliver it perhaps two mles-and was
essentially clean of fingerprints and whatever. The nessage was typewitten but
he didn't have to run any checks to see if he could find its origins. The very
slight inmpression problem particularly with the | ower case "a," was very
famliar. The bastards had typed it on his own machine, in his office, while
they were still ransacking the place.

It said, "If you want to see your son again, then on Tuesday next, at eight in
the evening, enter the Labyrinth at your substation, then proceed past the main
switch and down |ine towards Headquarters. Be al one and unarmed and destroy this
note and tell the Conpany nothing. Any sign of security or an electronic
security scan and we will send your boy back to you in very tiny pieces. Believe

us when we say that. We promise that if you play fair, we will, too. W have a
proposition for you."
An offer | can't refuse, Samthought with a dry chuckle. Wll, they were giving

hi m nore than enough tine. Brandy might not be perfect but she should be up and
around by Tuesday, and his own string would be played out here by then
Certainly Markham woul d have a tail on him but he knew he coul d shake a tai
and create a plausible reason for going down line. That wasn't a real problem
The real problemwas that he now had a deadli ne.

On Friday, they found the vans, abandoned, near Ashville, North Carolina. They
had underesti nated the Conpany's resources, though, and their own relative
invisibility. They were using rented and | eased vehicles still, although with a
different credit card on a different conpany. They had done a good cover job,
but they hadn't created additional fake driver's licenses and they had to show
licensing information on at | east one to get the new ones. The jerks should have
had a third party buy a couple of used busses, which would have nmade the job
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sl ower and tougher, but they didn't.

Most inportant in the rental information was that none of the vehicles had snow
tires. Now, this was the South, all right, but Ashville was high in the Snokies
and the only way out that didn't nmean nountai ns and snow and ice for sure was
east. On Saturday, Conpany helicopters spotted themin spite of severa
precautions they'd taken. Sonewhere along the road they'd given the three big
vans a spray paint job, changing themfromtheir original colors into black, but
three black vans noving in a virtual convoy stood out pretty well. Wen they al
stopped at a notel outside of WInington, North Carolina, agents were ready, and
Sam s phone rang.

"I't's them" Bill Markhamtold him "No question. W' ve even seen your boy.

You'll never know how many peopl e and how nuch tine and noney went into this.
I''m sending the chopper for you now. We don't dare do anything until well after
dark anyway, so we're just setting up and reconnoitering the place. | assune you
want in on this."

"I don't want you doing a thing until | get there, Bill, and | nean it," Sam
growed. "One slip and nmy son's a nenory and | will hold anybody and everybody

responsible for that."

3.
The Many Faces of the Eneny

It was your standard, garden-variety notel, nostly enpty in the off season and
not very fancy, with several rectangular bl ocks of single-roomunits in back of
a conbination office and restaurant. They had taken only two roons, but it
wasn't crowded. In spite of the tenperature, the bulk of the kidnappers-the
Conpany agents estimated that they totaled fifteen-remained in the vans and
rotated inside the roons.

"They pretty well stay in the vans except at shift change or when one from
inside cones out to talk," Markhamtold Sam "The better to guard the roons with
bi g guns without being seen. We've checked the area and |' mpretty sure that
there's nobody on the roofs and no ugly surprises. They have the vans at each
end of the block and that gives thempretty good coverage. Nobody's goi ng out
the back-it's a cinderblock wall, no w ndows."

It was about two-thirty in the nmorning and in spite of it being in North
Carolina it was cold; dammed cold. The top of the notel unit was heavy with
snoke fromthe condensation fromthe master units inside, and you could see the
breath comi ng from everyone who now surrounded the place.

Sam was both worried and i npressed. He'd been rushed to a field about three
mles fromthe place by helicopter fromState College in just a little nore than
two hours, and fromthere by car to the parking |ot.

"You think you got enough nen here?" he asked sarcastically. It |ooked like a
smal |l army. "They nust be idiots not to have spotted sonebody by now. "

"We've kept well back," Markhamtold him Sam was both inpressed and touched
that the chief of security for many worlds had taken the tinme and trouble to be
here. "The main idea was to keep the place | ocked up. No sirens, no |ocal cops,
and people in general have been allowed to cone and go without even taking a
second gl ance. We're pros, Sam"

"How d you do this without the local cops wanting to nuscle in?"

"The usual. They got a call from DEA in Washington validating our credentials.
They think these boys are the center of a big Col onbian coke ring that we're
nabbi ng during a neet and that m ght not be too far fromthe truth. W' ve gotten
some prints now fromthe restaurant where they ate over there and sone of these
are very bad boys. This is a contract job, Sam |'mpretty sure this is al

| ocal talent."

By "local" Samknew that Bill didn't mean North Carolinian or even Anerican; he
meant they were natives of this Earth.

"No G nzu or whispery voiced fellowwith a Mdwestern accent, huh?"

Mar kham shook his head. "No, we figure they split early, naybe before they even
| eft central Pennsylvania. There's even a possibility that there was a full crew
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swi tch sonepl ace and that none of these were anywhere near your house. W'
find out sone of that from Dash when we get him"

Sam | ooked again at the two vans and the notel block. "Yeah, well, | appreciate
your waiting for me. If all goes well | want to be here for Dash, and if not,
well, | couldn't live with nyself if |I sat it out."

"Nothing will go wrong, not with these babies," Markham assured him "W have
several advantages in the setup. There's nobody else in the bl ock-the whole
mot el occupancy is only six, which is above average for this tinme of year in
this location, so I'mtold. I'"'mgoing to use pul sers on the two vans,

si mul taneously. They should be out cold with a nasty shock. The pul sers are

usel ess agai nst the notel roons, though, so we're going to run a sleep gas unit
through the vents on that built-in air conditioner on each unit. The gas is fast
and harm ess.”

"Alittle risky, though," Samworried. "You still have to put a fairly fast
little hole through the air conditioner flanges and then punp it in, which is
never totally silent. They catch on and Dash has had it."

"Could be. If these are the nasties we think they are | don't think they're as
sui cidal as our other friends seemto be, but it would be ugly. There's no ot her
way, though. There's no technique that's not without risk. W have audio
monitors on top there so we'll know i mediately if they suspect and can nove
with stun and percussion weapons if we absolutely have to. You have any better

i deas?"

Sam studi ed the situation and marvel ed at their thoroughness. They even sonmehow
had gotten blueprints of the place, updated with the |latest renovations. Still,
he was uneasy. "Maybe wait 'emout and take 'em as they |eave," he suggested.
"Far riskier. W couldn't be certain that we'd get everybody and we'd only need
one back in the roomto spray everybody with bullets, Dash included. Besides,
we'd have to do a wide stun at pretty good strength here to have any crack at
them and there's always a chance of heart stoppage with that. | don't give a
damm if all these bastards have heart attacks but | don't want to risk it with a
boy as young as yours.'

Sam | ooked again at the doors and stiffened. "Sonebody's com ng out of the room
on the left," he said softly.

"They check on each other regularly, and rotate a couple of inside and outside
men now and again. They have a regul ar schedul e, since at |east once a, couple
of the van boys weren't relieved when they were supposed to be and they went up

to the notel roomand raised holy hell in Spanish. See-there's another one
com ng out now, lighting a cigarette there. One will go to each van, then one
fromeach van will cone out and go in. It's not regular but it's never been |ess

than an hour between changes and they've all eaten. Every once in a while one of
the van boys gets out and checks the area, sonetinmes taking a snpbke or a | eak

agai nst the building. | wouldn't think a snoker would be very popular with that
crowd in either van. No problemif we nail both vans right off and silently, and
they only conme out of the roons for the change. Ckay. ... | think we give them

fifteen mnutes after that pair goes inside and then we hit 'em Wat do you
say?"

Sam nodded. "Let's do it. Beats waiting and eating ny guts out."

"You want to go in with one of the teans?"

"No. If anything goes wong |I'd be in the way. Let the experts do it."

Mar kham nodded. "All right, then. Let nme give the word."

The security chief left and talked to his team | eaders and there was suddenly a
fair amount of action. The pul sers were what Sam called the industrial strength
nmodel s, used in the world where they were invented as anti-tank and perineter
security. Anything designed to knock out an arnored tank crew seal ed inside
shoul d be nore than a match for an Econoline van

Far trickier would be getting the hole into the rooms for the gas line. If these
guys were rotating al nost hourly, then sonmebody, maybe nost of them were up in
there. The audio nmonitors indicated that sonmebody in the roomnext to the one in
whi ch they thought Dash was in bed was watching an old novie on the TV. Sam
hoped it was sonething |oud and not inappropriate. He nuch preferred The Fina
Option to, say, Assault on Precinct Thirteen
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It seened |like an eternity before they were properly set up, and just at the
time when they were going to turn on the pul sers sone bastard got out of the far
van to snoke and check out the area. It was a nerve-wacking extra ten m nutes
before the man, who appeared to have a nice little Uzi subnmachi ne gun under one
arm lazily decided to get back in, and when he did another decided to cone out.
Time was running out; if this went on, they'd have to wait until the next guard
change.

When the second man got back in his van, though, all seemed quiet, and Markham
figuring they still had tine and not wanting to stall any |onger, gave the
signal. Anybody who m ght energe fromthis point would be taken out by marksmnen
usi ng super-silent stun rifles.

The gas team was ready, dressed all in black and with rubber-sol ed tennis shoes
for extra quiet, but they remai ned well back until the vans were secured. At

Mar kham s whi spered signal through the comruni cators, both pulsers emtted a
single, and to Sam inordinately |oud whunp! whunp! burst. For the briefest of
monents the whole ot was Iit, as if by lightning, and the two vans shuddered
slightly. They waited another mnute to be sure, but all that could be heard
fromthe vans was a very | ow crackling sound, then nothing. Both engi nes had

di ed, apparently shut down by the pul ses, producing an extra neasure of quiet.
Now the gas team noved, in cat-like silence and with true mlitary precision.
They reached the end of the block, then a pair scrunched down and made their way
to the first air conditioner opening, while the others had weapons and grenades
at the ready for an instant assault on the roons if needed. Al wore
conmmuni cati ons hel nets, but the only sound com ng fromthemwas | ow breat hi ng.
The hel mets were strictly to receive orders.

There was a lowintensity red beamfrom sonething in the hand of one gas team
menber, and then it was ainmed at a spot where the air conditioner energed from
the wall and it was virtually invisible to the watchers. A very tiny |aser
melted its little hole in the wall. It was quick; the first man put his dril
away and actually peered down and | ooked in the hole. Satisfied, he noved
silently to the second roomwhile the other man | aid down a cotton wad on the
concrete and then placed a small canister on it so quietly that no one could
hear a thing. The small tubing was then affixed to the tube, then inserted just
barely into the hole, and the canister was activated.

By this tine, the first man had his hole burned in the second room and now

anot her team nenber cane in with another canister and repeated the actions of
the first. The audi o nonitor continued to broadcast the low |l evel TV show in one
roomand there were snores fromthe other. The TV woul d renain on, but when the
snores ceased they would know that the |level of gas was sufficient to have put

t hem under.

At that nonment the nonitors relayed the sound of a toilet flushing in the TV
roomand then a man's | ow voi ce said sonmething in Spanish that Sam coul dn't
catch, not knowi ng nuch of the | anguage anyway. Sonebody nmunbl ed a reply, even
harder to hear over the TV, and then, to everyone's shock, the door to the room
on the left opened and a man stepped out and closed it behind him Suddenly he
saw the black clad gas team and froze for a precious second.

One of the marksnen got himwith a fast and dirty pul se shot that was nearly
dead silent, and two gas team nenbers caught himas he fell and hauled his |inp
body to one side alnost in a continuous notion. Still, everybody froze for a
monent, waiting to see if anything had been heard, but they rel axed when not hi ng
happened.

The snoring died away in the roomon the left and was repl aced nostly with dead
silence, while in the other roomthere was still the sound of sonebody noving
and the TV going on. There was the sudden sound of sonething dropping and

sonet hing hard hitting the carpet and bouncing, and that was that.

The assault team of the gas squad switched on their respirators, then noved to
bot h doors. There was a quick series of |loud breaths fromthe team | eaders that
clearly was neant as a synchroni zation signal, and when both were satisfied it
all went down real fast.

Rifles fired, burning the locks in an instant, then the assault men went in |ike
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Iightning. Sam and the others were up and noving in alnost imrediately, with a
squad of heavily arned plai ncl othes nmen going to each van, opening it, and
starting to haul linmp forns out.

"Al'l secure," canme the report fromthe gas team|eader. "W got him One of 'em
wasn't quite under but he was too woozy to do anythi ng except get bl oody when

ki cked his face in. Guess the opening of the door diluted the gas."

Samwas ready to run into the roombut one of the agents stopped him "There's
still enough gas in there to knock you for a loop!" he warned. "Stay here and
they'Il bring himout!"

A tall assault team nmenber seemed to hear, and enmerged fromthe snoring room

with Dash's small, linp form Samrushed up to himand | ooked down at the
unconsci ous formof his son

"He'll be fine," the assault team nman assured him "Strong, normal pulse. Let's
get himover to the anmbul ance and we'll bring himout of it inajiffy."

Sam nodded nunbly and let the man carry Dash away. The anbul ance was al ready
driving in and it was only a few feet to it, but Sam found hinmself instead

| eani ng agai nst the side of the notel building, using it for support. He gave a
heavy sigh and then couldn't help crying. The pressure was suddenly relieved,
the enotions could no | onger be so professionally repressed.

Bil | Markham cane up to himbut said nothing, letting the detective get hold of
hinsel f. Finally Sam nanaged, with a sob, "You got a handkerchief, Bill?

Wul dn't you know | |eft wthout one. . . ."

"Daddy!" Dash clung to Sam and started crying hinself, alnpst starting Sam
again, but Samheld it and just hugged Dash and held himvery close. Finally the
boy | ooked up, tears stream ng down his face, and said, "I knew you'd cone. |
knew you wouldn't let 'emtake ne away."

"Not if |I could help it, son," Samresponded with gentle firmess.

The boy | ooked around, suddenly pani cked. "Were's Mnm e?"

"She's okay. The bad nmen hurt her when they took you and she has to stay in bed
for alittle while but she's going to be fine. She's hone waiting for you. W'l
call her later on and you'll see her tonorrow. Okay?"

"I's she hurt real bad?"

Sam t hought about it. How do you explain a G nzu paralysis hold to a

si x-year-ol d? "She was, but the doctor says she's going to be fine. She's been
worried sick over you, though, just like | have. Did they hurt you?"

The boy shook his head no. "Not really. They pushed nme around sonme but that was
mostly at the start. After that they was pretty nice nostly. They gave ne

Twi nkl es and hanmburgers." The boy yawned, not fromthe gas but because he was
very tired, but sone things couldn't wait.

"Well, all right, then. Listen, Dash, this is inportant. Were these people here
the sane ones who took you fromthe house?"

"Qur house?"

"Yes."

"Some. A couple, | think. Mstly | dunno.”

"Look, they're all still knocked out now, but you think you could point to the
ones who were at the house?"

"I dunno. 1'Il try. | was kind a sleepy, |ike now"

He named several of them but wasn't really sure how | ong they'd been with him
but two, a big, tough-looking man and a short, wiry, effeninate-I|ooking nman he
was certain were there all the way. The big man was Fred and he was nean and
didn't talk nmuch to Dash, but the snmall nman was Al berto and he was very nice and
kind to the boy and had stood up for himwhen some of the others got a little
rough.

That was enough for now. They brought in a prison wagon and chained the nen to
the inside before any of them ni ght wake up, and Dash and Sam got into a big,

bl ack Lincoln and they were off, even as the Conpany cleanup crew was com ng in.
The cl eanup crew was now the nost vital concern of Markham and the Conpany as a
whol e. They woul d renove any evi dence of a higher technol ogy, replace the notel
| ocks and even the doors and franmes if need be, haul away the vans to a Conpany
shop that would restore them before turning themback in to the rental agency,
and go over both vans and rooms with a fine-tooth conb for anything evidentiary
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either telling sonething about the nen they captured or which had to be renoved.
By | ate the next day, there would be no physical evidence at all that anything
had happened there except perhaps that the roonms woul d be even cl eaner than
nornmal and there m ght be sone fresh paint and plaster

At the same time, a political cleanup crew was at work with the | oca
authorities-cops, the notel manager, you nane it. Sonebody fromthe | ocal paper
had been tipped, probably by a cop, and it was easier to arrange for an
authentic cover story than to deny it all and have the press down on themwth a
vengeance. The Conpany peopl e, however, were very efficient, as Sam had good
reason now to know.

They had captured twelve heavily arnmed nen and rescued a hostage and had done so
at the cost of one broken nose, said nose broken on one of the kidnappers who
hadn't had the good luck to go conpletely under

There were, however, lots of interrogations to be done and tests to be nmade. For
one thing, even Dash would have to be nmicroscopically exam ned and conpared with
his data recordings. The nmere fact that no world had ever been di scovered ot her
than this one in which Sam and Brandy had gotten together, let alone had a kid,
was insufficient. You could take nothing for granted in the parallel world

busi ness, and they wanted to nake absolutely certain that this was no ringer,
even though Sam was positive that no kid would or even could fake this.

The captives were al so mcroscopically exam ned using technol ogy created for
this purpose, to see if any of them showed any signs whatever of having been
born sonewhere other than this Earth. Then the real interrogations would begin.
Sam cal | ed Brandy, who seenmed ecstatic at the news. It was several m nutes

bef ore she herself stopped crying, then she said, "Sam | swear |'I|l be walkin
agai n once Dash wal ks in the door."
"I bet you will, too," he responded. "Look, he really wants to see you-he's been

very worried since | told himyou were hurt and that's why you weren't here-but
it's going to be at | east another day before we can wap it up here. Figure
Monday evening. Then it'll just be getting you back to normal and everyt hing
will be back in place."

She paused. "Samwhy'd they do it? Not just for Bond, that | know. They was

| ookin' for you and then they snatched Dash even though they was then playin
our gane on our turf. Wat's it all about, SanP"

"I"'mnot sure yet," he told her honestly, "but now that Dash is safe |I'm going
to be working full tinme onit. This one's a freebie, babe. It's personal."

She was silent a nonent, then just whispered, "Yeah, Sam | guess it is."

Dash was easily authenticated; even without his |I.D. inplant and his apparent
uni queness, it wasn't hard to tell him Doctor Macklinberg took sanples during
the six-nonth checkups and this, with the Conpany's high technol ogy nmachinery,
gave a listing not only of the genetics, which would be identical in a parallel
world "clone," but also things that would be different-the effects of diet,

| evel s of various substances breathed in or absorbed or eaten, that kind of
thing. The lab work was done up the line, not by the Doctor, so there was little
probability of a switch. It was done too often and too consistently for that.
But the bottomline was that six-year-olds weren't good at faking anything and a
father and only son had comon nenories that would be unlikely to be absolutely
dupl i cat ed anywhere el se.

On the kidnappers, Bill Markham had good news and bad news, but nostly the
latter.

"We'll get nothing fromthe pair who were with themfromthe attack," he said
ruefully. "W figured as nmuch and tried to prevent it but if it was easy to
prevent we wouldn't use it ourselves. They do it a bit rougher, though
Sonething-no telling what-just exploded inside their skulls before we got a
single question in; sonething we didn't detect in the exans. They'll be lucky to
renenber how to tie their own shoel aces, |et alone who they are and where they
cane fromand who was with them"

"Any nore happy news?" Sam asked sarcastically.

"Ch, there's a bright side. As we figured, the rest were hired guns who took
over on the road. They're a nasty, nacho bunch, 1'll tell you- spouting threats
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and being generally belligerent. They're just nuts, Sam | think they would go
down in a blaze of fury if they could be sure of taking sone of us with them
They're all associated with sonething called the Futurist People's Revol utionary
Cells, a bunch of fanatical drug dealers centered in the South Anmerican jungles
who believe it's their revolutionary destiny to destroy Anerica by filling it
with cheap and super powerful drugs. No excuse, either-they believe it. It's the
ki nd of organi zati on the Conpany can never get its hooks into because we can't
even find it, let alone infiltrate it. W're going to get a lot of information
fromthem now, though. Were's Dash?"

"Asl eep downstairs and under guard and nurse. Wy?"

"Conme on. Let's see what the bully boys have to tell us."

The room | ooked like a norrmal police interrogation room one for the worst kind
of crimnals, with a gun port and the prisoner shackled to the floor and to the
arnms of a very strong netal chair that was wel ded down. Sam took a | ook at him
t hough, particularly his eyes, and knew that Bill had underestinated their
insanity if anything.

The nman | ooked up at themwith a surly gaze and a slight sneer on his lips.
"Where is ny |awer?" he snapped. "I know ny rights. | don't say nothin' without
my lawyer." The Spanish accent was heavy, but clearly he could and did think in
Engl i sh when he wanted to.

"W are attending to the lawer you told us to phone," Markham responded
snmoothly. "He's about to nysteriously di sappear on his way to the golf course
and whether he's ever seen again will depend on what he can tell us."

The man suddenly | ooked very startled. "Wat the hell you nean by that?"

"W are not the police, Senor, nor the feds. You seemto be under a m staken

i mpression. W took great pains to keep the cops out of this, since we don't
want them any nore than you normally woul d."

At | east sonething could get to the man. There was a glint of panic in his eyes
now, but they were still mean, crazy.

"Who are you? Mafia?"

Mar kham chuckl ed. "Now, you know that there is no such thing as the Mafia. No,
Senor, not the Mafia. W are far worse than the Mafia. W are the ones who use
even organi zed crine as a tool. W're the ones behind every bush and in every
shadow t hat you can never see out of the corner of your eye. You went a step too
far this tine, Senor. We don't like your business and we don't give a damm about
your politics, for if you ever got big enough to take over a country you would
find our strings upon your |eaders as sure as they are on the ones you night
overthrow. Do you know us now, Senor?"

The man's eyes wi dened and he | ooked at each of them "Conquistadores!" he

br eat hed.

"That is the name the smartest and slimest of the dark corners of this world
know us in your area," Markhamadm tted. "Your two enployers have taken

t hensel ves out of the gane. Maybe I'I|l let you see themat sone point so you can
see that there are those even nore fanatical than you. Right now, though, | want
sonme information."

"You can go to Hell!" the man snarled. "I will die rather than betray mny

conr ades! "

Mar kham si ghed and sat down and | eaned back in a chair. Sam had al ready sat down
facing the nan but renai ned silent.

"That," said Markham softly, "is not an option."

He waved his hand in the air, and suddenly two small traps slid back in the
ceiling out of which dropped two snmall ball-shaped devices, like tiny turrets,
with pencil-like guns protruding fromthem Suddenly the tips of both "barrels"

gl owed -one white, the other red-and they shifted until both were pointing
directly at the prisoner's head, nmaking tiny little dots of light on his hair.
The nman eyed them nervously and then tried to nove his head to | ouse up their
aim but they followed his every nove instantly-and he could only nove so far
Mar kham reached into his sports coat jacket and brought out a small device
resenbling an electric pager with two buttons on it, one red and one white.
"Now, let's start with the basics. | want your nanme. | hate to have a nice
conversation with somebody and not know their nane."
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"Fi del Castro," the man responded bravely. Markham pressed the red button and
suddenly the man screaned in pain, his face contorting in al nost unbelievable
horror, his body withing agai nst the bonds.

Mar khami s thunb cane off the red button and the nman suddenly seened to col |l apse,
sweat i ng profusely. Sam found the whol e thing unpleasant to watch, but this
bastard had been one of them who had ki dnapped his son, and God knows how many
ot her people's kids he and his organi zati on had hooked, or killed, or sentenced
to a fate worse than death. Besides, there wasn't a dammed thing he could do
about it anyway.

"Madre Dios! Wo.-what is that which you did?"

"Want ne to do it again?"

"No, no!"

"There's a rule you probably know, and that is that nobody is unbreakable,"”
Markham told him "Sooner or |ater, everybody breaks. It's just a matter of
time. That's why so nmany inportant people with things to protect will commt
suicide or trigger self-lobotonmies rather than be subjected to this. You,
unfortunately, don't have that option. Those two little beans are very
conplicated devices and | nust confess | don't understand how they work, but |
know what they do and how to use them The red one sonehow stinulates the pain
center directly-no internediaries. It's quite |evel-sensitive, though, and now
that we've used it once the conputer driving it knows just where your pain
threshold is and will keep it just a mcroscopic hair bel ow your pass-out point.
I could et that thing play alnost indefinitely and you' d be consci ous the whol e
time. Want to see?" His thunb made for the red button

"No! Stop! You are Diablo!"

Mar kham smiled. "I thought you folks didn't believe in gods or devils. No, not
gods, not devils, but we are a bit, uh, other-worldly, and we've had a | ot of
practice." He paused for a nmonent. "Now, this white button does the opposite.
Stinmul ates the pleasure center directly. It's the nost intense high you can
possibly imagine. 1'll denonstrate-if you tell me your real nane. It doesn't
matter anyway, you know. This is just a quick and dirty way of getting
information. In a while, you and your friends will be put under a nachine that
will read out every nenory you have fromyour first nenories inside the wonb to
right now. We'll know far nore about you than you. But it takes a lot of tine to
sort and edit that kind of information and that can't be done best on this
world. We'd |ike some answers now. "

"My-ny nane is Ranbn Goriona," the man said, not quite believing all that but
definitely renmenbering that intense pain. Markham sighed. "Red button," he
munbl ed, and his thunb went up.

"I swear on ny nother's grave that is ny true nane!" the man screaned with such
convi ction that Markham rel axed

"You know, | think it just mght be," the security chief commented. "All right,

Ranon, we'll show you what cooperation brings." He pushed the white button, just
briefly, and the man's face and body suddenly went into contortions of sheer
ecstasy that seened to last after Bill took his finger off and stopped it.

"The same principal as the narcotics you dunp on the West, Ranon," Markhamtold
him "only without all the nessy chem cals and niddl enen and si non-pure. Even we
have to have a conmputer override on the white button, because you never forget
it and you always want nore." He sighed. "Sam | think he's softened up a bit.
Want to ask your questions?"

Sam nodded, but he was feeling sonmewhat queasy about this even though it was
kind of a revenge dream conme true. He was beginning to have sone difficulty

di stinguishing on a noral basis between his old friend Bill and this bastard in
the chair.

"Where did you neet the other group?" Sam asked him

There was a nonent's hesitancy, but Bill's thunb only had to head for the red

and the man answered. "Asheville."

"How were you hired?"

"We do not hire out like comon crimnals!" the nman responded with sone of the
pride he'd had before getting the pain treatnment. "It was a fraternal favor
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bet ween revol utionary groups. They have done some favors for us, we do sonme for
t hem "

Sam s eyebrows rose. "And who exactly is 'them ?"

"Why, the Anerican Revolutionary Brigades."

Sam | ooked at Bill, who shrugged. "I thought that shit went out with the
Sixties," the security nman nmuttered. "At |east here. Beruit, maybe, but not
here. Still, it's a nice cover for dealing with these kind of folks if you're

really other-worldly."

Sam nodded and turned back to Ranon. "W know about the pair who transferred
with you and the boy. Who were the others? The ones who didn't cone al ong?"

The prisoner tried to shrug. "Who knows? We have only dealt directly with the
conrades who remmined with the boy up to now, and even then we knew them only by
code nanes."

That figured, Samthought. "All right, then, tell ne what the others | ooked
like. Did they look different or speak in a different |anguage or was there
anyt hi ng odd about their clothes?"

The nman frowned. "Yes, in fact. Mst |ooked sort of-Chinese or Japanese or
sonething like that. Oriental, you know. Smaller. They all wore heavy wool coats
and pul | -down caps and you could not tell nmuch else. They did speak to each

ot her in some nonsense-soundi ng tongue, though."

That was jibing with what little Dash had been able to tell them "Wat about
the | eader with the funny voice?"

"There was one fellow. A nestizo, | think. He did not speak with us but spoke
briefly with the other two. He had an odd accent, | renenber that. W thought he
m ght have been Puerto Rican."

Al'l Spani sh accents sounded alike to Sam but he knew from experience that, in
the Western Heni sphere, dialects differed so sharply that it nade the linguistic
di fferences between a Maine farmer and a M ssissippi cotton grower seemtrivia
by comparison. He did not, however, think that the accent was Puerto Ri can. Mbst
probably this fellow s dialect had no equal anywhere on this Earth.

"Where did these others go?" Sam asked him "After you took over, that is." The
fellow was certainly being very cooperative after the denponstration, but neither
Samnor Bill was likely to | oose those bonds. The eyes still said it.

"We left themin the rest area just east of Asheville. There were nany cars and
trucks there since the highway through the nountains was supposed to be
difficult to go through because of snow and ice. They must have used sone of

t hem "

"How did you and your nen get to the rest area?"

"We cane in one of the big trucks we have used for nany deliveries and it was
then driven away by our people.”

Sam nodded. Everything checked out pretty well so far. He turned to Bill. "I
assune you're nonitoring everybody in and out, even in ones and twos, from any
stations and substations along the line. They will want to exit, and even if we
nmss the big boy there shouldn't be much trouble in spotting our G nzu-Ilike
friends."

Mar kham chuckl ed. "Sam we do what we can, but do you know how many stations and
substations there are on the Asian continent? Al nost everybody there | ooks right
for the area, and if they have fake clearances and a | ot of patience there's no
way we can stop them short of shutting down. We have extra nonitors and we're
scrutini zi ng everybody who wants out very hard, but there's only so much we can
do. Even if we caught a couple, and we might, they're likely to wind up |ike
that pair down the hall. Gve it up, Sam W got the boy back safe and sound.
That's about the best we can hope for, all things considered."”

Sam suddenly sat up. "Bond!" he exclained, feeling stupid.

"Huh?"

"Where was Bond? The whol e thing was supposedly to get himand keep himfrom
revealing a key illegal switch point, right? But Dash has no nenories of a tal
Engli shman at all, let alone one with bandages and the |ike, and we heard

not hing about himfromthis fellow, either."
Mar kham | ooked suddenly struck. "You're right," he replied. "Samthat neans they
either didn't take himwith themor that there was another group that split

file:/lIF|/rah/Jack%20L.%20Chalker/Chalker,%2...%203%20-%20The%20Maze%20in%20the%20Mirror.txt (35 of 150) [1/19/03 4:21:15 PM]



file:///F|/rah/Jack%20L .%20Chal ker/Chal ker,%20Jack %20L %20-%20G.0.D. %201 nc%203%20-%20T he%20M aze%620in%20the%20Mirror.txt

right at the start fromthe nain body."

"That frostbite always bothered ne," Samtold, him "It's possible to get that
bad fairly quickly, but not all that likely. The one thing that frostbite did
was keep himinmmobile and inside the house. Macklinberg exani ned him of course,
but |ike nost doctors he takes one look, it |ooks like the classic case-of which
he's seen hundreds or thousands-and we get instant diagnosis."

"You think he was in on it, then? A fraud? It wouldn't be that hard to fake and
fool even a doctor under those circunstances for just the reasons you say. So
they'd have an inside man, right? Maybe one who could report and help entry and
make sure there wasn't a trap inside. That's bad, Sam It neans we have one of
our own who went over to the other side."

"It's nore interesting than that, Bill," the detective replied. "It neans that
all this was the object of the exercise fromthe beginning. If Bond isn't for
real, and if he was an inside man, then the whol e object was to get to us. The

pi eces are starting to fall into place, Bill, but | still need nore

i nformation."

"You're beginning to make ne feel |ike Watson again."

Samsmled. "lIt's just the sanme old gane. Taking all the disparate pieces of the

puzzle all spilled out in randomorder on the table and putting themtogether
into a coherent whole. The problemisn't solving the puzzle, the problemis when
you don't have all the pieces yet."

Brandy was inmproving rapidly, now with full upper body control and able to at

| east sit up. It was likely that while she might feel the effects off and on for
weeks yet, she would be up and around and capabl e of taking care of herself and
Dash as well within a week.

Dash practically threw hinmself on her, and the reunion scene was so touching and
tearful that even Sam was affected. The boy got sone of his books and crayons
and they were there in her bed playing and reading and having a grand old tine.
Sam was feeling tired, but he wanted to do a little thinking, alone, in the
study. Eight o'clock tonorrow night, the note had said. There would be no way at
all for themto know at this stage that Dash had been rescued nor just how much
Sam had al ready deduced. If he was there, then they woul d be there.

He woul d, of course, be wal king straight into the lion's den w thout so rmuch as
a whip and a chair, but he'd done that before. Brandy had done it a while back
and had wound up an addicted slave to these people, so he had no illusions about
them Still, they had gone to such extraordinary lengths to have a talk with
him it would be unthinkable to disappoint them

After Dash finally got his kisses and hugs and went off to bed, he wal ked
upstairs and sat down on the bed.

"They want to neet ne," he told her sinply. "Tonorrow night. In the Labyrinth."
"Who? You don't nean . "

He nodded. "Them yes. They think they still have Dash to hold over me and with
the kind of security clanp Bill's got down | suspect they won't know for a while
until and unless | tell them"

"But-Sam you can't go. Not now. They got nothin' to hold over you no nore.

Nothin'! You walk in there and they'll have you cold. Hypnos, mnd wingers,
drugs . . . You nane it, they got it. You can't beat 'emon their own turf,
Sam "

"W have before,” he rem nded her. "There's no such thing as a perfect security
system You know that. Sure, we've added a |lot here and filled in the gaps and
the kind of attack they |aunched | ast week woul d be deadly for themto try again
now, but they could get in. A subtler approach. W can't keep Dash out of schoo
too long, and he's vul nerable. A double, a ringer, sonebody you woul dn't think
twice of letting in the hosue woul d have you and Dash and everything el se.
They' ve haunted us far too long. It's tine to take the cross and the stake and
go down into the vanpire's cellar once and for all."

"Let's just quit it, Sam If we wasn't with the Conpany and didn't have no
substation and cl earances and all that and were out of it we'd be no use to them
or nobody el se. W got a ton of nobney. Go soneplace like Fiji or Tahiti or

sonepl ace el se that's always warm and away fromthe world and just sleep and eat
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and fish and swimand say the hell with it."

He shook his head sadly. "I don't think we can. | don't think either side would
just allow us to opt out, not now. " He paused a nonment. "I think it was the
aftermath, not the actual attack, that got me. That interrogation Bill Markham

did-1 haven't been able to get it out of ny nmind."

She frowned. "What do you nean?"

"I sat there and watched himpress buttons. Pain, pleasure. Watching that guy
just curl up in agony and then becone so willing, so pliant, after just one
short shot of pleasure."

"The guy was a scunbag. A drug deal er, kidnapper, and worse. He deserved worse
than that."

"Yeah, he probably did, or does," Samadmtted. "The trouble was, | knew that
and | knew that bastard woul d have slit Dash's throat and rationalized it in his
twisted way just like he rationalizes shipping tons of addictive drugs to the
willing and eager youth and yuppies of Anerica. That's why | enjoyed that pain
jolt. Really enjoyed it. | wanted himto get nore than he got. And then,
suddenly, | couldn't renmenber which side | was on."

"What ? What the hell you talkin' 'bout, SanP"

"I couldn't renenber which side. Suddenly | couldn't tell the two sides apart.
Torture, pleasure, pain, high technol ogy, mght nakes right. Verdict first,

trial afterwards. Right defined by who was in who's power and wong, even evil,
strictly defined as conpetition. | couldn't figure out why our gangsters were
better than their gangsters."

She stared at him but seemed to understand. "Then maybe we shoul d get out.

Now. "

He shook his head sadly fromside to side. "Uh uh. W got sucked in the first
time but then the Conpany made us an offer we couldn't refuse. You don't quit
after that. They don't let you quit So you rationalize it, just like that guy
rationalized ki dnapping, nurder, drugs-everything. Wt rationalized it, or we
just preferred not to think about it. The gol den ones of the Conpany world
rationalize it or cloak it in that old devil of racism They're superior-the
Chosen People of their gods. The proof is in their sole mastery of the
Labyrinth. The rest of the worlds-they exist to keep the Chosen Ones in

per petual paradise."

"Yeah, but ain't it always that way?" she asked him "I knew a guy once, he said
that if the Africans had di scovered gunpowder then as soon as they discovered
Europe they'd have taken over it. Just one little thing nakes the difference and
then everybody nmekes it right in their own head. My ancestors was sl aves owned
and bossed by Bi bl e-thunpin' fundanmentalist Baptists who preached that black was
the mark of Cain and slavery was God's law. And not so | ong ago your people was

hounded and hunted as Christ killers, cursed by God, the root of all evil. The
only thing at the bottomof this Conpany is that it's all too human."

He nodded. "And so are these rebels, and so are we. And that's why I'Il keep
this appointnment. | wouldn't be too worried. If they wanted ne dead, |'m not
that hard a target, and if they purely wanted revenge then killing Dash woul d
have been the nost horrible thing they could have done to us. But if | cross
them or nake them nmad, then they'll conme after Dash again and this time with

real vengeance."

"They' || get Dash again over ny dead body, Sam" she told himseriously. "That |
swear to you."

He | eaned over and kissed her. "You know, | really believe that."

She sighed. "You gonna call in Markham and get backup? You shoul d, you know. "
"Uh uh. I'mpretty sure that they'll be |ooking for that kind of thing."
"Samthey'll hook you on sonething and run you ragged. You never been on that
shit. You don't know what it can do to you no matter what you think. O they'l
switch you for sone other Sam™"

"I doubt if they'll try that switch trick again with ne. As for the rest-well, |
don't nake a very good stripper and I'm not nmuch good if my brain's fogged. No,
I"mgoing to go to bed and get a decent night's sleep, then spend the day
tomorrow with Dash, and then I'mgoing for alittle walk."
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4.
An O fer You Can't Refuse

The room was darker than a subway tunnel after the power failed, and he tried to
nmove, then discovered that he was held to a chair by some kind of manacles. It
didn't matter nuch; his head was beginning to clear now, and it only felt |ike
forty marching bands were rummagi ng around in there all playing different songs
and nobody in tune.

A single light snapped on, its glare directed straight in his face, a blazing
and blinding sun in a sea of darkness, although beyond he could barely make out
two figures.

"l see Sleepin' Beauty's awake," said a voice he didn't quite recognize.

"Yeah," responded the other man. "I still don't see why we just don't stick his
brain in the washing nmachine and get all the dirty laundry nice and sweet. For a
fuckin' traitor his ass is bein' treated real sweet."

"You' re Conpany nmen?" he asked, trying to clear his head.

"Yeah, sure. What's left of it, anyway. You should know. "

"Bill Markham here?"

"Qutside. He's the only reason you're still in one piece and of one mnd, you

m ght say."

"And Dash?"

"Can't say."

A door opened and another man cane in, closed the door behind him and stared at
Sam

"You |l ook like hell," said Bill Markham
"Uh uh. I've seen Hell this trip and it's nmuch worse. |Is everybody all right?"
Bill Markhamtook a seat and sighed. "The answer to that is a relative one. |I'm

not sure of anything, Sam including you. There's a ton of fol ks here who want
to have you for breakfast and stick you into dissection, but so far I've held
themoff. |'ve known you | onger and nore personally than anybody el se except
Brandy, and | want your side first."

"You know sone of it."

"Sonme. Maybe nore than you want ne to know. The trouble is, Sam the pieces
don't fit. I got a lot of jagged pieces and | can't nake 'em go together."

"You want it all, then."

"Fromthe top, Sam Fromthe top. Fromthe tine you went-into the Labyrinth
until the tinme you canme back out. And | want no details spared."”

"Where's Dash?"

"Safe and secure, | swear to you. At the nonent he's staying with Brandy's
cousin Bernice. Not a scratch on him | mght add. He's a tough kid."

Sam Horowi t z sighed. "Yeah, he is. Al right, then. It's all over now, no matter
what. Get nme unstrapped fromthis damed bed and sitting up strai ght, and maybe
a drink, too, if you can. This is gonna be one long and invol ved story."

"Do it," Markham ordered.

"But, Boss . . . I"

"Where the hell's he going to go?"

One of the nen cane over and fingered a conbination that rel eased the straps
Sam groaned, stretched, and sat up, noving carefully one linb at a tinme to try
and get sone circulation back. At least he didn't see any big bandages, but he
didn't exactly suddenly want to do cartwheels, either

"Water's all we got for now," Markhamtold him "d ass and pitcher there on the
table."

Sam nodded. "If you got several extra strength aspirins, though, it'll help a
lot."

"l got sone," the second guy said. "Here."

They poured Sam sone water in a Dixie Cup, and he took it and gul ped down three
of the pills, then settled back

"You're gonna find this hard to believe," he warned them "I've got all the
answers, but I'mgonna tell it in my own way."
"W got noplace else to go," responded Bill Markham
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Well, at least | don't have to give you the buildup, and | assune that you, of
all people, understand why | had to go. You' re a good enough detective to figure
that out. For the benefit of the Cretin Brothers here, though, | won't explain
until later. Mght as well entertain the boys as well as educate them so maybe
one day they'll grow up to be detectives instead of cowboys.

I'"d like to say that if | hadn't had no real choice in the matter | wouldn't
have gone, but | think it would be a lie. Maybe the idea of going off into
danger with the obvious potential of leaving a fatherless child and a w dow
behind isn't the correct, noral thing to do, but it would have been irresistible
in any event. | mean, consider the enornmous |engths they'd gone to to nake sure
that | went down the rabbit hole. Cearly they didn't want to kill ne-not yet,
anyway- because they had anple opportunity to do that wi thout going through all
this crap. The fact that they didn't was in and of itself fascinating to ne.
They al ways overdid everything, too. You'd think that by now these characters
woul d have | earned that the sinpler plan is better, and direct action beats the
hell out of piling conplexity on conplexity so that you vastly increase your
chances of sonething going wong. Wen they tried to take over here in that
Whi tl ock business they blew it by being too conplex and devi ous; then they even
bl ew covering up their own mistakes for the sane reason. The sanme thing went for
the drug plot of theirs. | think you or I mght have pulled that one off, given
the drug and the sane | ack of any noral scruples, but they had to go and make it
so damed conpl ex they screwed thensel ves and allowed us to finally wind up with
their whol e operation in our hands.

So, yeah, | was going no matter what, but there was a kind of perversity in ny
feeling better because | was forced into it anyway. Kind of took the | oad of
guilt off my shoul ders

Vel |, anyway, | went.

As many tinmes as |'d seen it, the opening of the Labyrinth always fascinates ne.
First a single straight Iine of pure energy, then it collapsed into two |ines,
then four until there was a square, then eight, and finally twel ve-a cube

unfol ding froma single burst, hovering just above the concrete floor of the

substation. Wien it stabilized, | stepped in and was imediately in that strange
world of total silence.
The Labyrinth stretched tunnel-like in both directions, its facets show ng

different worlds and world views on four of its sides, including the one on
which | stood. Wth its nyriad sidings, switches, twists, and turns it was a

| abyrinth in truth as well as nane, and, supposedly, only the dispatchers knew
just where you were and how to get you frompoint to point. Supposedly was the
key. 1, of course, knew the conplexity of this region quite well, and needed no
one to direct ne.

| began wal king towards the main switch, going through cube after cube of |inked
line, each one showing four different views. Few were easy to nake any sense of,
the one I'd entered, as you know, was at the bottom of a concrete well-Ilike
depressi on and showed nothing but bare walls. Few have full station or
substation capabilities, though; these were autonmated exits to worlds not yet
devel oped by the Conpany, or worlds not worth devel opi ng. Sone of those showed
thick forest, or grassy hills, or blasted plain.

Those bl asted ones always get to nme in the pit of nmy stonmach. It's depressing to
di scover the number of worlds in which the atonmic bonb had not only been

i nvented but had been used.

For while | appeared to be travelling a physical distance between two
geographical points; in truth | wasn't right now Every view | saw, when | could
see one, was the sane point in space at which I'd left. | was travelling not
away fromit but down the line of possible worlds that were not only possible
but real, coexisting one atop the other with no dinensional points of reference
to allow one to know of the other. | know that's old hat to you, but let ne tel
it in my own way, one step at a tine.

The switch onto the main Iine was not very far down, and | reached it in ten

m nutes. You could always tell a switching cube even when you m ght not see the
di spatcher; you could hear, in a hollow, dry, closed chanber sort of sound, both
yourself and the others, and there were no views in the cube facets. None but
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one forward, which was gl assi ne and opaque.

A light came on behind the glassine wall and inside sat a creature who was not
qui te human but nonethel ess was a real live person. He was a gnone-|ike
character with a wrinkled, oversized head that seened nol ded out of clay, and
thick, high pointed ears and enornous eyes, and when he opened his nouth the
teeth were as sharp and pointed as a shark's and seened to go on back in his
nmout h forever.

He sat hunched in a high-backed chair over a conplex console, and he | ooked up
and stared at ne. "d oobenfarble gazoort, Snadish?" he asked in a deep, gruff
Voi ce.

"Sam Horowi tz, Security, on assignnment. Check your board,”" | told him

i npatiently.

The big eyes | ooked down and there was a readout fromthe sensors in the

swi tching cube that gave all the necessary data fromthe inplant you fol ks stuck
in nmy bones.

The di spatcher adjusted a control. "Very well. Destination?" The huge nouth and
lips fornmed different shapes, but the translators worked quite well, even
sounding just like his voice mght say it in English

"Need to know," | responded. It's nice sonmetines to have a security clearance
and be able to do that. Now | know why there are so many Top Secret stanps at
the Pentagon. "Main line, downline," | added.

The gnome shrugged. "All right. You security boys get a nmite touchy over
not hi ng, don't you?"

"I'"'mnot in a social mood right now. |I'mon business. Just switch ne."

"Swi tched over. Exit left."

I turned and saw that the wall to ny left had now beconme a continuation of the

tunnel -1i ke assenbl age of cubes, and | turned and wal ked t hrough wi t hout anot her
wor d.
Well, you know the nmain |ine, and there was occasional traffic as usual. O hers

were using the Labyrinth on business, going between the worlds in sone cases
with the sane casual ness that a businessman in New York m ght have to hop a
commuter jet to Boston. Sonme were couriers, others technicians, and still others
mar keting anal ysts and the like | ooking at new products in one world that m ght
be useful and profitable inported into theirs, and a few, of course, would be

ot her security peopl e.

Still, there were not many of them and there were |ong stretches of nobody at
all. The Labyrinth was incredibly long and there were a | ot of worlds.

They were an interesting lot, though, these fellow travelers. None in this
section were like the gnone or some of the other dispatchers; this was the Type
Zero region-people like nme, yet not |like ne.

A fellowin a rather ordinary business suit and briefcase wal ked by, foll owed by
anot her man who was dar k- ski nned, maybe six-six in height, but who was wearing
sandals and a uniformnot unlike a Roman | egionnaire's in all those Biblica
nmovies. Then | had to step out of the way to allow a woman to pass wearing a
snow whi te powdered wig and a hoop skirt that seenmed five feet w de. She
contrasted well with a Mel anesi an woman wearing only a grass skirt and two big
orchids in her hair, and the extrenely Chinese-looking fellow wearing a plaid
kilt and frilly shirt.

I couldn't help wondering in spite of ny situation if the guy played bagpi pes
usi ng the Chinese nusical scale. And if you could have told the difference if he
di d.

I went through a lot nore switches, but always remaining on the main line as

i nstruct ed.

It was during the long stretches that | began to wonder when or if I'd be

contacted after all. Maybe they did have sone way of knowi ng that Dash was safe.
Maybe this was just a dry run. | couldn't be sure of anything, but | |onged for
sonet hing neither lethal nor painful to happen. Hell, if |I went nuch nore I'd be

down to the main switch to the Conpany Headquarters worl d.
In spite of ny inpatience and anticipation, when it happened | was al nost
unprepared. There was no switch, no dispatch, no glassine wall, but just as
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was going to continue to wal k straight through to the next cube |I was suddenly
aware | had a choice. Both the straight line and the facet over ny head were
showi ng Labyrinth, but the cube didn't feel like a switch-there was the sane
deathly silence

It's always strange to exit out the top-1 needn't tell you that. You have to
focus your mind and eyes on it, straining your neck, and, keeping your eyes as
close to its center as possible, walk forward. How t he cube knows what this
means |'I1 never understand, but as | went forward the cube rotated and | was
suddenly wal king, just fine, into what had been the top

| rubbed nmy neck and then continued on, and as soon as | went into the next cube
| stopped and | ooked back-and saw only bl ackness on the facets beyond. The
switch that had opened just for ne was now cl osed and invisible fromthe nain
line- and I, of course, was now also cut off fromreturning. Just for a nonent |
felt stupid and trapped, and began to doubt what | was doing.

| started paying attention to the views out of the cubes now Walking down the
main line, |I'd noved geographically as well as sinply fromworld to world. The
worl ds turned, time passed, but not always at quite the sane relative rates. If
you knew where you were going, and if there were stations at both ends, you
could enter in Pennsylvania in one world and exit a brisk half hour's walk |ater
in an alternate world Tinbuktu. | wanted to get a decent idea of just how far
fromanyplace | knew | was.

The sidings, however, were strictly vertical novenent, so again | was seeing
four variations of the same place, but it wasn't a fanmiliar place. Mst of it

| ooked |i ke dense jungle, occasionally with high nountains in the distance, and
none of it |ooked appetizing. The Amazon, naybe, or soneplace in Africa.

I wal ked ahead, but soneone el se was at the controls here now, and | suddenly
found nyself enmerging into a hot, steanmy climate that nmade ny flannel shirt and
heavy topcoat, appropriate for home, seemlike bad ideas. The best | could do
was stop, renove the coat, unbutton a bit of the shirt, and roll up the sleeves.
It didn't help. Much nore than total nudity wouldn't help much in this heat and
hum dity.

I was suddenly aware that | was being watched, and | turned and saw that |
wasn't far fromthe right idea in native attire. Two big, nuscular men stood
there, just inside the jungle, watching me intently, and they didn't seemto
have any cl othes on. Wat they had were dark, weathered Amerind features, black
hair bel ow the shoul ders, and tattoos on their cheeks and foreheads, and

possi bly the biggest noses |'d ever seen on a human being; bigger, even, than

Uncl e Bernard's schnozz. Still, Uncle Bernard had never |ooked at ne |ike

m ght be a potential dinner. | instantly began to wonder whether or not this had
been such a bright idea after all

"Excuse nme," | said, trying to suppress ny sudden anxiety, "but is this ny stop?

| seemto have lost ny tinetable."

One of themcurled his Iip and then said, "You cone. Follow us. Hurry, hurry."
And, with that, both turned and started into the jungle.

The only thing | wanted |l ess than following theminto a jungle was to remain
here in trapped isolation, so | hurry hurried.

They were dammed fast, and confident, but they knew the territory. They were

al so younger and in much better condition than | was, and after a while | was
wi nded and called out, "Wait a nonent! | can't keep up!"

They both stopped, turned to | ook back at nme, and the sane one said, "You cone.
Foll ow us. Hurry, hurry."

| suddenly realized that 1'd just heard the fellow s total comrand of the
Engl i sh | anguage. | struggled for breath, took a bunch of deep ones, then said,
"Al'l right-lead on, but | hope it isn't nuch further." | began to suspect sone
fiendish revenge plot to nurder me after all-by heart attack.

"You come. Follow us. Hurry, hurry," replied Bignose once nore, turning with his
conpani on and conti nui ng.

"Yeah, yeah. 'Hurry, hurry,' chop-chop, you asshole."

They weren't conpletely naked after all; both wore sone kind of coarse briefs
that covered their genitals but were nere straps around their asses. Even as
well built as they were, though, | wanted to see what kind of speed they'd nake
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wearing what | was wearing.

They went on and on and just when | was convinced that | had to stop, that |
woul d never neke it another step, they broke free of the jungle and out into a
clearing |l eading down to a fairly broad river. R ght at the river sonebody had
built a house-not the kind of house you'd expect this pair's people to build,
but a real one, apparently made of manufactured materials although with a thick
straw mat kind of roof. It was one story, rectangular, and built on stilts,
indicating that the river was often a bit higher than it was now, and fromit,
|l eading right into the river, was a dock of crushed stone that nust have been
some job to build.

Surrounded by forest, the |lack of wood in either the house or dock nade ne
wonder just what size termites they had around these parts.

I let the two tribesnen get far ahead nowno hurry, hurry any nore; this was
clearly ny destination. They ran up to the house and one went in and | could
hear a | ot of gibberish being yelled inside.

I reached the house and then sank down on the stone steps, exhausted. Anybody
who wanted to talk to me could damm well neet me this nmuch. | was too winded to
even give a dam who or what was inside any nore

Still, | heard sonmeone cone out behind ne and | turned and saw a rather

di stingui shed-| ooki ng m ddl e-aged man there. He was white, although a weathered
browmn fromthe climate, fairly tall, with a squared-off face and deep-set very
bl ue eyes, and he was wearing bl each white Bernuda shorts, a thin cotton white
button-down shirt, and tennis shoes. He had a |ong, graying, but neatly trinmred
beard and a big curly noustache, and he | ooked for all the world |ike sone

ni neteenth-century British colonial officer

"Sorry the boys set too strong a pace, but we weren't really sure when you'd be
coming and | had to be at the controls, naturally, and set others to check for
tails and tracers and the like and that didn't | eave anyone but themto neet
you." The English was inpeccable, if nore than a little British or even
Australian or South African, but with a definite trace of some other accent,
too. Gernman, maybe.

I was still wi nded, but managed, "Well, you know who | am but to whom aml
speaki ng?"

"Ch-sorry. | am Herbert Voorhes, and this is ny hunble hone."

"Are you behind all this?"

Voor hes | ooked a bit unconfortable. "Well, no, not exactly. In fact, | was

rat her opposed to you as the man for this job, but | was overruled." He sighed.
"But you're all in!" He turned and yelled back into the house in that gibberish
the native had spoken. "I've just ordered us drinks. G n and tonic suit you?
Over ice in your case, | should think."

I nodded. "Sounds fine to ne. | don't know what time it is here but ny body says
it's well after ten in the evening."

Voor hes shrugged. "One has less trouble with these things when one realizes that
the sun is always over the yardarm sonepl ace, even within each world."

To ny surprise, a young girl energed with the drinks. She was small and quite
pretty, and clearly of the sane race as the two nmen who'd brought ne here. Like
them she was virtually naked except for the leather-like thongs and a bit of
padding in the genital area, but she was nore naked than anything on the Pl ayboy
Channel , that was for sure. She, too, had a heck of a nose but it was nore than
of fset by her other attributes.

She bore a tray with two highball glasses filled with gin and tonic, conplete
with little plastic swizzle stick. | took one and sipped it, knowi ng that no
matter how thirsty | was, | didn't dare chug it down in this clinmate. Never
never get high on a case and particularly not in eneny territory. One of the

ol dest rules, and, as tired and thirsty as | was, one of the toughest to keep.
needed a coupl e of doubles right then

Voor hes took his, said, "Thank you, ny dear," and the girl-she | ooked perhaps
si xteen-smil ed and turned and went back into the house.

"You seemto have quite a setup here, Mster Voorhes," | noted. "Is there any
civilization in this world or are these people the nornf"
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"Ch, there's civilization here, although not the sort that you would fancy, |I'd
wager. The bulk of this world is pretty much stuck in the Stone Age, with the
few Bronze Age tribes having fairly decent enpires. Ch, they had cracks at
things, but cyclical plagues and fani nes seemed to have knocked much of the
wor |l d back so many tines that they don't even try nuch any nore. Mst of where
you go in this world it appears that curiosity, even anbition, has just died out
in the people. | tried to introduce a few sinple |abor-saving concepts here and
they saw and understood but rejected them Said such things would poison their
way of life! Just fromnme being here they' ve |earned a | ot about what is
potentially available and it horrifies them They want none of it. Their culture
is alnost entirely spiritual in nature. These people don't even understand the
concept of property or conpetition. They live short lives, but rather happy ones
overall. Sonetimes | wonder if they didn't take the better track. They have no
crime, no social hangups or inhibitions, and are relatively non-violent. A bit
sexi st, of course, but all prinmtive societies are-wonen and children first, of
necessity, you see."

| sat back on the steps and tried to relax. This wasn't exactly what |'d been
expecting, although |I wasn't quite sure what | had been expecti ng.

"You want to tell ne now what this is all about?"

Voor hes | ooked surprised. "Wy, dear boy, | thought that was obvious! W are
having a bit of a problemhere and we need the services of a detective."

I frowned. "Conme agai n? What ki nd of problen"

Voor hes sighed. "I"'mafraid we've got more than a bit of a nmurder on our hands,
and it's inpossible for anyone within our organization to investigate the matter
properly. One by one, soneone is polishing off our Board of Directors."

"Now, hold it," one of the other interrogators put in. "You nmean they went to
all this trouble to hire you? That's pretty dammed hard to believe."

"How | ong you been off the gooseberry lay, son?" Sam asked sourly.

"Huh? What the hell. . . ?"

"Never mind. | don't care what you believe." Samtold him aware now that these
weren't just ordinary muscle but |ocal Conpany boys. Not too experienced with
the Labyrinth but not as ignorant as they let on, either. "I'mtelling you

exactly what happened, as near as | can renenber it."
The aspirin were starting to kick in and he was feeling better but tired. "Now,

you want me to tell it before | keel over or not?"

"Go ahead, Sam" Bill Markhamurged. "I'mall ears."

| stared at the nan. "You nmean this was all an elaborate attenpt to hire me?"
Voorhes cleared his throat nervously. "Wll, not entirely, but it becane so,

yes. You see, we had a serious problem Anyone well qualified to do it who

wor ked for us sinply couldn't be trusted in this matter for a nunber of reasons.
Doing it ourselves was sinply out of the question since we mght be hiring
sonmeone working for the fox to guard our henhouse. And since it was our own
lives at stake, we couldn't take the chance. But whoever we got had to
understand both the Labyrinth and its conplexities conpletely. The greatest
detective in any world was no good to us because he'd have to spend nonths just
| earning the rules and procedures and tables of organization and the like and
getting confortable with the concept. That |eft someone fromthe Conpany;
sonmeone wel | -connected enough to find out if indeed we were conprom sed, but
anyone we got fromthere would have a vested interest in cheerfully stalling
until we were all dead. You can understand our dilenma."

I could at that. "So you decided to kidnap nme and my son and hold nmy son as the
price of solving your problem |'msurprised you didn't just take Brandy."

"Ch, we couldn't do that. Even if we thought she was fully qualified to do it
and hadn't been, as it were, out of circulation and practice for years now, she
could hardly be objective. | mean, she has good reason to hold grudges agai nst
us for past- unpleasantries-and even if she tried to do it she would be
under st andabl y blind prejudi ced enough to go after certain nenbers of the Board,
guilty or not of what we wanted. You, on the other hand, have an excellent
reputation for this sort of thing, have kept your hands and head in the business
consistently, and you, along with your wife, are responsible for doing us in the
last tine and in actually trapping and convicting a nenber of the Conpany's
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board. Your clearances and contacts within the Conpany are inpeccable. You see?"

I nodded. "I see, all right, and | suppose in a way it's flattering, but you
don't seemto have ny own interests covered. If |I took on your case, and

remai ned as objective as | could be under the circunstances, | would have to
know as nuch about your own top organi zation as | do about the Conmpany." | would
know who all your |eaders were, where they were, and many of the details of your
operation. In the end, I would know too nuch."

"True enough," Voorhes agreed, "but you know that there are many rather easy
ways around that sort of thing. Gtherwise, in this sort of technol ogy, none of
us could feel any neasure of security.”

I thought of those two opposition security nmen, like little children, drooling
and blank. "I don't think I'd like a little explosion in nmy head and a life
trying to figure out howto tie ny own shoel aces."

"Well, there are other ways than that. In fact, | don't mind telling you flat

out that we are better than ninety percent conplete on our grand and fina
project. The Conpany will be destroyed, Mster Horowitz. We know how to do it
and we will do it. W tried gentler ways and you and your wi fe bl ocked that.
There are sonme who think you should be thanked for that. Had we succeeded in
hooki ng the | eadership of the Conpany on that nasty little drug we woul d have
come to run it, and near absol ute power woul d have changed hands fromthemto
us. There are many, including nyself, who wonder if we would have been any
better at it than they over the long run. W are all human, M ster Horowtz.
Such power woul d have proven -irresistible.”

There was a runbling of thunder in the distance and Voorhes | ooked up at the
sky. "Come," he said. "You are rested now. Cone inside the house before the
storm breaks and we will discuss it further."

The house was |arger than it appeared, and quite confortabl e-looking, although
it lacked nodern anmenities. It was an ei ghteenth-century house in a Stone Age
world, with oil lanps for light and rmuch of the furnishings having that handnade
| ook. It was as good as you mi ght expect in a non-technol ogical world, though,
and there were sone concessions. Screens on the wi ndows, netting over the doors
to keep out the bugs, that sort of thing. The stone construction kept it cooler,
al though with a perpetually danp snell and feel to it.

In a back room | could hear two wonen's voi ces speaking to one another in the
native | anguage, and while | could make nothing out, the |ight tone and

occasi onal giggles rem nded me of two schoolgirls playing hooky. | took a seat
on a hard couch in the living roomand Voorhes sank into a padded rocker that

| ooked wel | used.

"Where do you get the ice?" | asked him

"Huh? Ch, there is power and sone anenities in the substation control room
including a small freezer. Every day | go down there and coll ect sone things,
like the ice, and bring themup here in an insulated cooler until used. The
natives were fascinated by clear ice. OGther than hail and snow on the distant
mount ai ns they'd never seen the like. They like cold drinks, but they are
actually rather smart. They i medi ately saw how naking ice could lead to the
preservation of food and that this would be a major threat to their lifestyle

and val ues. They'll accept an iced drink now and agai n, but won't hear of using
it outside of the house here."
I | ooked around. "Wiy are you here, M ster Voorhes?" | asked, genuinely curious.

"I's your opposition systemso extensive that they can afford to have nen |like
you stuck here as nere station masters?”

Voorhes was silent for a nonment, then replied, "No, not as extensive as al

that. GOh, this abandoned spur has its uses, not the |least of which is that the
station itself is so different in design and operation fromthe standard one
that it's nearly inpossible to detect, but, yes, you're right, it could be run
by al nost anyone. | |live here because | choose to. Because not only is this
wor |l d unpol luted, but it steadfastly rejects our pollution. There is a purity, a
sinmplicity about this place that | have found nowhere el se. These peopl e have
not hing but an attitude. If we could export it, even its basic essence, we would
give humanity sonmething it truly needs and | acks, or has forgotten. | nyself am
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so much a victimof our nodern technol ogical societies that | have to have this
house and nmany of the creature conforts. Qur ancestors knew how to farm and hunt
and gat her but we ourselves have |lost that. W are dead w thout our technol ogy,
at | east at sone | east common denominator level. So, | amas mninmalist as | can
force nyself to beconme here, and | find a nmeasure of peace."

| nodded, understanding the nman even though | wasn't sure that what he saw as
the idyllic life was anything |, personally, would pick. Sort of an extrene
version of what Brandy and | had experienced when we noved from our dense, urban
environnment to the nountains of rural central Pennsylvania. You had no idea how
much pressure you lived under, just day to day, in the city, until it was
removed. But | had a real fondness for central heating and air conditioning and
cable TV and supermarkets, and |'d gone about as rural as | wanted to get.

"You are not what | expected on the opposition," | noted, not trying to be coy
or anything other than honest.

"I ndeed? And what did you expect? Ch, yes- the drug business. Ugly business,
that. We're not all philosophers, Mster Horowitz, and we're not even all very
ni ce people. Mst of us were, once, but not any nmore. W've been nmade bitter and
cynical and cruel. The irony of conflict with an enormous and evil institution
is that you can effectively fight it only by adopting its norals and its

met hods. Sooner or later, you beconme as corrupt and evil as they, and you tel
yoursel f your ideals are still intact, but they beconme nere excuses for the

hi ghest forms of barbarism It's the curse of the nodern revolutionary, | fear,
and | amas guilty of this as any of the others. Perhaps nore so, since | amthe
group theoretician-the fell ow who soothes consciences if there are really any
left. | ama bit nore sane when | amin this environment and in these
surroundings, that's all. And yet, even in the worst of us there is that glimer
of purpose, of conscience, of sone sort of noral inperative. That is why we have
agreed now that half measures sinply do not wash. The Conpany nust be
destroyed-utterly. The Labyrinth nust be shut down, the stations dismantled, the
at nospheric systens and switch points rendered permanently inoperative. Each
worl d must continue ignorant of and deprived of the fruits of the others, free
to find its own destiny, good or bad. If the Labyrinth remains open, it will be
used and abused, if not by the Conpany then by us, and if not by us then by

soneone el se. And, like us and our mirror image of the Conpany, the vast bul k of
humanity will be protected from anything except itself."

| thought it over. | wanted to know nore. | wanted the whol e picture.

Besi des-there were other factors. | shifted in ny seat and then said, "I suppose
I should tell you now that my son is no | onger under your control, and | nade
arrangenents that he'll be much nore difficult and costly to get again."

Voorhes was definitely startled. "Really? And yet you cane anyway? Telling no
one?"

| nodded. "I cane, and nobody except Brandy knows ny real purpose. | did, of
course, lay in sone insurance, but so long as I'malive the Conpany knows
nothing. | think that in at | east one respect you nisread ne, naybe nore. You
see, if you had still had ny son, | would not be here now. "

The storm broke, rather dramatically tinmed to ny great inner satisfaction, and
there was suddenly a wi ndstorminside the house as well, causing Voorhes to junp

up and struggle to close the i mmedi ate wi ndows agai nst the al ready poundi ng
rain.

The fellowis too devious for his own good, | reflected as | watched the show
and did nothing to help. He nmakes a plan nuch too conplicated and nuch nore
costly than need be just to lure me here and yet, with sure signs of a storm
com ng, he makes no nove to close the wi ndows before it actually hits. It said a
| ot about Voorhes' personality and character

The bearded man was in the other room shouting at the girls in the native
tongue, and when he came back in he was clearly wi nded, again to ny devilish
delight. Served the old bastard right for running me ragged through that dammed
jungl e.

Voor hes took a couple of minutes to settle hinself, nmunbled a | ot of dark
phrases glaring at the rain and the doorway in a Germani ¢ tongue, then got

hi nsel f back together and sat back down and stared at nme for a few seconds,
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getting back on track.

"Fascinating," he said at last. "I nean you, Horowitz. Naturally, we established
a difficult but possible trail to see if indeed you could do it. If you hadn't
been able to track and |iberate your own son on your own world, then you

woul dn't have been considered for the nore difficult task."

I wasn't sure if that was the truth or not. It certainly nade a | ot of sense out
of what they'd done, but then the cost had been hi gh and Voorhes had seened
genuinely surprised at the news. It nmade little difference in the outcone but
the answer would tell me a | ot about how far | could trust these jokers.

decided to test it.

"If that's so, then you lost a |lot of people in the taking, cost yourself a
fortune, exposed an underground organi zation on nmy world, and |lost two of your
own in the process.”

Voor hes shrugged. "The organi zati on was no | onger necessary or relevant to us.
The people, with two exceptions, were little nore than cannon

fodder in the struggle-less than pawns, really. The two of any inport knew the
risk and felt confident of thenselves. They were al so expendable, as are we all,
in the cause. Their usefulness was in running the cover on your world in any
event, and, as | said, that was no | onger needed. Its exposure has actually
saved us tine, noney, and nmanpower, since such a network and those who taste the
power of it is not easily shut down with an order. Still, | find it curious that
you woul d cone after getting your son back. Cone defensel ess and al one. "

I shrugged. "I"'man easy man to kill, so | don't worry about that part of it in
my profession. | brought no weapons because |I'm |l ousy with weapons. That's not
my field of expertise. Brandy is the weapons expert, as your peopl e discovered.
And | have clients, not owners, and ny value to said clients is useless if ny
brain's nmessed with or drug dependent or anything like that. Besides, while |
have no reason to |ove you or your people, | don't have nmuch | ove and admiration
for the Conpany, either. | see the sane things wong that you see, and | don't
like them At the nonent, if you'll pardon ny honesty, | think both you and the
Conpany are a pair of sline balls. You' re both vicious, corrupt, and you see
peopl e, even whole worlds, as nothing nore than spots in a | edger or-less than
pawns, really."

Voor hes | ooked unconfortable at that. "All that you say is true, yet we wll
stop it. Wthout the Labyrinth there is no corrupting power."

"And you're not really sure that you have the strength or will to turn it off,
even if you have a nethod, are you? That's why sone nurder of one of your top
people has you in a tizzy. You're not afraid that one of your top boys has
turned traitor; you're afraid that at | east one of your boys has becone so
corrupted that he'd rather be a demigod than give it up. That's it, isn't it?"

"You are quite perceptive, Horowitz. I'I|l give you that. Perhaps | m sjudged
you."

"You said you were against bringing nme in at all. Wiwy? And who was ny chanpi on?"
"W had a choice of many of the greatest detectives ever produced by
civilization. Frankly, | didn't find your qualifications all that great in
conparison. | also believed that you had too nmuch of an ax to grind agai nst us
for past indiscretions. However, you might just be the right one for this after
all. As to who chanpi oned you- interestingly, our conputers suggested you as one

on a very short list. Two others, one of whom | think you know or at |east know
of - pi cked you off it."

I gave hima wan smle as the stormcontinued to how and pound all around them
"Now I'Il tell you the conditions under which I'll take your case," | said
"Condi tions? Consider your position, man! Have you | ost your senses?"

"Sonme people think | never had them You know that |'ve got high security
Conpany bl ockers in ny head. Any attenpt to put nme under a hypno or sonething
like that and reprogramne or get at information would be very unpl easant for

me. |'msure you've had a nonitor on ne at |east since we canme inside, though

You know I'"mnot lying to you. I'Il catch your nurderer for you-or he'll catch
me- but beyond the Iie detector we don't go. No drugs, no progranm ng, no funny
techni ques. The nost |I'I|l accept voluntarily is the sane kind of blocking seals
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on what | learn about you all as | have on the Conpany data. | don't tell them
your secrets and | don't tell you theirs. Beyond that, | have free and unlinited
access to any and all data that | need, any people, places, and the like
require, and absolute freedom of action. | will get all the cooperation | need
or I'"Il quit. Either you trust me, within reason, to play as fair with you as

do with the Conpany, or it's inpossible. My wife and child stay out of it and
sacrosanct. Anybody touches them and that becones ny only concern and you can go
to hell."

Voor hes sighed. "You ask too nuch trust fromones |like us. They will never go
for it."

"Then everything you did was in vain. You play with my nind and it'll blow up.
You hook ne on sone new variety of drug and you bl ow any chance 1'll have a

cl ear head and the sort of conditions conducive to solving anything at all. You
are a client, nothing nore or less. As a client you are confidential from anyone
including nmy other clients, and I'll take no case that treads on conflict of
interest. Since |'ve nostly been designhing and checki ng out security
installations lately, that's not likely. | don't even care which one of you

Wi ns. The case stands alone. Either it's nmy way or you can either send ne back
and find one of your great detectives to take it or you can blow ne away and do
t he same. "

Voor hes thought a nmonent, then responded, "We considered this problem There are
a lot of good detectives, and, as you night inagine, sonme are on paper as
qualified if not as experienced as you. W decided that the only way to insure
our own security was to use soneone with, oddly, a high noral sense-a strong

conscience, if you will. That was what made the list so short. So far you have
been sitting there saying, 'Wat a decent sort of chap this is. |I sinply can not
reconcile this with the mad terrorists | know they are." Well, | wll not

di sappoi nt you. You will have your freedom and your independence, but you wll

carry a burden with you. You have no idea how nany or which worlds we either
control or nove freely in. If you take this case, and anything you learn of us
gets to the Conpany-if anything goes wong that results in a betrayal, whether
your fault, our fault, or nobody's fault, an order will be given resulting in
the obliteration of millions of innocent nen, wonen, and children by nucl ear
devi ces or other means as we choose or that are convenient. The targets have
been set up at random by our conputers; even we don't know which ones are
prinmed. But if we are betrayed, and you survive, we will nake certain you get
graphi ¢ evidence that we have carried out our threat."

I was appalled. "Now, wait a mnute! I'll take responsibility for myself but you
ask for things out of ny hands!"

"That is the way it is, Horowitz. You nust believe we will do what | said we
will do. Those are the terms."

| shook ny head. "Uh uh. | can't take on that kind of |load no matter what. The
Conpany's not stupid and you've drawn arrows pointing to ne and m ne that have
drawn themlike flies."

"You mi sunderstand, Horowitz," Voorhes said curtly. "If you refuse, then we
shall not only eliminate you but put all our resources on elimnating your wfe
and child as well no matter where they might be. A small nuclear device in a
suitcase nmany mles fromyour hone would do it, and we can track themand wait.
You have already taken the case. You did that when you showed up here in
response to ny invitation."

I reached inside nmy shirt pocket, pulled out a cigar and lighter, and lit the
stogi e, then sat back and sighed. The stormwas already slacking off; it was
danmp and unpl easant, even clamy, but clearly the rain was stopping. Dam! |

never figured on thembeing that sliny! | had no doubt that the sons of bitches
woul d do just what they said, too.

Still, this was the greatest challenge | could ever face in ny career, and naybe
one too great. Billions of lives ... a whole world. That was one hell of a fee.
And solving their damed nmystery was only the start of the problem

"Al'l right, then maybe we should start," | said, feeling curiously distanced,

alnost a third party watching the affair. "Background first. Wiy you started
this rebel organization, why you hate the Conpany so nuch, and how the
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| eadership came together. | want to know what binds you."

"That is easy," Voorhes replied softly. "W are all dead."

"Qur home world was |ike nost of the Type Zero worlds you know," Voorhes began
"The history, particularly fromthe Mddl e Ages onward, was quite divergent, but
that common thread gives you a general idea that our values, our cultures,
weren't so alien as to be unrecogni zabl e. The precise details are uninportant.”
"You're all fromthe sane origin world?" | asked him That was new.

Voor hes nodded. "The Board and top | eadership, yes. The vast hordes of others,
no. Bel ow us are hotheads, malcontents, revolutionaries, crimnal types, and
madnen-t he usual sort you can always find in such a fight, and we had an
extraordinarily large pool to choose from The |larger groups are fromworlds we
either control or have agreenments with. That sort of thing. But it's our world
that's at the heart of it. You see, we bred a | ot of people who were just too
dammed cl ever and societies where it was sinply too difficult for the Conpany to
remain totally unobtrusive, as it likes, as well as many things the Conpany

want ed or coul d use

"At, any rate," he continued, "they-the Conpany-were discovered. Found out. They
had the tabl es turned on them so to speak, as our own people worked to discover
all that we could about the alien invaders even as they were trying to find out
everyt hing about us and take us over. Enornous projects in nore than one nation
had been wor ki ng on di nensional mathematics and i nterdi nensi onal physics since a
couple of brilliant theoreticians had cone up with the math for them and

di scovery of the Conpany and of the stations fed rather than confused or cowed
us. Qur leaders didn't run fromit or dismss it as unbelievabl e nonsense. No,
the evidence was that we were being invaded by a parallel world. The natura
thing was to try and figure out howto invade themin turn."

"Go ahead. I'mwth you so far," | told him fascinated in spite of nyself.
"Well, you see, this was a case in which ignorance woul d have been better than a
partial truth. We were like a planet in a solar systemthat for some reason
coul d see nearer planets but could never see or imagine the mllions and
billions of stars. If invaded by aliens, they would assune the invasi on was
comng fromone of the planets and they would build rockets to charge to the

of fense, never dream ng that these invading aliens cane in starships and
controlled a thousand mllion worlds. None of themever dreaned that there was a
Labyrinth. Onh, there mght be an infinite nunber of parallel worlds, but one
went through themone at a tine. The concept of an al nbst random access network,
an interdinensional railroad even, was inconceivable to them And there was
conpetition between nations as well for the potential prizes this alien
civilization mght hold. They played the gane well. The Conpany was so arrogant
and cock-sure of itself it didn't know what hit it. Agents were taken or killed,
net wor ks broken up, stations seized, in perfect coordination. Needless to say,

it rang alarmbells everywhere."

I nodded. "A whole horde in control of stations with access to the Labyrinth.
Yeah, | can see the problem And | assune it was on a key part of the main |ine
so the Conpany couldn't switch themoff into linmbo without cutting itself off as
wel | . "

"I ndeed. Ch, the Conpany actually had little problens securing the Labyrinth
proper, but once our fol ks had the technol ogy they found weak points the Conpany
hadn't exploited or covered and began to punch through thensel ves. Cruder

mechani sns, naturally, by far, but a nusket ball kills as surely as a nmachine
gun bullet. And we were learning fast. Never before had the Conpany faced a foe
who understood pretty much what they were facing and who had sufficient

know edge and technol ogical skills to build on what they di scovered, and to

anal yze and use the technol ogy they found. Wrse, being on a nain |ine they
couldn't sinply lock a switch onto a linbo line, as you called it, and let them
stew. Besides, they mght well begin analyzing the power grid and building their
own swi tches. They pani cked. The Conpany, the entire Board, panicked. Operations
were disrupted for the foreseeable future, and that m ght have been enough, but
they had the nightmarish feeling that the Visigoths were knocking on the very
gates of Rone. They took a vote, and their Director of Security was ordered to
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back flush that area of the line."

"Now you've lost ne," | told him "I was with you up to now." But, deep down,

t hought | knew what the nan was going to say, and it nade things instantly
clearer-and it nmade me sick to nmy stonach.

"First you purify the line between two switch points where the problemis. You
sterilize it by storing trenendous energy in the power substations at each
switch point and then, at a given signal, you feed that power back through all
but one of the lines in the Labyrinth. It is two nassive force fields, pure
energy, conming at one another from opposite directions, disintegrating anything
and everything within the cubes as they conme. Wen they neet, the energy can go
neither forward nor back if you've done your job right, so it goes in one
massi ve surge to every station or weak point at the cube where they neet. Wen
that happens there is an unavoi dabl e additional surge fromthe central power
core itself, suddenly liberated if only for a short while. The Labyrinth goes
dark, but massive power rushes out until the power grid can be slowy brought
back down to normal |evels over a period of hours, even days. Qherwi se it would
melt the whole system The energy release is sufficient to vaporize nore than a
third of the planetary surface, hurling up much of it in mcroscopic specks
until it blankets the planet and darkens it for fifty to a hundred years.
Everything not killed in the initial surge dies slowy and agonizingly in
freezing cold thereafter."

Have you ever destroyed a whol e worl d?

It's been done, but it takes a unani nbus vote of the Board

"Good God! There's nothing | eft?"

"Ch, some noss and lichens will survive, some m croscopic spores, and probably a
fair nunber of insects of the worst sort-cockroaches, that sort of thing. Sone
odd fornms of sea |ife near vol canic vents that depend not at all on sunlight or
warm water. But major |life-human, plant, aninal- that's gone. Every one and
every thing. Wrse than an atom ¢ hol ocaust, if you can imagine that. The
people, the culture, the books, the plays, the great works of art and
architecture, the work of a mllennia of intellectuals. Al gone forever. There
was never even a threat, let alone an attenpt at negotiation or conprom se. Not
even a denmand for unconditional surrender. They panicked and they did it and
they didn't even | ose any sleep over it. It was just one world, nothing

i mportant, peopled with inferior human beings."

"I think I can guess who the security chief who carried it out was," | said,
horri fi ed.

"Yes. Mikasa Landukur. Not then on the Board -he was far too young for that. Not
the man who voted to order it, although he certainly would have done so, but the
man assigned to actually do it. Even then he was a schener, consunmed with
anbition and a lust for power. He had al ready been gathering data on the old
abandoned switch points fromthe past, and checking themout, then erasing them
fromthe security data banks. He had the highest code-after all, he was born to
the position, as it were, and they trust blood over anything else every tine.
Havi ng found places to hide them he now needed an arny-an organi zation that
could not be traced by conventional Conpany neans. People who hated the Conpany
so much they could never be swayed by it."

"Now you've lost ne," | told him "If your people were between your world and
the Conpany's holdings, and if there was no negotiations, then where did you al
conme fronP"

"W were already here. The Conpany works as much as possible through |ocals. You
know that. You're a part of a local organization. Not only do |ocals know the
territory but they are inconspi cuous and you get your pick of the best talent.
We had been recruited fromour various nations and jobs before our countries
turned the tables; we'd been brought to other worlds, even the Conpany world, to
be trained in the new technol ogy, the new econonics, and beconme the Conpany on
our world. We weren't the first by any neans, just the last. W were cut off
when t he breakt hrough occurred, and, quite naturally, Landukur ordered us
arrested, rounded up, and if he'd been true to his orders he would have
liquidated us all, since we were all potential threats to Conpany official dom
He didn't, though. Instead, we were officially killed-the weakness he exploited
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nost in that huge organization is the belief that whatever the conputer tells
you is true-and our records erased. W were taken to one of the hideaway worl ds,
outfitted with new security transponders that can be reprogramred wi th al nost
any code once you have it, and set up as a rebel organization. Ch, he gave a
stirring, tearful speech to us, | tell you."

"Uh huh. | bet. Like he did everything to stop it but those bastards on the
Board just did it coldly, and he was norally repul sed by it and that he was the

only neans of eventually revengi ng yourself on the Conpany and so forth. | can

i magi ne. "

"The speech, yes. The effect on us, | doubt. Sonme of us couldn't take it. They
went mad, or refused to believe that our world wasn't still out there sonepl ace,

or they killed thenselves. The rest of us-we believed it. W knew the | ocation.
Most of us had husbands, wi ves, children back there, or at |east brothers and
sisters, parents, relatives, close friends. The | oss was deeply personal, but it
was nore than that. W had no hone, no roots, no reality any nore. There
suddenly was no future for us anywhere, nothing to live for- except revenge. Qur
hatred and our revenge fueled us, Horowitz, and still does. If | truly believed
in a metaphysical Hell of eternal tornment | would willingly consign nyself there
for eternity if | could nurder this Conpany. But |-we-are already in Hell. W
have been in Hell for a very long tine now It is always with us. It never goes
away. W took what Landukur gave us and took advantage of the security freedons
we had and we set up shop to discover how we coul d nurder the Conpany. W nade a
bl ood pact that we woul d never waver, and, so far, none of us have."

"Needl ess to say, you included Mukasa in your nurder plans as well, but he was
too culturally blind-sided to realize it. He thought you bought the package."
"Yes. The Conpany has nmany weaknesses, and its culture is the worst of them when
properly understood. But, you see, we rejected tit for tat revenge. For one
thing, destroying the Conpany world nmeant seizing control of the full Labyrinth,
and not even Landukur coul d manage that wi thout being caught. W finally decided
we didn't want to destroy themwe wanted themin Hell. Al of them And for as

| ong as possible."

"That's where your drug cane in. Infect the Board and then they have to foll ow
your orders because you have the supply. Use the Board to infect the top levels
of society. Use themto infect the entire golden race of the Conpany, and then
you have nmade theminto a race of abject, addicted slaves."

"That was the gist of it, yes," Voorhes admitted. "It was quite a clever plan,
too. You must grant us that. Particularly when we were able to turn loyeo into
our willing and fanatical agent. Sone of us may seemto be rather romantic
figures-present conpany excepted. It wasn't difficult to engineer an affair,
have it turn serious, and then convey our own |loss and tornment. W took her hone
and showed her what the Conpany had done. W showed her countl ess other exanples
of the cruelty and horror what you call G QOD., Inc. had inflicted and conti nued
toinflict; hownmany billions of lives it had so casually enslaved or snuffed
out. His courier becane our carrier, and he woul d becone the first victimof his
own plot. It was delicious."

I thought about Brandy and her tornent with the drug. "Not if you're on the
receiving end of things. You nearly destroyed ny wife, not to nention quite
literally blow ng sone of nmy brains out. Fortunately not the ones | used nost,
but | remenber."

Voor hes shrugged. "You rust understand that this is not nmerely revenge, it's a

m ssion. The Conpany now controls or exploits thousands of worlds. There are
hundreds of thousands, perhaps mllions left to go. One by one they will be
corrupted and nade col oni al possessions or they will be destroyed. How many
lives is that, Horowitz? It must end, no matter what the cost, for the sake of
those who have yet to feel the yoke. If the cost is you, or your famly, or five
whol e worlds, or fifty, it nust be done for the sake of the others. W al one can
doit."

I didn't exactly go along with that greater good thesis, but | now understood
what drove them and why it wouldn't natter if | voiced nmy concerns. They were
not going to be tal ked out of that by ne or anyone else, not now, and they were
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by now hardened fanatics, able to rationalize anything at all to attain their
ends.
Just |ike the Conpany.

"And now you say you're close to your goal," | noted. "A different way."

"That need not concern you. What our plans are now is not something you want to
know i f you ever hope to live out a normal life."

"What you are planning may or nay not be relevant to the case. |'ll have to
decide that later. If | have a need to know, then I'Il have to know. The

i mportant point right nowis that you feel you are close to your goal. How
cl ose? Weeks? Mont hs? Years?"

Voor hes shrugged. "1'd rather not answer that, but a bit |onger than nonths,
certainly. Let's just say that it won't be next nonth but it mght well be next
year."

I nodded. "That will do. And how | ong have you known the rough conpletion tine?
That is, about how | ong ago did you determine you were going to be able to do it
and within a specified tine frame?"

The rebel frowned. "I don't understand your |ogic here."

"Bear with nme."

He sighed. "All right-just a few weeks ago."

"How many weeks?"

Voor hes shrugged. "I don't know. Three, | guess. The last full Committee neeting
at which the report was read to all of us was a bit under three weeks ago,
Conpany tine. | fail to see where this is |eading."

"And when did your nurder occur?"

"Ten days ago. At first we didn't think it was a nmurder or we would have acted
sooner. You'll see why when you hear the details. Once our people established
that it was nurder, we've clanped down our own security and retreated to our
secure areas whenever possible. That is one reason why we are here. The switch
you cane through will automatically operate only for ne. Anyone el se coning in,
or going out, would have to be switched here manually, as you were. That is why
| feel secure here."

| nodded. "But not everybody can afford to stay holed up. That's why you want
this thing cleared up, isn't it? You ve got the end in sight and you're all in
your hol es because you don't know if you're going to live to see it otherwi se.
It's limting your effectiveness and increasing your paranoia."

Voor hes nodded sadly. "Yes. Indeed, that is why we finally deci ded we needed to
get soneone in to clear it up. R ght now we don't even trust each other enough
to go face to face. W don't even know where half the Board is, and they're
keeping it that way, conmunicating through secure channels only. W can't even
test one another. It's very frustrating."

"How many nenbers are on your board, or committee, or whatever you call it?"
"Nine. At least, there were nine. W're now left with eight. No rea
repl acenents, either. The years have taken their toll. W eight are the |ast

survivors of our world."

"Uh huh. What nakes you think your victimwasn't just another casualty, though?"
"The nmurder site. Pandross-that was his nane -was our own security w zard. He
rarely ventured out of his lair, and that lair was so well protected that only
menbers of the Committee itself could enter-and even then only w th Pandross's
personal added security code if he wasn't in the Security Center hinself. W
want ed no Mikasas in our organi zation, and no doctored records."

"Al'l right. 1I'll have to take a good |l ook at his security system which | assune
you' ve changed, to nake absolutely sure, but for now I'll take your word for it
that only one of the eight could enter. There's no such thing as an absolutely
secure system | design themmyself. It is possible that sonebody outside of your
Comm ttee broke it, which would make sonebody |ike Pandross, who was usually
there if what you say is true, and al nbst always al one and feeling very safe and
secure, the easiest mark of the entire Commttee. What was the murder weapon?"
"I't appeared that he had a stroke in his office. It can happen to any of us, so
at first we nerely mourned. But Pandross himself instituted a set of very rigid
procedures, particularly when one of us died, and he was subjected to an
exacting conputerized autopsy and analysis. It clearly showed evidence of a
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nerve-based paralysis hold, one of the martial arts things, that woul d have
rendered himeither unconscious or unable to nove. Wth that, we then discovered
a fresh puncture wound in the left leg, such as a syringe m ght nmake. There was
a tiny bruise that we could not see because it was on a dark patch of skin.
Whoever did this had planned things thoroughly. There was nothing in the bl ood
stream but it mght well have been sonething that broke down, or a natura
substance, or even a set of air bubbles. W often forget how fragile we really
are.”

I nodded. "Well, I'malready inclined to accept your theory that one of you did
it, just fromwhat you said. Anyone who got in there would al nost certainly be
soneone he knew and trusted. Anyone who could get that close to himand use that
paral ytic hold wouldn't be sonmeone who overpowered himthere' d be signs of a
struggl e and other bruises and the |ike. He knew his assailant and trusted him
or her enough to turn his back on them The killer also knew him You take
targets of opportunity with the needl e nethod. The killer knew of the dark patch
and that it would conceal, buying himor her precious tine before the autopsy
found it and al so probably insuring that the nurder scene was cl eaned up and
preci ous evidence tossed out with the trash. The killer also knew the security
roomand its procedures, because obviously the goings-on there would have to be
erased fromthe inevitable nonitors, as well as the log in and out both of the
security center and the world it occupied.”

"We all knew how to operate the security apparatus,” Voorhes told ne. "W had
to. We couldn't depend on himfor everything, nor on his continued health and
wel | -being. It was personal pass-coded, though-inplant |.D., handprint, retinal”
and a coded password which we individually selected and which only we knew.
There's no chance of a duplicate being slipped in. You could not access the
security records without all of that, including the password."

"There's always ways, but | tend to agree. You are bound together by years of
common struggle, a comon heritage, and comopn goals. Even sonebody as good as
your boy woul dn't safeguard against the eight of you. If he couldn't trust you,
then all was |ost anyway. | assune you checked on where all eight of you were
during that period?"

"Naturally. Al of us have ironclad alibis, but, of course, with our comand of
the systemthey are as ironclad as tissue."

"Uh huh. Method, opportunity, and notive are the three essentials to solving one
like this. W know the nethod, and that intrigues ne. Wwoever hit ny place had
people there with a knowl edge of those paral yzing judo type holds."

Voor hes shrugged. "We all do. | doubt if a one of us would claimwe could do it
effortlessly and confidently, as the killer nmust have had to do, but any of us
could have sufficient surreptitious practice to feel confident enough to do it.
None of the Committee was directly involved in your operation, though. It was
too likely that all involved would have to be trapped in your world for quite
sone time and none of us was willing to take that chance."

"Then who was that whispery-voiced character Brandy heard who was obviously in
charge? | heard it on ny tapes."

Voor hes | ooked surprised. "Damed if | know. | know of no one on that operation
whose voice could be characterized that way. 1'd like to hear that recording
mysel f sonetine."

"If you let me get back, I'll see that you get a copy. Al of you. Not because

want him although | admt to having foul thoughts in that direction, but
because | think it's inportant that you can't identify himoff the bat. If he
wasn't at the top he had to be working for sonebody who was, and very close to
the top hinmself. Find himand we may find your killer."

I yawned. Wiile it was md-afternoon here, it was well past m dnight for ne now.
"I"'mgoing to have to get some rest before | can do anything nore. The only way
I"mgoing to have real freedomis to indicate to the Conpany that I'mon to

sonething. It'll be up to you to provide me with just enough expendabl e
informati on to keep them feeding ne rope, so we won't have squads out | ooking
for me. Also, I'mgoing to need soneplace secure as an office area. You provide
the place, 1'll nake it secure. | think this is going to be, overall, a very
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i nteresting case ..
Voor hes just gave me an odd snmile and said nothing in reply.

5
Roundi ng Up the Usual Suspects

| was dead tired, but | had trouble sleeping that night. It was neither the heat
nor humidity nor the strangeness of the surroundings, but nore nmy own situation

that bothered ne. | had expected that they wanted ne for some reason; | hadn't
expected a nurder, and | certainly hadn't expected the way they trapped ne with
a moral dilemma. | had no doubt at all that they would in fact nuke some maj or

city or precipitate a nmajor war just to get at nme, and they were dead on that |
woul d never accept the responsibility for that.

I was al so keenly aware of a double m ssion here, at |east, and a sort of
personal ethical problem Once | solved their problemif | could- they would
hardly let me go with a pat on the head. On purely pragmatic grounds, once

solved it | was dead nmeat. | couldn't really stall on it, though; they'd have
people and nonitors all over me and | knewit. If | solved it, | was dead. If |
didn't solve it, they would eventually | ose patience and, well, sane result.

As important was whether or not | could solve the other nystery of how they
expected, within a year, to destroy the Conpany and shut down the Labyrinth. The
coi nci dence of the nurder of their security chief just after the report, and, |
assuned, the go-ahead vote, on that was too big to ignore. Sonebody, at |east
one of them didn't agree with that decision and that action. Elimnating the
nerve center first, the man who would be nost likely to be able to catch them
was the obvious nove of sonebody in that case. Pandross knew t hem al |

personally and intimately, for many years, and with his personal involvenent and
his computers and nonitors he woul d have been the nmost likely man to finger an
opponent, particularly one ready to kill one or nore of their own.

There was every possibility that he smelled sonething and actually invited his
killer up to talk about it, secure in his lair. The nere invitation would rmake
it a "himor me" situation, and would have precipitated the murder. That was a
very interesting idea.

O K., sure, it mght have been sonething petty, some |ong-standi ng grudge, somne
romantic triangle, any of the usual notives, but | |eaned towards the vote and
the murder as just too close to separate. Voorhes hadn't been wong about the
seducti veness of power, even in a rebel opposition. It would be interesting to
know whi ch of the nine had spoken out against the plan, if any, even in a
devil's advocate role.

I finally did manage sone sl eep, and when | awakened it was to the snell of good
thi ngs cooking and strong coffee. | pulled on ny winkled clothes as best |
coul d and wandered out into the house itself.

| expected to see Voorhes or perhaps the native girls in the rather prinmtive
kitchen, and was very surprised to see a young wonan as out of place here as

or Voorhes there instead. She was clad in a very scanty string bikini over which
she'd draped a full apron to protect her fromthe spattering.

She was tall, |lean, and dark-conplected, with jet-black hair cut very short in a
man's style, and her features were kind of hard to figure. Sort of a South
Anmerican United Nations, although it went together quite well. Brazilian,

per haps, or from sonmepl ace where Brazil didn't exist but the same racial mx had
created a rather attractive new race that was equal parts European, black, and

I ndi an.

She turned to me and smiled for a monent, then went back to her cooking. It was

hot as hell in the kitchen and I couldn't stand it for long and didn't know how
she coul d, even dressed |like that.

"Hello," she said to me. "I am Maria. Senhor Voorhes is in the station now but
will be back any minute. Please go into the living roomor out on the porch. It
will be cooler to eat out there.”

Portuguese accent, certainly, but a nice command of English. | shrugged, then
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asked, "Wiat do they use for a bathroomin this place?"

"Qut house out back," she told ne. "Use the water pitcher and bow in the bedroom
for freshening up. The outhouse, it stinks terribly, so you will spend no nore
time in there than you nust."

Well, | must, so | went out, wal ked around, found it, and found that if anything
she'd flattered it. The insects around that thing were just enornous, and once
inside the snell was enough to nmake you want to throw up. | was very happy | had

to go before I'd eaten any breakfast; the question was whether or not | would be
able to eat after relieving nyself.

I made it out and got away fast, then took many deep breaths just to get the
stench out as best | could, and went back up to the house. | hadn't even paid
any attention to the pitcher and bow; now | saw it did indeed have tepid water
init and there was a washcloth, small towel, and a few ninimal toiletries on a

smal | shel f underneath. | used themas best | could, trying to make nyself as
present abl e as possible, then went back out and onto the porch. The freshening
had done wonders; | was starting to be able to feel hungry again.

Qut on the porch, Maria or sonebody had set a table that | ooked quite nice.
Netting had been | owered giving us sone inperfect protection fromthe insects,
and the table was actually set with china, real silver, ceramc cups, and sone
kind of flower in water in the center. There was a pitcher of sonme sort of juice
al ready out that felt cold, and | poured sone and sipped, then drank heavily of

it. | didn't recognize the fruit, but it was sweet and it tasted really good.
Even so, | was beginning to realize just how spoiled and civilized |I'd becone in
these past few years. | hadn't had nightnmares of nmy position or responsibility

during the night, but |I had dreaned again and again of air conditioning.

| sat back and | ooked at the river and was surprised to hear a notorboat.
turned and saw it-pretty traditional rowboat with an outboard notor attached
coming slowmy up river towards the dock. Voorhes was the only occupant. This
nmorni ng he was dressed in khaki shirt and shorts and wore one of those
silly-1ooking hard bush hats.

He pulled up to the dock, cut the notor, junped up onto the dock and tied off
the boat to a stake enbedded in the stone. Then he cane up to the porch,

unzi pped the netting, and stepped inside.

"Good norning!" he said pleasantly. "I trust you slept well."

"I slept lousy. Hotter than hell with hum dity matching the tenperature and

al nrost no breeze has never been one of ny favorite conditions. Renmenber, | was
in snow yesterday."

The rebel shrugged. "Wll, each to his own. You' ve net Maria?"

"Only briefly. She's not local."

"No, she came in earlier this norning. You will get to know her quite well from
now on. She's quite bright and quite useful in a nunber of capacities, and she
will do anything at all that you say."

Sam s eyebrows rose. "Anything?"

"Yes," Voorhes responded, nodding. "Obedience, within a pecking order, is the
normfor everyone in the society in which she was born and raised. You are,
quite naturally, at the bottom of her particular pecking queue, just over her,
but so long as you don't ask her to violate or attenpt to overrule orders from
above, she'll do just about anything. Don't nistake her for some roboticized or
| obot omi zed i ndividual, though. It's the way her people are. You will find her

i nval uabl e and talented."

"Yeah, 1'Il bet," | said sourly. "And she'll report every word | say and every
move | nake back to everybody el se, so our nurderer can know every nove | make
al nrost when | nake it, know my plans, have access to ny records and thoughts,
and take whatever steps are needed to thwart ne at every turn. Thanks a | ot,
Voorhes. And if | have to cross paths with the Conpany, how in hell am| going
to explain her?"

"Well, you didn't expect us to let you just run loose with everything you m ght
know, did you? | adnmit that it hobbles you a bit, but not as rmuch as you think
For one thing, she has been told to report only certain kinds of things back to
us, relating to areas of particular concern to us. Those things relating
specifically to your investigation aren't anong them As for the Conpany, she's
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carrying the transponder code of another young lady who is a |icensed Conpany
courier and she can get in and out of places rather easily and w thout arousing
any suspicion. She already has with no trouble. The Conpany bureaucracy is |ike

al | bureaucracies; they'll take your word for it that she cane as the result of
a request for aid in light of your wife's condition and the need to have soneone
remain with your child. As for the unforeseen-well, you have sonme expertise in

telling a convincing story. Ah-here she is, now"

Maria cane out bearing a large tray that contained a pitcher of coffee, rea
cream and brown sugar, and several bowls filled with various things fromdiced
fresh fruit to some sort of egg and rice dish, sweet breads, and other things.
She was no | onger wearing the apron and was nore in a state of undress than
dress in spite of being barely nodest.

She poured and served and then took her own seat.

"l hope you have nore of a wardrobe than | have," | commented.

She | aughed. "I have a snmall suitcase. Not too much, nothing cold weather, but
nmore than this. If this disturbs you | can go change."

"No, no! That's fine for now But I'mtold you' re going to be coming with ne on
this little adventure, and you'd certainly attract a lot of attention and
probably catch your death if that's all you had to wear."

"Maria will also be your guide," Voorhes told nme. "She knows the whats and
wheres of our organization-and the no-nos as far as you are concerned-and this
will allowus to minimze organizational contact until you want it and have
sonmething to tell us."

I nodded. "I assune you're not one of the big shots,” | said to her. "For one
thing, 1'd think you'd be too young."

"I ama Drone Cass D4 out of lquitos Control,'

she responded as if she was

giving her college address in lowa or sonething. "I amassigned to Alliance
work. | amtwenty-three."

A nmere child, | thought, but said, "Drone. Sounds |ike you're a bee or

sonet hing. "

She didn't take it wongly. "Qur society is based on the efficiencies of the

i nsect nodel,"” she told ne. "I have seen nany of your other societies and | find
them anarchistic or immoral, every one. | do not understand how any of you can
live that way. So nmuch enotional outbursts, antisocial behavior, poverty,
disease, filth ... | don't know how people can live like that, or why they would
tolerate it."

Good |l ord! They've assigned ne a female M ster Spock! | thought, amazed. Either
that or a refugee fromOwell. | nade a note to find out nore about her society

when | could, but not to press it now At |east, for sonebody who was supposed
to be totally obedient, she sure as hell was outspoken and disrespectful. |
i ked that nmuch, anyway.

"Well, all right," | sighed. "I guess there's no avoiding it. But, Voorhes, if
her presence is the thing that alerts the Conpany and nakes it all go bad,
won't be responsible or feel responsible. |I neither need nor want her-nothing

personal, ny dear."

Voor hes shrugged. "Perhaps. This is an awkward situation for all of us,

Horowitz. The sooner it is resolved, the |l ess chance there is of sonething going
wong." He paused a nonment. "W will arrange for you to have a wardrobe
sufficient for your needs by later today. Are you ready to begi n?"

I nodded. "If it's riot too far, we mght as well start with Pandross's pl ace
and let nme look at the security system The evidence will be |ong gone but you'd
be surprised what you can tell just by being on the scene, and if that systemis

in any way simlar to what | know or understand, then there might be things you
over | ooked. "

"Done. Maria will handle that for you, and I will set up a working place for you
to custom ze, although | suspect that if Pandross couldn't safeguard hinself |
don't see how you can, and that is always a danger."

"Pandross wasn't guarding hinself fromhis friends, but rather the records from
everybody but his friends. Still, | don't deny that when | get close | mght

well be a target. AlIl | can do is try and nake sure that anybody who nails ne

file:/lIF|/rah/Jack%20L.%20Chalker/Chalker,%2...%203%20-%20The%20Maze%20in%20the%20Mirror.txt (55 of 150) [1/19/03 4:21:15 PM]



file:///F|/rah/Jack%20L .%20Chal ker/Chal ker,%20Jack %20L %20-%20G.0.D. %201 nc%203%20-%20T he%20M aze%620in%20the%20Mirror.txt

will get nailed. This is the damedest situation any detective has ever been

pl aced in, you know. The nurderer knows everything about me, all my weak points
and vulnerabilities, and | don't even have a |ist of suspects."

"You want then"

"Only when | amsecure,” | told the rebel |eader. "Have all the records, all the
i nterrogations, everything done up to now available to ne. | also want the
personal backgrounds of everybody, and if you can get each other to give a
general critique of the other eight and even Pandross it will help as well. |

need to get filled in very fast here. And don't forget to include yourself in
that stack."

Voor hes | ooked stung. "Wy, | wouldn't have it any other way. Nor, of course,
woul d ny col | eagues. "

"Unh huh. And, Voorhes?"

"Yes?"

"I want to know i f anybody at that neeting was opposed to your new naster plan.
Anybody. Even if they got talked into it and later voted for it."

"You harp on that. Are you really certain that the timng was nore than a

coi nci dence?"

"No," | admitted, "but right nowit's the only notive |I've got. Any chance of ne
getting back home at some point, by the way? There are things 1'd like to pick
up. "

Voorhes sm |l ed and shook his head. "M ster Horowitz, do we | ook |ike fools? To
put you back on your own turf mght seal our death warrant and the end of al

our dreanms. No, Horowitz-for the duration, that is the one spot and the one
branch that is totally off linmits. Maria here has firmorders to kill you if you
so much as try it."

The pretty young wonan gave me such a sweet smile at that.

Maria's normal clothing was practical if a bit unflattering, consisting of a
light blue cotton pullover shirt and pants and a pair of fairly heavy hal fboots.
Apparently the boots were made for mud or constructi on work but as she was told
it might be cold in spots she'd decided they would do for that. | wondered if
she really appreciated what kind of cold she mght find. She wouldn't |ast ten
m nutes back hone this tine of year, and who knew what season or climate it

m ght be where we m ght have to go?

Pandross's security redoubt wasn't all that far, and | began to suspect that
nmost of these old and abandoned |ines and spurs were very close to the Conpany
world. It made sense; they were built when conpeting conpanies started out and
abandoned as they consolidated into one nonolithic corporate and socia
structure. It was quite natural that they would be building lines all over the
pl ace near where it all started, and that there would be few or none nuch
further up the line.

Still, the site of the unfortunate Pandross's nurder was even nore inpenetrable
than | had thought. For one thing, it wasn't inside one of the alternate worlds
at all but inside a nodified and enl arged abandoned switching station on another
of those spur lines. They had, of course, changed all the security procedures
and did not tell ne what they were, but they preserved all of Pandross's old
prograns and | eft his devices in place. They said it was in case sone
investigator like myself mght find themuseful, but | suspected that they just
didn't know how to get rid of them Break for ne, anyway.

| spent a great deal of tine examining the whole setup and control center. It
was an antique station, and | could never have figured out the esoteric controls
and the wall of antiquated switches and gages and the Iike there, but the
superinposed security systemwas state of the art, the data conputers well

concealed. | didn't bother with themright now, I'd need sonebody they'd talk to
in order to get nmuch out of them By the tine | finished with the security
network itself, though, | was convinced. Nobody but soneone authorized to enter

the station could have gotten here, and there was no way in the world that this

poi nt could even be accessed, |et alone penetrated, w thout the operator inside

knowi ng about it.

Pandross had sat in his controller's chair, allowed the killer entrance, watched
them conme in, then probably talked with them for several ninutes. Mre
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significantly, fromthe pictures there of the body and its placenent, he'd
gotten up and turned his back on his visitor, apparently to get sone coffee or
sonet hing el se fromthe small kitchenette off to one side. The killer had used
that to conme up behind him grasp himby the shoul ders, and work the paral ytic
nmove. The rest was easy.

I had Maria essentially duplicate all the noves, with nyself as Pandross, and up
to the nonent of the behind-the-back attack it all worked. She could not,
however, work the nove on ne. Try as she might, she couldn't get the sort of
grip on nme to apply the proper pressure to the proper nerves.

"It is not possible,"” she told ne after several tries.

"Sure it is," | replied. "It just nmeans that the killer had to be taller than he
was by, oh, three inches or nore."

"But the body was clearly noved. Why could it not have been done with him
sitting in the chair? It has wheels on it, after all."

"Uh uh. For one thing, it would be under the glare of the active security

moni tors there and woul d have caused the conputer to enit alarns and | ock itself
down. It wouldn't have prevented the nurder but then the nurderer wouldn't have
been able to have access to the data banks to erase the record. The point there,
give or take a couple of feet, in the kitchenette area, is the only spot where
the nmonitors wouldn't pick anything up. You set your traps where the loot is. At
the controls to the station, as you see, and at the conputer access stations
there. But not even a total paranoid puts heavy security on his refrigerator or
his coffee maker, particularly when you'd be seen getting to and from That was
his blind spot and the killer knew it. But he didn't die because he forgot to
put a guard on the ham sandwi ches. He di ed because this whol e place was desi gned
to keep out or prevent access to any but nine individuals. It was never designed
to protect himfromthem"

"But he was Security. He woul d have operatives in and out of here all the tine.
Way nust it be one of the others?"

"Because they had full access to the conputer and knew its esoteric ins and outs
and just how to make it dance. In this business you don't give away all your
secrets to anybody, since you can never be a hundred percent sure of your
operatives. That's why he hardly batted an eyel ash when they showed up to use
the conputer for sonething or other as they mi ght occasionally do. Even if you
had gotten to one of them reprogrammed them or switched them for a double,

they still couldn't work the conmputer itself. The data was safe and secure-
except fromthe Commttee. Let's see-Pandross was a hundred and seventy-seven
centineters tall . . . about five ten. 1'd say that's about the sane hei ght as

Voor hes, so while he's not off the hook it drops himdown a notch. Sone nice
heel ed boots would do it for him though. W' re | ooking for soneone who's over
six feet tall, at |least wearing shoes or boots that wouldn't | ook unusual. It's
going to be very interesting to see just how tall the other nenbers of the
Commttee are."

She stared at nme. "You enjoy this. You understand it so well. You nust have many
nmur ders where you cone from™

| shrugged. "And your people have none?"

"Crine is inpossible in our society. Not unthinkable, I will admt, but

i mpossi bl e. W do not even have a word for nurder in our |anguage."”

"Sounds boring. Still, | don't want you to get the wong inpression off the bat.
There's clearly a vast cultural gulf between us. Now, let's see . . . How best
to explain this?" | thought a nonent. "Do you have fires in your world? Things
catch on fire and firenen come to put the fire out?"

"Yes, of course we do," she responded in a patronizing tone.

"Do the firenen |ike what they do?"

"They take pride in it, yes. W all take pride in our functions."

I nodded. "Unh huh. And without fires they have no function. People who are very
good at firefighting love their work. In effect, they love fires. They woul dn't
start one, and they are horrified at the | osses just as we are, but if there is
a fire around, particularly a big one, then that's where they want to be. The
excitenent, the pressure, the physical and nental challenges it represents- they
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are alive when there is a fire, even though fires are bad things."

"Well, yes, but. . ."

"No buts. Now, | don't like nurders and | don't |ike dangerous puzzles to sol ve.
I"mparticularly unhappy with working with a gun to ny head and one hand tied
behind ne as | amnow. Still, if there is a crime, if there is a puzzle to be
solved, evil to be unmasked, then | want to be in onit. | want to solve it.
It's what | do. It's ny-function. Very few people | ove their jobs, Mria, but
sonme of us have talents others do not, and when those tal ented peopl e have jobs
perfect for those talents, they love their work. | love ny work. It's what |'ve
al ways dreamed of doing."

She accepted it, but didn't seemto understand it clearly.

"What about your worl d? How can you be human and there be no crine?"

"The human mind is aninmal," she explained, reciting the rationale just as it was
drilled into her. "It nust be controlled or it will cause destruction and
msery. In nmy world there is absolute equality. W are born to the State and
raised by it. W own nothing ourselves and everything in conmon. We serve the
common good. W learn and are tested and our best function is determ ned and
then we are schooled and trained for it. Then you enter the function at the

| owest level. |If you excel, you are pronoted."

"Uh huh. Sounds fairly ordinary for certain kinds of societies. | assunme with
each level up you get nore responsibility and nore creature conforts-privileges,
a bigger apartnent, that kind of thing."

"Yes, that is so."

"And what about the fell ow whose function is to now the | awn or wash the

di shes?"

"The same. There are the sane nunber of |evels for each function, and the
privileges are the same for each |evel."

"Interesting. And what about social life? Fanilies, babies, that kind of thing?"
"Eggs and sperm are taken and classified and stored," she said matter-of-factly.
"Then when particular functions are required the adjustnment is made genetically,
there is a match, and a child is produced. W do not have famlies, and we,
ourselves, are sterile. Fanmilies are irrelevant in a proper society."

"What about sex?"

"If you would like it, I will provide it. It is a proper way of flushing the
ani mal urges fromthe system"”
"No, no!" | was startled. By god, she would do it and right here if | asked her

"Just curious. But you have no jeal ousy, no theft, no crinmes of passion?" Even
Marx, if menory served, said we'd never get rid of crimes of passion.

"One owns nothing so there can be no theft. Al at the sanme |evel have the sane
things. One attains themby perfection in mnd, body, and function. Exclusivity
in cohabitation or relations is forbidden. In any event, jealousy inplies the
ownershi p of another, and we find that repulsive."

"And nobody ever beats the system or tries to?"

"It is inmpossible," she replied, not ruefully, just matter-of-fact. "W nust
regularly go and account for all of our actions, our thoughts, our deeds, in the
Conf essional . Wen we are born we are born with a dependency, and the substance
one nust take is unique to the individual. The Confessor alone controls what we
require. W neet regularly with our Confessor and we al so attend self-criticism
sessions. It is inpossible to hold anything back w thout anyone knowi ng that you
do, and if you do you do not get what you need to survive. There is no way
around it-the pain is too great. No one can withstand it, so no one hol ds back
when absol ute confession can end it. After a while you understand that any urges
agai nst the systemare crinmes agai nst society and you purge yourself conpletely
of such things. Until one thinks only correct thoughts w thout deviation one can
not be a whol e nenber of society."

Holy shit! | thought. Now there's the perfect totalitariani sm Drug-dependent
slavery for an entire civilization! Not even the worst of our society could have
dreaned of such absolute control

"How often do you need this stuff?" | asked her. "And, nore inportant, when's
the next tine?"

"I must report within five days,

she told me. "They always decide the
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interval ."

"To whom and how?"

"I amnot permtted to tell you that. However, | should tell you that | have
been nodified so that a certain pain threshold will kill ne before I can tel
anyt hing. "

Yeah, | thought sourly. And even if you grewreal fond of me you 'd still Kkill

me in an instant for your fix if so ordered. They weren't taking any chances on
any kind of bond formng that would get in the way of her orders. But al oud

said, "Well, look sharp. W've learned all we can here for now. You are arned?"
"Yes. | amtrained as a bodyguard anbng other things. | amwell versed in every
means of defensive conbat. Wiy do you ask?"

"Because we're going to be going to sone pretty rough worlds, | suspect, and

nmeet sone even rougher people, and | don't want anybody putting a slug in nme or
pi nching ny nerves or giving ne a needle."

"My primary function is to see that you carry out yours. Do not worry."

Wrry was one thing | had plenty of, though

"Al'l right, ook sharp. I"'msure | haven't noticed anything here they didn't

al ready know, but you never can be sure about a pre-enptive strike. |'ve been
anbushed in the Labyrinth before, and part of nmy head had to be regrown. | don't
want to have to go through that again."

"Where are we goi ng?"

"You are gonna use whatever conmuni cations you have and find out where they
suggest we go for an office, and then we're going there, and then I'I|l have a
whol e shopping list of stuff to get and a lot of work to do to feel safe there.
By the tine we're done with that, Voorhes or whoever should have our suspect
list and just exactly what | need. C non, Amazon Princess. W got work to do."
Having a Grl Friday plugged into the rebel systemwas handy from ny point of
view, | admit, inthat all | had to do was ask for sonething or conplain about
sonet hi ng and she saw that sonet hi ng was done about it. A conbination secretary
and bodyguard was a very handy accessory for any private eye. Only troubl e was,
she was not just ny assistant but ny jailer, too, making sure | didn't try

anyt hing funny or sneak funny nessages back or in any way bypass this
underground systemthey had. And with that nice little drug variation and her
"confessional," we not only weren't about to get too close, but | had the uneasy
feeling that, should |I solve this thing or should they tire of ne, her last job
in this assignment was to polish ne off no matter what.

It made for a |l ess than cozy arrangenent. Still, if | did solve the damed
thing, | would be the one to pick the tinme and place to tell her and anyone el se
about it-and no matter how conpetent she was, | was pretty damed sure she
wasn't immortal. Well, I'd have to cross that bridge later. It remained to be
seen whether | could in fact help them It was sure and certain that no matter
what el se happened their patience with ne would be limted. | didn't know what
kind of clock was running, but there certainly was one.

In another curious way, it freed ne. | didn't have to worry about whether or not

I shoul d ask such-and-so a question, or if it was safe for nme to find out this
or that. Knowing it didn't matter, and know ng that they knew, too, and knew
that | knewif that nakes sense-gave ne a certain uninhibited detachnent.

The place they found for ne was another of those old, abandoned sw tching roons,
and it was fairly confortable if a bit cozy. This one had only one | arge room
and nost of the furnishings had been cleared out long ago, giving it the | ook of
an abandoned floor in sone office building where once they had a bank or a | ot
of cubicles. The thing was set on automatic to open for ne and Maria; neither
one of us could trigger it alone, although if one of us were inside the other
could conme and go. | quickly discovered that the other one was just Maria; |
wasn't allowed out alone, and if she was out then | was stuck inside.

There was an override, of course, but of the eight survivors it took at |east
three of themfor the gate to open automatically and for themto enter or |eave.
It was a neat trick; it meant that no one or even two of them could show up
unannounced and do unto nme what they did to the previous security chief.

Getting the place in shape also wasn't nmuch of a problem Wth Maria's help, we
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pi cked up fromnysterious crews that asked no questions a bundle of things,
including a laundry list of stuff | denmanded-including, of course, real |aundry.
It was pretty practical, basic stuff but it fit nme, showing they' d done their
homework. Dirty stuff just got thrown in a box and stuck outside; sonebody
seenmed to pick it up and drop it back clean with a speed and efficiency | wi shed
my own | aundry had.

Wil e Maria got the place clean and livable, | worked with the two crates of
security gear | had requested. To be truthful, | needed naybe a tenth of what
I'"d ordered and sone of the stuff | ordered | knew only because |'d seen it

somewhere and knew it would be logical in a security apparatus. | just didn't

want any of themto take a ook at my tools and deduce ny exact security setup
fromny parts list. This way they' d be guessing, and they coul d never be sure
they had it all or that sonething hidden sonmepl ace wasn't gonna conme out and
bite them

W al so got two reasonable if not great cots with bedding, a porta-john (in
which | stuck sone really fine |looking electronic gear that blinked and
occasionally buzzed but otherwi se did nothing-1 had fun just thinking of anybody
trying to go to the John in there, though, Maria included), a portable kitchen
unit with water tank, some decent food and drink, and all the conforts of

hi gh-cl ass camping. | also got a desk, a set of normal office supplies, and a
Series 16000 Conpany terminal plugged into their network, not the Conpany's,

al though | discovered we had a | ot of databases in common. It wasn't until |

went to work on that sucker that | realized just how nuch the Conpany had been
conprom sed

Still, that one wi de open room neant that Maria and | were gonna get to know
each other real well

And then, as prom sed, canme the files on the eight remaining suspects, along
with a wall viewer and data files that interfaced to the 16000, which was set up
for interactive voice comunications and coul d answer my questions within the
limts of its know edge. Wth that, we could settle in and see just who and what
we might be dealing wth.

The first guy was Quin Tarn, but he was no Irishman. He was Asiatic, built Iike
a pro westler, a nartial arts expert and a fellow who trained every day by
smashing granite with his hands and feet. He wasn't exactly the kind of guy I
wanted to nmeet or know, and | wasn't the |east curious about whether he was bald
for real or shaved every day nor how he could nove his massive head without a
neck. The martial arts bit alone put himhigh on the inmediate list, but the
fact that he was only five six in spite of his weight and bulk | owered hima
bit. Sonehow | couldn't see this guy in high heels, not even boots.

"Do you have a voice sanple?" | asked the conputer. "If so, play it and al so
pl ay one for each subsequent subject as they cone up."

"Conplying," the conputer responded. It had a voice like an insufferable British
snob and | already disliked it.

Tarn's imge went into notion, and he was clearly talking to soneone out of
"canmera" (or whatever they used) range. "No tai quart su yang," he said, or
sonet hing like that.

"Nothing in English?" | asked the conputer.

"He is not on record as speaking English," the conmputer responded. "However, it
is fairly easy to hypno-teach any | anguage necessary."

I nodded. "Can you synthesize the voice, then?" | asked it. "Use all the

el ements of speech patterns to create an English sentence he might utter?" | had
al ready disqualified the guy as Gravel Voice, but that only excluded one
nmystery.

" Conpl yi ng. "

Tarn's i mage noved, although now it |ooked |like a very badly dubbed Italian
nmovi e, the words having no resenbl ance to what his |ips were doing and, for that
matter, no relation to what he was doing, either

"The qui ck brown fox junped over the lazy blue dog!" he said forcefully.

Oh, well. His high tenor alone told ne why he probably had built up all those
nmuscl es and had that | ook about him He had an odd, high voice, but nobody, and
I nmean nobody, was gonna | augh at sonebody who | ooked |ike that.
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"Was Tarn in favor of the project to destroy the Conpany fromthe start, and
wi t hout reservation?" | asked the conputer

"He argued neither for nor against nor took any part in any debate," the
conmput er responded. "All he did was vote for it when the vote was called."

I nodded. O K., that said sonething

"Who did he lose, if anybody, when his world bl ew?"

"Two wives and six children, youngest three, oldest thirteen,
ne.

My god! | thought, reflecting on ny own feelings when Dash had been ki dnapped.
No wonder they are so callous about everybody else! If they'd nurdered Dash,
woul d have been out only for their hides and 1'd live for it. It put sone
perspective on them anyway.

"What was his profession?"

"M neral ogist," the conputer replied. "Specifically an expert in precious gens."
OK., that fit. Big jewels were a very conmon trading itemand very useful no
matter what world you were in if you wanted to set things up fromscratch, and
I'"d seen places on the Conpany world where even the doors were so

jewel -encrusted they'd be enough to retire for forty lifetinmes if you could have
hei sted them A guy like Tarn would be very useful when setting up and financing
a new takeover operation. He could al so introduce big and val uabl e gens onto the
market to turn into cash without arousing a | ot of suspicion

"Next. We'll come back to all of themlater."

The next one |'d never net, never seen, but very much wanted to neet and
preferably in a dark alley. He was five eleven, with dark, handsonme Latin
features and burning bl ack eyes, but as ruggedly handsone as you coul d i magi ne.
Even Maria, | noted, studied himwith inordinate attention. | tended to hate any
guy who | ooked like that with so evident a lack of care, but in his case it was
nmore than doubl ed.

"Doctor Carlos Augusto Montagne-Echevia," the conputer said. "A doctor of
research pharmacol ogy recruited right out of graduation, and, as such, the
youngest of the group. He is fluent in the nine nobst common | anguages, including
bot h English and Mandarin. Unmarried, sonmething of a radical in university, he
nonet hel ess was third oldest in a fanmily of eleven and the first to ever reach
university, let alone graduate with a doctorate. Al of his fanmily was w ped
out, of course, including his oldest sister and his three week ol d godson, her
baby. He whol eheartedly endorsed the plan in the neeting and was its nost
fervent supporter.”

That was interesting. It neant that he hadn't cone up with the plan, either

Then again, for a pharnacol ogist, even a brilliant and hate-filled radical one,
the drug thing was nore his type of scheme anyway. Still, you could sure see how
he coul d al nost count on Mikasa's nistress and go-between to fall for him He
just took it for granted.

H's inage went into notion. "There will have to be nore production,” he said in
accented but excellent English. "W can not neet our schedule with what you have
been putting out."

the conputer told

VWll, that was it for Carlos, but at least the words were his, and his voice was
as snooth and romantic as you figured it would be. | had the feeling that he
never had to yell; there was a controlled undercurrent in his tone that inplied

absol ute nenace to whoever he was talking to. He was an interesting personality,
and | was happy to keep himon ny prine list even if |I couldn't see himas
Gravel Voice, either. He was the right height, and he didn't seemto be the kind
of guy to want to end this. He was so filled with hate he wanted to go on and on
and on, and he was both bright enough and nervy enough to bunp off Pandross in
his lair, too.

Considering the way | felt about him | could see Voorhes' point in taking ne
over Brandy. At least | was able to consider other suspects, although no matter
what el se happened | wanted sonme dealings with dear old Carl os before this was
done.

"How did Carlos feel about the group selecting ne for this investigation?"

asked the conputer.
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"Doct or Montagne was the one who suggested you, and pressed for you agai nst
opposition. He al so worked out the plan which brought you here."

Uh huh. 1| figured as nuch. Carlos' nmain problemwas that he'd go from

Phi | adel phia to New York by way of Tinbuktu and the South Pole. His plots were
al ways so needl essly conplex that they were bound to unravel

Unfortunately, that made himless a suspect here. Taking out the security chi ef
in such a clever and essentially direct way just wasn't his style.

"Gregory Yugarin," the conputer said, putting up a picture of Rasputin. Wl
maybe not, but he was a Slavic type for sure, and he had wild,
unnmanageabl e- | ooki ng bl ack hair and one of those |ong but scraggly beards that
showed a total lack of attention. "Six feet two, forty-nine years old, and a
Doct or of Geography; he is an expert in nmass transportation systens," the
conmput er added. "He is known as a loner type with no famly ties or background
on the record. Extent of loss is therefore unknown. Speaks six |anguages and
nine dialects but is not on record as an English speaker. It was Doctor Yugarin
who researched and deduced the vast majority of inactive Labyrinth stations and
lines and established the network for novenent in the nain system Hi s conrades
consider himtotally trustworthy but sonmething of a nmystery. He is not a socia
man. He was, however, the one who cane up with the plan now underway and t he one
who called the neeting."

Yugarin's imge cane to life, this tine again the Italian novie type, and he
said, "My name is Gregory |lych Yugarin and | am a geographer."

The hei ght was nore than enough and the voice-well, it could have been G ave
Voi ce, particularly if he was using a translation nodule, but | had the

i mpression fromthe tape that old Gravelly was | ess guttural and nore, well,
Oriental, sonehow. Still, while physically the nost |ikely suspect so far, he
had the | east notive if my hunch was correct. He got the idea, he called the
meeting, and he'd gotten his way. Unless he was working both sides of the street
with a plot of his own, it didn't nmake sense.

"Val i nti na Mendel ez," the conputer continued, putting up a picture of a

br eat ht aki ng beauty on a beach soneplace wearing only the bottomof a string

bi ki ni and sun gl asses and needi ng nothing el se. Gad! Was she stacked! She was
dark, even discounting the suntan, with that peculiar blend of ethnic features
that had gone into creating the Brazilian race. Maria, in fact, had nany of the
same characteristics but, while ny initial reaction to her had been as a

tropi cal beauty, this Mendel ez put Maria and al nost anybody el se to shane.

"Age forty-five, five foot seven, botanist, specialist in rain forest plant

bi ochemi stry. Brilliant, had worked with her husband in the Amazon area, but had
dropped out of university to have two children. Her husband and the children
were back for a visit to the home world when the breakout and conflict occurred,
and were destroyed when the world was. She is described as havi ng becone

hedoni stic, without any norals, nmercy, or other value systens. She can be quite
pl easant but will Kkill wi thout hesitation, even mass nurder, and indulges in
experinentation on humans, nmasking her intellect and col dness with what you
woul d call a 'binbo'" persona. Speaks six |anguages, including English. She was
opposed to the plan when proposed and argued against it, but |ater gave in after
she saw the nmgjority favored it."

Interesting. "On what grounds did she oppose it?" | asked.

"On the grounds that it did not induce sufficient suffering on the part of the
Conpany and its race," the conputer replied. "Voice sanple."

The inmage cane alive. "H, Victor!" she squeal ed and waved to sonebody out of
sight. "So glad you could come." It was a high, breathless, Marilyn Monroe type
voice with just the right anount of exotic Portuguese accent. Naturally the

| ooks had been preserved by the kind of techniques | nyself knew so well, but
the i mage of Monroe as Latin porn queen was indelible, right to that full head
of bl onde hair.

"Way if she is a |l eader of the revol ution does she not do sonething about her
gross nal formati ons?" Maria asked, in a tone that wasn't catty but serious. |
could see that my Watson and | had seriously different ideas of reality.
"Cultural gap," | responded. "She | ooks and sounds and acts like that because it
is attractive to a | arge nunber of people, particularly nen."
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She certainly was the kind to have notive in this-if they were going to shut
everything down it would take away the only reason she had for still going on
An egocentric, gorgeous psychopath, she m ght object to having to settle in to
one world and | ose a | ot of that power and naybe the neans of preserving that
beauty. She was short, but if she wore really high heels she mght nake it, and
certainly the injection as the fatal weapon was up her alley. There were |lots of

Amazoni an poi sons that would kill very quickly and yet break down beyond
analysis in a very short tine.

The only trouble was, | had to assune that Pandross was at | east as conpetent as
I was or they wouldn't have lasted this long. Particularly if |I knew her, and
knew she' d opposed the plan, I'mnot sure |'d have turned ny back on her if the
two of us were ever anyplace together w th nobody el se around.

Still, | didn't underestimate her. Anybody who deliberately nmade thensel ves that

conspi cuous obvi ously had no probl ens maki ng thensel ves-1 0ok very inconspi cuous
i ndeed when they wanted to.

"Sal vatore Mancini, fifty-two, five feet ten inches tall, a physicist," the
conputer went on, showing a picture of a guy al nost straight out of The
Godf at her, any part, wth droopi ng noustache, craggy face, graying hair, and a
bit of a pot belly, but |ooking about as Sicilian as Hol | ywood thi nks they | ook
"Mancini was a fierce nationalist as well as having an enornous extended fam |y
of his own, and thus took the destruction of his world very hard i ndeed. Mre
than that, he took it personally. Al though a doctor of physics and a speciali st
in high energy storage and control, Mancini still came froman area where famly
and clan were all-inportant and revenge is obligatory, the price of the soul's
salvation. There is no indication that he is particularly religious but his

t houghts and patterns were shaped by his inseparable ancestral religion and
culture. He was perfectly willing to go along with the plan and rai sed no
serious objections. In fact, it appears that Yugarin consulted with himin its
formul ation and that his support was a foregone concl usion."”

The figure cane to life. "Hey! Maglia!l Bring that over here!" he grow ed, and
his voi ce was sonmewhat deep and had just a touch of gravel init. He was cl ose
enough to the right height to fudge it, and while the accent was wong, it
wasn't beyond belief that he could mask it or alter it if he suspected he was
bei ng overheard. The accent wasn't Italian, at |least not nmy kind. It was

possible that on his world it was far closer to Latin still than the current
tongue back home, or had gone off on a slight tangent. Who knew?
The next figure was a tall, thin, yet tough-Ilooking woman, with dirty bl onde

hair cut short in a man's style, with strong, sharp features and a confi dent
stance. She was wearing what | ooked |ike sone kind of jungle outfit and her face
and hands seened weat hered, as if she spent npbst of her tinme in the bush

"Stacy Cutler, age forty-five, height five feet eleven inches," the conputer
informed us. "Cutler is a zoologist. Athough she's had little fornmal training
beyond under graduate studies, she has lived all her life in w | derness areas
where her parents were also scientists. She is tough, muscular, could exist
without aid in alnmpbst any wild area that supports life, and carried on her
parents' work after their death by hiring out as a guide and nercenary sol dier
to finance it as needed. She has overseen nopbst of the exploration, devel opnent,
and prelimnary studies on safe worlds and abandoned |ine junctions. O them
all, she has shown the least injury and the | east enotion regarding her |ost
worl d and seens to accept it, using the network as a neans of furthering her own
studies in many areas. She opposed the plan because it includes the concept of
shutting down the Labyrinth, and she dislikes the idea of having to settle on
one world forever. She was the nost difficult to persuade and finally went al ong
because she saw it was sonething the majority was bent on doi ng. She apparently
extracted a series of concessions for her support, although what those were is
not part of ny data."

Even nore interesting. Opposed, brought around only when it seened futile to
continue to go against the nore passionate rest-1 kind of wondered what woul d
have happened to anybody at that neeting who hadn't finally cone around. If she
had an insincere conversion, and if she still opposed it, she'd be particularly
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nervous of Pandross, who woul d be | ooking at the opponents very hard and
constantly. She was also tall enough, strong enough, and skilled enough. A rea
possibility.

She canme to life on the screen and said, "You! Put that crate over there and
drop it at the cost of your hide!" The English was definitely her native tongue,
but it held a strong and odd accent- closer naybe to South African, with its
Germani ¢ undertones, but not quite.

The picture changed again. "Dilip Kanda, fifty, five foot five, a mathematician
and el ectrical engineer," the conputer infornmed us. The nan certainly | ooked
either Indian or Pakistani, if there was such a difference where he'd conme from
a bit pudgy but darkly handsone for all that.

"Kanda lost famly, children, friends, clan, tribe -all of it," the conputer
continued. "A firmbeliever in reincarnation, with the discovery of infinite
alternate worlds sinply reinforcing that belief systemsince nowthere's really
roomfor it, he was saddened, even grieving, for his |loss but appears to hold
the Company less in hatred than in contenpt. A sincere H ndu, he has becone
increasingly strict and very nuch an ascetic, indulging in few pl easures and
much contenpl ation, abstaining fromsex, fromneat, fromnost worldly pleasures,
with the exception of an abiding taste for el aborate pastries the results of

whi ch are evident and the reason for which he will explain at |length but which
are beyond the logic abilities of any other human or conputer to follow.

However, he has in the past conme up with many of the npbst successful operations
agai nst the Conpany that have been conducted, his plans rarely if ever

conprom sed or discovered, and he treats going against themas an intellectua
chal | enge. He was, however, quite willing fromthe start to go ahead with the
Great Plan, on the grounds that sonme netaphysical symretry woul d be achi eved and
that the Conpany race should have to be reborn again at the bottom"

Kanda's i mage began to nove. "W mnust all see that life is the search for
bakti," he said, and that was it. The voice was typical East Indian, with the
accent and all, and a | ow tenor voice that m ght al nbst be described as nel odic.
I tended to dismiss himon the basis of height and the reported attitude, which
| at |east understood given the guy's beliefs, but | didn't really want to
elimnate himentirely. This guy had beaten the Conpany consistently and for
many years, and if the conputer were to be believed he was the nost dangerous
and clever nmind anong them |f he wanted to nurder one of his fellow Directors,
and his notive mght be rather weird or naybe just an intellectual exercise,
he'd do it so cleverly that he'd be totally wong as a suspect and quickly

di smissed. And, if | were Pandross, he'd be the one |I'd be npbst at ease with,
maybe even turning nmy back on himmaybe to get himone of his sweets? | wi shed
now | knew what had been in Pandross's refrigerator

There was another picture now. "Herbert Voorhes," the conputer told us

needl essly. "At sixty the ol dest of the group, and one of the earliest recruits
by the Conpany. Five feet eight inches tall, nuscular, a linguist and scholar, a
hi stori an by profession and one-tine university history professor, which was why
he was one of the first recruits. He has trained hinmself in weaponry and basic
sel f-defense and can hold his own but is no match for a professional agent. Lost
a wife, two grown children, and sonme grandchildren in the conflagration, and is
bitter and driven by hatred of the Conpany. The titular |eader because of his
age and because of his ability to grasp a multiplicity of subjects and plans, he
chaired the neeting and spoke forcefully for the plan when it was proposed. He
al so was operational chief for the nobve agai nst your substation."”

Uh huh. | thought the old guy wasn't telling it all. Still, what the conputer
was saying fit with what 1'd seen of the nan. He'd lost all that the others
had-fanily, friends, |oved ones-but he'd | ost even nore. He was a historian of a
wor | d whose history had ended; a world that no | onger required a historian. They
had not only elimnated all near and dear to him they had rendered even his
life's work neaningless. But as a historian he was tal king as an expert on the
hi story of revolutions, idealistic mass novenents, and the |ike, and how they
were inevitably corrupted. The question that renai ned was whether or not his
sense of norality for the many was best served by wi ping out the Conpany or
saving a world froma fate his had suffered. | thought | believed him though
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If the Nazis had won, as they had in so many worlds, and represented all that
was | eft of human "culture,” | wouldn't have nuch of a problemin w ping them
out rather than letting themgo on. | didn't think he would, either

And, finally, there was the dear departed

"Lot har Pandross, forty-eight at death, six foot two, security and espi onage

chi ef. Pandross had been in the mlitary of his nation when he was recruited,
and even then was a security officer overseeing the protection of high-tech
weapons systens. He was replaced by a double with superior training with the
idea of replacing himlater so that they would have access to the mlitary
secrets of his world' s npbst technol ogical nation. He appears to have been
orphaned at an early age and educated and trained by his arnmy. He does not
appear to have harbored personal hatred towards the Conpany for doi ng what they
did to his world, but none the |l ess considered the Conpany 'the Eneny,' and
hinself a soldier inits overthrow He was quite good at his job, and while he
rarely went into the field hinself he commanded and directed thousands and was
personal ly responsible for the recruitnment of nobst of the personnel who now work
for us."

I nodded, then had this silly hunch and played it. "Do you have a voice record
of hi nP"

The Pandross figure cane to life. "So nice to see you," he said cordially to
sonmebody out of frane. "Please-sit down."

I nearly junped out of ny seat. Gve himjust a bit of a whisper and that was
Gravel Voice all the way, and his size and covert intelligence experience would
be nore than adequate to nmake himl ook |ike the description we'd built up. There
was no such thing as certainty under these conditions, but | knew deep down to
my bones that Lothar Pandross had personally directed that raid on the house,
had personal |y supervised the abduction, had gone along for the whol e thing.

The real question was, did Voorhes know that and was he just covering or conning
or even testing nme by saying that nobody invol ved resenbled the one | was after,
or was he, perhaps, covering his shock and unwilling to admit that Pandross had
been there and he hadn't known? O was it just that ny description wasn't good
enough?

Right nowit didn't matter, but clearly the chief of security had been there al
al ong. No wonder he figured out the weak point in ny system And no wonder he
was able to slip first his plant, Bond, in and out, and then hinself in and out
wi t hout the Conpany knowi ng a danmed thing. He was al nost certainly good enough
to do just that. But why did a guy who was so vital and who al nost never went on
m ssions hinself stick his neck out like that?

Much nore inportantly, how did he do it three weeks after he'd been nurdered?

6
Murder in the Cathedra

I didn't have to see Voorhes; the conputer network was perfectly capabl e of
putting me in touch with whoever | wanted to talk to, and also to get themin

touch with ne. Still, | wasn't in any real rush, | took the opportunity to use
the ersatz shower they'd rigged up and actually caught a fairly | ong sleep
before beginning the first active stage of the affair. | wanted to be rested and
to have thought things out. The way things were going, | figured I'd eat and

sleep as well and as |ong as possi bl e whenever the opportunity presented itself.
Ri ght now | was dead tired and that wasn't the best way to press anyt hing.

Maria, |'mafraid, was |less than inpressed with ne at this point.

"So, you have solved it all, the great genius detective, sitting here in his
chair, and now he goes to sl eep?”

"Hardly," | responded. "But you should get sone sleep, too. W mght be busy in
a while."

She was still awake when | lay down, though, and didn't look inclined to take ny
advice. | nade a nental wager that as soon as | was out she'd be out, too-out of
this hole, naybe back before | woke up again. That was fine with ne. | had no

illusions that the sanme conputer that gave ne outward access gave anybody el se a
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full report on nme, and it didn't matter nmuch. | just relaxed, and tried to put
mysel f to sleep even though ny nind was sifting what had al ready been | ear ned.
So Pandross was alive, and that stiff-a double? One with the big boy's own |.D.?
Voor hes said they had erasable and re-recordable inplants, and who would be in
charge of doing that but Pandross hinself? If | wasn't being had for sone
reason, then why the hell didn't any of those other bright revolutionary

geni uses think of it? Because they could conceive of Pandross doubl e-crossing
them even | ess than one of them nurdering hin?

That nmade sense, sort of. | mean, the guy held the keys to their whole kingdom
and to the conputers and data banks and all that nice stuff they needed to
operate as well. If he went bad, then they had a gl ass house of an organization

to begin with. And since they had a sort of |ocked roommurder there, it would
never occur to themthat the one guy who could so easily conmrt the crinme, know
just where the security monitors were and how to avoid all alarns-hell, he put
"emthere- and just how to erase everything needed afterwards, was Pandross

hi nsel f.

But if he was going to disappear, then why expose hinself in the mdst of the
operation on ny place? Naturally, he wouldn't have known that they were out to
recruit me-or would he? Maybe he was still in charge in sone alternate and
nicely functioning security setup, nonitoring their every nove. And he'd been

| ooking for ne, not Brandy -the tape nade that clear. Why? Was it, naybe, to get
me before the others coul d? Maybe he had anot her double to replace ne, one of
his boys, for some reason

Maybe so that |, or that other ne, in his capacity as detective trying to find
the nmurderer of Pandross, would eventually have to go to and interview each of
the suspects in their hiding holes? Thus pointing to exactly where they were so
that Pandross could then deal with themone by one in isolation?

If that was true, then the plot had been turned on its head, but the bulk of the
theory still stood. |If Pandross was opposed to this plan, whatever it was-nmaybe
he figured it wouldn't work and woul d destroy the rebel network, or naybe he
just didn't like giving up all that power. To a pro like him the fight, and
little victories, would be the thing, the reason for living. Final victory would
render hi m powerl ess and obsol ete.

Wth that thought in ny head, | drifted off into a surprisingly deep sleep

When | woke up to what ny watch said was a new day, Maria was out cold on the
other cot and | didn't disturb her. | went over and checked and reset the sinple
door seals, though, that showed nme she had i ndeed been a busy little girl while
| slept. It would be interesting to know just who held her |eash tight enough
for her to obey at all costs, but that might cone |ater. These people would only
trust alternate worlds they already controlled; Maria' s world was under one of
the ei ght survivors whether she or they knew it or not.

I fixed coffee and got a couple of doughnuts and went over to the conputer
terminal. "I want to talk to Voorhes. How long will it take?" | asked it.
"Depends on if he answers," the machi ne responded fairly reasonably. "Signaling
and connect. It usually takes him about fifteen mnutes to cone to the
substati on where he can take the call after the signal goes out. Mre if he is
away from his hone."

I nodded and munched a doughnut. "That's fine. By that time |I might have enough
coffee into me to get ne awake."

It was about fifteen mi nutes when Voorhes answered, voice only of course, and he
sounded surprised.

"I thought Maria would handl e any requirenments of yours," he noted.

"Then she didn't go to see you, then. You have any idea where she snuck out to
while | was out?"

"Probably reported in at hone."

"Uh huh. And who runs that world?"

"Why, uh, they are allies in our cause
"Can the bullshit!" | told him "Straight answers or what the hell am1 here
for?"

He sighed. "All right. Technically it's Yugarin's, but Carlos spends nore tine
with themthan Gregory does. What's the difference? Neither would be there now.
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Too exposed. "

"But their people in high places would be there, so that puts ne a little on
notice. Thanks."

"I's that all this was for? This was very inconvenient."

I smled. | wonder what his reaction would have been if | told himjust exactly
what | suspected- and what | knew? | would have to drop sone crunbs and hints,
but for the first tine since | walked into this | was feeling |ike |I had sone
control of events.

"l have discovered everything it is possible to discover sitting here in a
passive situation rooting through files," | told him "If | can't follow up ny
| eads then there's no purpose to going on."

"You tell Maria and she will get whatever you need," Voorhes told ne. "Go
anypl ace, ask any questions."

I shook ny head. "Unh uh. I'mnot Nero Wlfe, and even if | was | couldn't do it
that way if | didn't have ny Archie with ne."
"What ?"

"Never m nd. Look, Voorhes, this isn't a problemin ethics or in physics. It's
not somrething you can just dunp facts into a conputer and push 'enter' and cone
up with the correct answer. If it was, you wouldn't need sonebody |ike nme. You'd
just have a thousand Marias gathering every fact and asking every question and
put 'emin your nmachine and-poof!-guilty party, notive, opportunity, nethod, al
neat and tidy. Maria mght be very useful, but she's no investigator. She cones
froma world where they don't even need cops, only a nore subtle and

sophi sticated version of the Spanish Inquisition. You're a historian. You did

| ots of research. Probably spent lots of tinme in huge libraries with tons of
books and docunents and the like."

"Yes, so?"

"Way bother? Wiy not just hire a bunch of kids off the street-any street-so |ong
as they could read and wite and tell "emto go in to that library and find
everyt hing you need?"

Voor hes hesitated before replying, thinking this over. "I see your point. They

woul dn't have the foggi est notion where to | ook, or what they were actually

| ooking for. Wthout nmy training, they probably wouldn't know a maj or di scovery
when they found it. Point taken, Mster Horowitz. But they're not going to
expose thensel ves, even to you, for a broad fishing expedition. Sone would as

soon kill you as |ook at you."
"Well, I"'mfishing for sure,” | told him "but I'mnot fishing blind. As yet, |
have no notive, but I"'mwarmin a nunber of areas. | think | might be warm

enough to draw sone attention of ny own."

"You do know sonet hing," the rebel |eader nuttered, surprised but sincere. "Wat
did you find that we m ssed, Horowitz? And why aren't you coming out with it?"

I was ready for that. "Because | don't have a nmotive," | told himsincerely,
"and without one it nmakes no sense at all. And if | reveal ed what | knew, even
to you, even to Maria, there's a very good chance that | m ght be doing your
murderer's work for him As | understand it, I'mworking for all of you,
collectively, as a client. I can not and will not explain ny steps every mnute
of the tine when | mght be briefing the very person or people I'mtrying to
catch. The only way to safeguard nmy clients is not to explain or denpbnstrate
until | have every piece of the puzzle it's possible to have, and then only when
I have you all together, so no one can pull anything. | require conplete freedom
to investigate and conpl ete cooperation from everybody involved. You tell them
that. You tell "emthat they play the game nmy way or there are sure as hel

gonna be nore killings no matter how deep they hide, because sooner or |ater
they have to conme out. Your organization is too nmanagenent-oriented, Voorhes. If
you all keep in your holes, you won't have an organi zation, you won't have an
operation, you won't have a master plan. You'll be retired for good."

I gave himas long as he needed to digest that. Finally he said, "You don't
think that we can manage through communi cati ons and go- bet weens?"

"No, and you know you can't, either. Nobody but you eight has a real enbtiona
stake in this thing, a commtnent. The rest are just plain crooks. You | eave
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themon their own they either have to be people Iike Maria with no possible

initiative, in which case nothing gets solved, or they' |l take your big

organi zation away fromyou. You try it with steady comruni cations and |ive
agents and those communi cati ons and those agents will lead your killer right to
each of you. Unless, of course, it's you, Voorhes."

"What ?"

"You' re inmune, which neans you're not a probable target. They all know where
you are. They can't get to you but they don't have to. There's only one

swi tching cube. Anybody who knows that cube and the Labyrinth system could bl ow
your switch mechanismfromthe cube side, |eaving you trapped forever where you
are. The fact that they haven't shows either that you're involved in this or
that you're not a target-yet. Now, you put this on to the other seven, and you
tell themthat | need to talk to each and every one of them Their
terns-strip-searches and blindfolds permitted if they want it that way. But |
need to talk to each one, and | need certain questions answered by each and

every one of them Gve ne the freedomto do your job and I'Il solve your damed
case. Don't, and I'mgoing to sit here, relax, and wait until the next nurder."
Voor hes sighed. "Very well, I'Il put it to themjust that way. In fact, 'l

send this recording on the open access net for themto pick up. | can do nothing

el se. What | evel of agreenent, or cooperation, you get fromthemis up to each
of them"

"Fair enough," | told him "In fact, who says yes and who says no and who is
straight and who's not with me will be a great deal of information in and of
itself."

| signed off, feeling quite pleased with nmyself. Maria wasn't quite so anused.
"Do you al ways speak like that to people who would just as soon have you shot ?"
she asked ne, a bit incredul ous.

"Whay not? They intend to shoot nme sooner or |ater anyway. Right now, they need
me. Either they do it ny way or they shoot ne now and try sonebody el se, who'l
give "emthe same ultimatumif he or she's any good and won't | earn a damed
thing out of fear or hesitancy if they're not. Besides, if we don't get out of
here and exposed, how the hell is our nmurderer going to contact nme?"

She | ooked startled. "You expect the nurderer to contact you?"

| nodded. "Sure. And when he does, | don't want you shooting himor trying
anything fancy, either. Getting himwon't solve their problemor nmine, first
because he wouldn't be taken alive and so we wouldn't know if he was a | one wol f
or a part of a conspiracy within this conspiracy, and al so because he's too
smart for anybody to be sure that they have hi mwhen they have him You just
conme along for the ride and nmake sure nobody does anything nasty to nme during
the investigation, and I'll show you how the gane is played."

So, anyway, they bought it, of course. Yeah, all of 'em Wich of themcould
turn ne down wi thout having the rest ook at them funny? Besides, they were in
their fortresses, the kind of places they prepared for when the heat was on. If
they didn't feel safe there, then there was noplace they could really feel safe,
and if that was the case why hole up in a bunker in the first place?

O course, arranging for visits took sone careful planning on their part, so
was gonna see 'emin the order they decided to be seen, and that put Quin Tarn
at the top of the list.

| got to admit | half expected to be contacted the first time | was allowed back
into the Labyrinth. | had to figure that Pandross was around sonepl ace and t hat
he was followi ng nmy footsteps nicely and that he would know when | was | oose and
available. Wy did | think I'd hear fromhin? Easy- because | was the only guy
inthis with no ax to grind and so | was the only one he could trust. Wen he
failed to get nme in that raid on the place, he nade very sure that there was a
strong enough voice presence that |I'd know he was alive, so he wanted nme to
know. | had to figure that | was dealing with at |east an equal in this

busi ness, maybe better than that, and | think he was counting on that as well.
As to whether or not he was alone, | couldn't guess. It was true that they'd run
for cover as soon as he was "nurdered," as we night as well, but then they got
together and finally decided to include me in on this and plotted their little
operation agai nst nmy substation. He knew about it, so either he had ways of
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tapping into the conmuni cati ons net they were using, which was possible and even
likely, or he had sonebody fromthat hookup tell himall the gory details. Since
they' d changed the security codes on the master conputers and redid the whole
system after he died, | had a hunch they'd use different conmuni cati ons neans
than the one he'd set up for their electronic neets as well, which nade an ally
all the nore likely. Still, if the guy was good, mamybe the best, he m ght have
pl anned on that and been able to crack the system

It was a real eye-opener to go through the Labyrinth their way, too. | knew the
pat hs between the Conpany world and nmine fairly well, having travelled them
often and | ooked at the scenery out of the cubes, so | knew we were staying in

t he general nei ghborhood and I knew where the Conpany switch points were. It was
ki nd of inpressive to approach one, then veer off into one of those worlds and
al nrost i mMmedi ately back into a small substation that led to a | ong and dark
section- and when we cane out again it was at sonme unmanned Conpany substation
once nore and when we went back onto the main line, well, we were past the
switch.

No wonder Carlos and conpany could stalk up and down and in and out wi thout
bei ng spotted. They seened to have bypassed all the main switches in. the nost
heavily travell ed areas and even created effective private junctions between the
mai n and branch lines using their own automated equi pnent.

Maria, of course, kept her eyes firmly on me inside the tunnel, if only because
for nost of it we were in the main Conpany |ine and were passing all sorts of
peopl e and near-people going this way and that on Conpany business. | probably

wasn't qui ck enough to make a break she couldn't cure, but in sone cases, when
we were passing fair nunmbers of people, it wouldn't have taken nuch effort to
either signal them| was in trouble or just junp Maria in their presence. The
rul e was you apprehended anybody doing that and called for Security. Yeah, |
coul d have gotten away and probably gotten her taken, but I didn't want to. That
woul dn't save Brandy or Dash or the Labyrinth and it would cause ny "fee" to be
forfeited as well-and goodbye sone world, maybe mne. In fact, | figured the
hostage world was mne, since that would explain why Voorhes didn't care if
their network was conprom sed and peopl e taken there.

It wouldn't matter if they were purple and had pink fur and wol f snouts; so |ong

as | was convinced they'd really detonate the place, and | was, | wasn't gonna
blow their world for any tenporary grandstandi ng. Besides, | had other interests
here of a nore, personal nature.

Tarn's hideaway, |ike the others would be, | suspected, was strictly rebe

territory. We got off on a hot desert world which didn't even have a Conpany
substation, just a weak point strong enough to come through, and were net there
by a coupl e of tough-Iooking guys out of Lost Horizon or sonething. You know big
guys, with tough Oriental faces and nean eyes, dressed in yak fur or whatever
and | ooking really overdressed for the hot desert. They al so had sone very fancy
hi gh-tech sidearns that showed they really neant business and hadn't just
wandered in fromthe wong side of the H mal ayas or sonething.

They had fur clothing for us as well, right down to fur-lined boots, parkas, and
the rest, and they were a fairly close fit. Maria | ooked deci dedly unconfortable
and out of place in her outfit, and not all that certain about it, and | figure
I looked like a noth-eaten panda, but, what the hell

Wth that we travelled maybe half a mle, which was all | could stand in that
outfit-it had to be a hundred in the shade there, if there had been any
shade-and then to a nicely hidden little substation generator. It was pretty
obvious that this was a |large weak point, a sort of desert Bernuda Triangle or
sonet hing, and they'd taken advantage of it to build their own short line to
sonewher e

It felt great to be in the silence and dead air of the Labyrinth once nore, even
if it was a hell of a lot darker and not nearly as confortabl e as the Conpany
line. W didn't have far to go, and when we exited it was into a cave or
sonething and it was chilly and danp even through the clothing. | just knew I
was gonna get pneunonia on this case.

You needed strong flashlights and a know edge of the place to get out of there,
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and these guys had both. W followed, and Maria began to conplain. "It is so
cold!"

I smiled. "This is nothing. You ought to see what it's |ike back home where
cane from"

No wi shing was needed; when we finally broke into daylight, we were suddenly
struck with about the bitterest cold | can ever renenber together with maybe a
twenty nmile an hour wind. It wasn't much worse than the dead of winter in
central Pennsylvania, but | hadn't been out in it in several days and where hone
was wasn't like a mle in the air. This sure was, and it was not only tiring
very fast but you didn't have to go far to feel like you could | ook down further
than you coul d | ook up.

The guys hooked heavy rock-clinbing ropes and clips to us and we started off.
For me, | was just hoping that the ropes were just for our safety, not for
climbing. Still, it was so stark, renpte, and cold | expected to pass Ronald
Col man at any nonent.

Fortunately, we didn't have far to go, although it was cold, slippery going for
a few m nutes that seened |like hours, and | was thankful for the sheer nuscle
power and skill of our two guides.

I was actually prepared, nentally, for a longer hike, maybe even a coupl e of
days or on horseback or sonething, since | figured Tarn's hi deaway woul dn't be
anywhere near his substation, but | kind of figured that the whol e place was
booby-trapped as hell, naybe even fortified-who could see what was just above,
or who?-and that it would take real effort to get past here and naybe it was

i mpossi bl e without setting off so many al arnms you' d be creaned anyway.

We went through anot her cave, this one incredibly noisy as the wi nd whistled

through it, telling ne it was a through passage and not a dead end. | was
right-we emerged on the other side into a kind of bow -shaped vall ey surrounded
by peaks still too high not to be permanently socked in, and while it wasn't the

land of milk and honey in the novie it sure as hell took your breath away.

Built into the side of the valley, maybe a hal f-hour fromwhere we cane in, was
a huge building, kind of like a great castle and also |ike a dammed big and
exotic-1ooking condo. Partly built out of the solid granite and partly hewn from
it, it had a kind of fairyland | ook about it. The place sure was awesone,
anyway.

Sonebody at | east had anticipated that both of us would be totally wi nded even
by so short a walk as we'd had in this altitude and al so deci ded not to nake us
suffer. There was this big, enclosed sedan chair there with these |ong | ogs
runni ng through both sides and supporting it, and six big and brawny guys in
furs apparently waiting for us. Maria | ooked doubtful, as if trying to decide
between the nmisery she felt and the risks of the contraption, but | urged her
in, and we sat across fromeach other on two curved wood seats that were worn

al nrost snmoot h by who knew how nany posteriors, and there were what | can only
descri be as grab bars everypl ace.

"Hold on tight!" | warned her. "They got to lift us up!"

It didn't help. When they lifted us up with professional ease, it was stil
bouncy enough that neither of us had a good grip and we tunbl ed together for a
m nute. We managed to get back into our seats quickly, though, and then were off
in areal rock and roll type ride

"I have never been so cold and nmiserable in nmy life!" she wailed. "I do not like
this cold at all, and | like this place and this thing even |ess."
"We just got to be obedient to orders," | responded a bit sarcastically. | was

actually enjoying this to a degree. Not just her disconfort, although |I admt
that getting used to seeing a pretty girl not as that but as a | oaded pisto

poi nted at your head can nake you feel real satisfied that way, but al so because
I'"d kind of been afraid these guys were in substation fortresses or other dul

pl aces and this was getting real interesting.

They put us down in the courtyard after coming through these gi ganti c wooden
gates right out of a Cecil B. deMIle Biblical epic, then one of the big guys
opened the door and we sort of craw ed out and stood on anci ent cobbl estone

| ooking at the inner and main buil ding conplex of this place.

Until now | had no real idea if this was sone kind of noble's headquarters, sone
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reconstruction for Tang's amusenent of soneplace he'd | oved and | ost back hone,
or maybe sone ki nd of nobnastery. Maybe all three, | decided at |ast.

I | ooked over at Maria, who was too shocked and frozen to do nore than just
stand there shivering, and then they notioned for us to follow them again and we
wal ked to the main doors, which opened inward to receive us, and inside.

The i medi ate inside was kind of anticlimactic; | nmean, | expected sone rea
royal grand hall or naybe Westm nster Abbey, but it was a snall and dark area
that felt alnost as cold and danp as outside. There we were net by a nunber of
men wearing nonk-1like robes of brown or black with cows up. One of the

bl ack-robed ones cane right up to me and what | could see of his face didn't

|l ook all that Tibetan or whatever the others were.

He snapped his fingers and one of the brown-robed ones brought us robes as well.
We were hel ped off rather insistently with our coats and it was clear that we
were to put on the heavy wool en robes instead. Fortunately they believed in
bei ng cl ot hed underneath and they nmade no nove to take the nice, warm boots.

Even so, Maria resisted giving up the coat; | think she would have been quite
happy putting the robe on over the coat for extra insulation.

"Just do it their way," | cautioned her. "W don't know what the rules are here,
and | think this is also a way of making sure we don't wander outside w thout
perm ssion. You'll get used to it after a while. It's not as bad as all that in
here. "

"I shall never get used to this," she responded bitterly. "Wth so nmuch of the
worl d so warm why do people choose to live in such cold, anyway? It is

illogical." But she surrendered the coat |ike a good trooper and wasted no tine
getting the robe on.
"No, it's illogical not to use all the places that can support human life," |

responded. "W need all types of people and all the land we can get. Sone people
even prefer to live in places like this and would ask how and why anyone woul d
live in such a horribly hot, wet clinate as you cone from | didn't ask for you,
so if you want to conme along then you better shape up."

Fl anked by ot her nonks or whatever they were, the man in the black robe then |ed
us further in. It was warner in the center, alnost confortable so long as you
kept your clothes on and robe on top, the result of a nunber of good-sized fires
burning in fireplaces nicely spaced around the place. Right in the mddle there
was a |l arge chanber, it seened, its open doors kind of rem nding nme of a

medi eval European cathedral, although the altar at the end had what | ooked |i ke,
in the brief glance | got, the stupidest |ooking idol |I had ever seen. It was
gol den, gigantic, and had a pot belly, short, stubby |egs, and a squared-off
face with big bul ging eyes and a nouth that | ooked |ike a hollow figure eight on
its side. It | ooked |ike sonmething out of a com c book, but | wasn't about to

| augh or criticize the local deity in this place. No telling-Quin Tarn m ght
take it personally.

We went up sone stone stairs and then down a hall that had solid doors on one
side and on the other a railing beyond which you could | ook down on the
cathedral proper, although it didn't have the best view of the big idol. A

br own-robed nonk opened one of the doors with a big key and gestured for Maria
to enter. She bal ked, and turned on them "No! W stay together!"

The nonk, one of the snaller nmen in the group, mght not have understood the
words but certainly understood her nmeani ng. He shrugged, then shoved her hard
into the roomand sl ammed the door on her, turning the key. | could hear her

yel ling, scream ng, cursing, and pounding on the door, but that thing was so
thick it was barely noticeable.

They ski pped a door, then opened another for ne, and | didn't object or wait for

the shove. | wal ked in, and the door closed behind ne with the nost solid thud
ever heard.
Still, the place was livable; larger than | expected, and with a pretty

ni ce-sized bed with sheets and | ots of wool blankets, a personal woodstove that
had been pre-started for ny benefit and a fair nunber of logs in a scuttle next
to it should | get chilly, a basin with a drain but no faucets, of course-there
were two big pots of water there, one sitting atop the stove and the other
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fairly cool. Under the bed was a pretty standard chanmber pot. | wondered if
Mari a knew what a chanber pot was, but that was her problem The place was warm
and there wasn't the damp chill or the bed of straw | night have expected. It

was a bedroom not a dungeon, and that was sufficient for ne.
There were no wi ndows, and | doubted if we were really against an exterior wal

at all. There was al so no peephole or trap in the door, so if they could spy on
me it would have to be by very clever design or by cheating and using
technol ogi cal stuff. | slipped off the robe and then did a routine check of the

pl ace for such things, although without instrunents it was nore a matter of
thinking li ke a security man and knowi ng what | woul d use and | ooking in the
places I'd put them | found no trace of anything, not even any indication that
the place was wired at all for any kind of electrical power.

Tarn certainly had anything he wanted at his di sposal sonepl ace or anot her,
since he joined in their conference calls and had to keep in touch or we

woul dn't have even been all owed here or expected, but he might feel so
unassailable in a spot like this that he left it in one secret and unobtrusive
pl ace with maybe only a couple of trusted aides to nonitor it, and |ived nore or
| ess native.

So | stoked the fire, plopped down on the bed, and waited to be sumopned.

It wasn't all that long. The key turned in the |ock and the sanme bl ack-robed
monk who' d brought us in stood there, this tinme alone. | got up off the bed and
took the robe off the hook, put it on, splashed a little water in ny face to
brace nme, turned, and went to him He turned as | approached and | followed him
out of the roomand down the hall to the end. | glanced over the rail and heard
a lot of praying and chanting down there and saw a bunch of npstly brown robes
doi ng the expected towards the idol, but my keeper ignored it and, when we got
to the end, we took a left and wal ked up another, shallower, set of stairs to a
kind of landing. | nentally figured we were nore or |ess standing on the idol's
head, with the steps com ng up fromboth sides to here, and then a single set
going up and further back. At the top of those stairs was another set of ornate
wooden doors, and the guy in the black robe took sonething netallic froma
pocket in the robe and struck a netal plate on the right door three tines. It
made an i npressive racket.

He did not, however, wait for an answer, but put his knocker away and then
opened both doors inward, revealing a very fancy and very cozy room

The carpets were thick and plush and had woven Oriental designs and even scenes
in them there were other rugs on the walls, giving the place a real cozy fee
and al so providing insulation. At the end of the roomwas a raised area carpeted
entirely in red, with a kind of throne in back of it-not fancy, but inpressive,
a real throne-type chair- and a table or altar or sonmething in front of it that
was covered with a matching red cloth. | was kind of disappointed; | was getting
ki nd of hungry, and |I'd hoped to be invited to dinner, not an audi ence. At |east
I'"d hoped to see a chair in the roomso | wouldn't be standing.

The nonk in black stopped ne and pointed to my boots, then took out his

nasty-1 ooki ng iron knocker and | ooked for sure |ike he was gonna break both ny

ankles. | got the idea. Boots off before you got on the red part. No problem
At least it was nice and warmin here, alnost honey, and he didn't seemto mind
socks. Well, hell, Aunt Sadie never allowed shoes on the carpet, either. You

know the type-kept the whol e house covered in plastic and |ooking like it was
about to be visited by House Beautiful while everybody lived in, and was only
permitted in, the kitchen, John, and bedroom

I stuck the boots to one side and strai ghtened up, then turned to see what to do

next, but all | heard was the doors closing behind ne. The guy in black had
gone, |eaving ne al one.

Well, | knew better than that. | could have planted a hundred nonitors in here
nobody woul d ever see, and, hell, a couple of good old basic peepholes as well.

| studied the tapestries and tried to | ook bored and waited some nore, and only
when | gl anced back at the throne did | notice sonebody was sitting in it. That
bothered nme. | hadn't heard himconme in, sit down, or anything, and | was like
ten feet fromhim Nothing Iike sonebody doing that to you to knock the

sel f-confidence and cocki ness right out of you
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He was a man of medi um height, with strong Mongol -like features, with a

strong-1 ooking frane and the kind of hard, tough face that said it always neant
what it said. His hair was dark, his nobustache |long and flecked with gray, and
he was dressed in a netallic blue robe with the cowml down. There wasn't anything
fancy about him but if he'd suddenly stood up and said he was Fu Manchu,

Enperor of the Wirld, |I'd have taken his word for it.

"Whay do you cone here, sir?" he asked, in a heavy and | abored accent that showed
he was using a translation nodule that took his thoughts and turned theminto
conprom se English and would al so take nmy conpronmi sed English and feed it to his
brain in the | anguage he best under st ood.

"To speak with Quin Tarn," | responded.
"Wy, G O D.. man?" he pressed, his tone unn stakable in any | anguage
I sighed. "I was not asked about this assignnent,” | renminded him "I was

drafted, ny son abducted, to force ne into it. Your side forced ne into this,
and so you nust also accept nmy own nethods and ways. Otherwi se, all that trouble
was for nothing. You have a problemthat | have been asked to solve. | can not
solve it without infornmation any nore than a man can work without food and

wat er. "

He took this inpassively. "Well nmet, then. What can | do for you?"

"You are Quin Tarn?"

"1 am"

"What is this place? Is it a cover, a hideout, or a sincere religious place?"
"Wy do you wi sh to know that ?"

"How can | expect to get anything done if you are going to ask that every tine |
ask a question, sir? | will not explain nyself no matter how that sounds, for
you mght be the very one | am asked to unnmask."

"If 1 am then you are a dead nan," he noted with a trace of amusenent. "Are you
not conpletely in ny power here?"

"Conpletely,"” | agreed. "But if you were | don't think you'd knock ne off here.
It would be rather difficult to explain to your conrades, | should think
Sonewher e el se, perhaps, but not here, not when it's your responsibility.

think you-all of you-are considerably smarter than that."

Quin Tarn seened to noticeably unfreeze, becomng warnmer in tone and nore human
in appearance. He actually sniled at ne.

"I believe | amgoing to like you, sir." He stood up, clapped his hands, and two
smal ler figures in blue silk robes entered fromthe rear and set up two |arge
pillows on either side of the red-covered table, then scurried back out. There
was no m staking that they were wonen.

They re-entered quickly, bringing a golden decanter, glasses, and then bow s.
Quin Tarn got up fromhis throne and then took a seat cross-legged on one of the
pillows.

"Pl ease," he said, gesturing. "Join nme."

I wal ked up and sat, facing him He poured what appeared to be red wine fromthe
decanter into two gol den goblets, set the decanter back down, then picked up his
cup. "To your success," he said, and | took mne, raised it to him and tasted
it. It was pretty good stuff and | said so

"Thank you. We have our own vineyards in the | ow ands devel oped fromthe finest
grapes fromas many worl ds. Miuch of this region below the nountains is tenperate
and the soil mneral-rich. W have been doing a great deal of devel opnent work
and planning to create a new society here."

My eyebrows rose. "This is an uni nhabited world, then?"

He nodded. "Humans never devel oped here, and nmany of the aninmals and insects are
different and sone are quite dangerous, but controllable. The differences are
easily conpensated for, even wi thout the burden of heavy technol ogy. The people
are the refuse of a hundred worlds, the refugees, the dispossessed, the forner

i nhabi tants of corrugated huts within garbage dunps created by the inbal ance of
weal th and social class. | have abolished such things. Those who work here share
equally in all bounty. Those who do not work will starve. Tho&e who can not work
will be provided for by those who do."

"Utopia, huh? No governnment, no controls, just sharing and social pressure. And
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what keeps it that way?"

"Social pressure, as you say," he responded. "That and the unifying religion

whi ch defines the rules and the Iimts of know edge and technology. It is a
peaceful religion, against violence, against selfishness, nmaking few demands and
few proni ses. The distillation of the best of a hundred faiths and ny | ater
life's work. You see, sir, they robbed me of nmy own people, nmy own world, but
this is ny legacy and nmy dreamand my refuge. It is already virtually cut off;
when the Labyrinth is shut down, it will be totally isolated and yet protected

I will seal it off with ne inside before the end cones, so that there will be no
connection to the power grid."

This was interesting. "You weren't too keen on closing the Labyrinth, though
Why not ?"

"If you ask that then you have not thought the whole thing through. Ask Manci ni
when you see him Ask himto tell you the worst case nodel for the closure and
the odds of it. The destruction of the Conpany world | can not, deep within ny
soul , conplain about. When a place is infested with predatory, carnivorous
insects one is forced to fumigate. But a noral man nust ask if it makes any
sense to use a poison to rid a house of pests if that poison also rids the house
of its owners."

The wonen brought out two big bows of rice, white and brown, and kept bringing
out stuff to put on the rice. You just stuck sone rice in the bow and then put
half the portion on top and ate it, not with chopsticks but with a golden fork
and spoon. Knives weren't necessary.

Most of it was good, but in spite of my hunger | was getting a gut sourness in
nmy stomach fromthe conversation that was keeping me fromfully enjoying it.
"You're telling me that there's a chance that this thing could bl ow up
everything? Every worl d? That's why you're going to sever all |inks before they
do it? Sever themand pray that the weak points don't |eak the destruction in
spite of that."

"I will say no nore about it," he mmintained, "nor answer any nore questions on
it. If the others, particularly Mancini, wi sh to el aborate nore fully upon this,
then it is their responsibility.”

"Fair enough," | agreed. | had heard nore than enough for now to give ne a

pi cture both of the problemand of Tarn. O course, he mght be playing with ne,
feeding ne a line, but it fit what | was seeing and certainly fit in with sone
of ny theories. "Wat about Pandross? Speaking as one who was present at the
meeting and al so as one who knew and worked with the man for many years, not as
a mnd reader-what was his feeling on this? He nust have known it. Wuld it have
bot hered hi nf"

Tarn seenmed unprepared for that question, and thought about it. "He might. He
was a strange nman, a very private one, although always totally capable and

dependable. Still, | would say it would not be possible to fully nmake a judgnent
on himin any noral matter. He seened to be notivated only for the chall enge,
not for any inner noral purpose, good or evil. | always thought that nuch was

going on beneath his skin, but it was never allowed to be shown to others. He
seened al nbost nore nachi ne than human. Al ways objective, never divisive. A team
pl ayer for whatever the team decided to do. Does that hel p?"

I shook ny head negatively. "Not a bit. | amconvinced that getting inside his
head, seeing things as he sawthem is the key to all of this, but so far he
remains the same enigma his files illustrate." | sighed. "Wuld you answer ne a
serious question?"

" Per haps. "

"You are going along with this because you know you are powerless to stop it,
but | can sense that you still have deep noral reservations about it. If there

were a way to stop it, to take a less drastic course, to return to the origina
opposi ti on nethods, would you do it?"

H s deep, black eyes bored into ne. "Perhaps. | have often asked nyself this
very question, particularly in the past few weeks, but | can see no way out of
it without betraying my conrades and destroying the entire organization, and
that is something | can not do under any circunstances. |f the worst happens,
will answer to the gods as an equal with others, but if |I were to betray ny
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sacred oaths ny soul would wander in the darkness, forever alone."

I nodded. "What about the others? They are all in the sane situation."

"Voor hes woul d happily consign history to end if he could take the Conpany with
it," Tarn responded. "They have left himw th nothing but hate in his heart and
his soul already in Hell. Kanda and Mancini see it as a grand experinent, a test
of their theories and their own genius. They know the odds but are convinced
that they are far too clever for the worst to happen. They are basically secul ar
men i nprisoned by their own egos and intellects. One might also include Yugarin
inthat, since it is ultimately upon his theories that we will all rise and
fall. Carlos and Valintina would be the sorts who sinply would not care. They

| ost their souls a long tinme ago and do not mss them Cutler-1 would say she is
in much the sane position as nyself. Resigned, as it were, rather than eager
Does this explain why we did not fight the decision? W were sinply

out nunmber ed. "

"Uh huh. But it brings up the question of Pandross once nore, and the sane wall.
I certainly believe you when you say that you would go through with it rather
than betray your organi zation-but | wonder if sonmebody |ike himwould believe

t hat ?"

"What do you nean?" Tarn was at |east getting nore inpressed with ne as we went
al ong, which was fine with ne.

"I think Pandross had, or thought he had, evidence that one of you was going to
sell out the organization, the plan, and everything el se. Once you are totally
conmmitted to this project, with people and nateriel, you will, ironically, be
totally extended and the npbst exposed to treason. You would have to be to do
sonet hing of this sort."

"l see. And not having sufficient hard evidence to convince us that it was not
he who was unbal anced, he either revealed his belief to this traitor or
confronted himor her, and was killed."

"Not quite that sinple, but you are in the right area. But, you see, there are
three ways to go here. Was Pandross just doing his job, or was he protecting the
proj ect out of conviction or out of a repugnance that there would be a traitor,
or, in fact, was it Pandross who saw a way to stop the project? The last is

| east likely, but that's why | like it."

"Fascinating. And you believe you can unnmask this traitor when he could not? As
limted as you are?"

"I don't know. | do know that, unlike him | have no oath of fealty, no loyalty
or friendship or conradeship with your group. | can be objective where he could
not. An accusation fromne would carry far nore wei ght anong you if you think it
through than one fromhimif | had any supporting evi dence."

He offered me nore wine, but | held up ny hand. "No nore, please, of anything.
am beyond the ability to eat anything else right now "

He smiled, then got to his feet. | did the same, feeling that the pleasant

audi ence was comng to an end. That was O K -1'd gotten fed and gotten nore than
| expect ed.

"Well, then, sir, are there nore questions?"

"Not at this time," | told him "Perhaps |ater, after | have tal ked to everyone

and gotten everybody's side of this, but not now"

"But | renain suspected. Mdre than others, because of ny beliefs.”

I shrugged. "Not necessarily. If you are a noral man as | believe you are, you
m ght well be the least likely to betray it all. | suspect no one and everyone
at this stage."

He chuckled. "And yet, is it not ironic that this is at the cost of your own
noral sense? If you unmask our traitor, our project concludes. Betray himand
you betray your own side."

"l have less love and loyalty to ny side than you do to yours," | replied
frankly. "W will see when we get there-if we get there. Uh-I trust ny keeper is
getting fed in her roon?"

"I ndeed. She is npbst unhappy but | do not wish to even neet her, let al one give
her | eave about this place. | do not know the ultinmate nane to which she
reports. You understand."”
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"Perfectly," | assured him "If | didn't need her 1'd suggest just |ocking her
up here and throwi ng away the key. Al right, then. W will be taken back?"

"It is too |late today, and too dangerous," he responded. "Sleep here, and | eave
at mid-day tonorrow. Not even those who have been here for many years I|ike
wanderi ng about out there in the dark."

"Can't blane thema bit," | told him | wal ked back to my boots and picked them
up, then turned and bowed slightly to him He acknow edged it, and | turned and
wal ked to the doors. Just before, | stopped, turned, and | ooked back, and he was

gone. Not only him but the remains of our meal, even the pillows, were gone.
woul d have | oved to know how the hell he did that.

| pulled the doors open, and found Bl ack Robe waiting for me as | expected.
"Home, Janes," | said to him and we went back down the hall.

I lay there for a while, not just thinking about the interview but also trying
to digest the food that seened to be packed in fromny intestines all the way up
to ny throat with the density of lead. It kept ne fromgoing to sleep, that was
for sure, and since the TV wasn't so hot around this notel there was nothing
much to do but run it through nmy brain.

The thing was, | liked Tarn. | liked himbetter than Voorhes, because Tarn
hadn't died on that sanme day his world had died the way Voorhes and nost of the
others did. They were wal king dead nen; Quin Tarn seermed to be determined to
live and make a major mark, alnost as if he felt a responsibility to those who'd
been nurdered as one of the last of his kind to make his life count. He didn't
seemto nme to be a | oony, and considering the organization he sure wasn't any
pacifist, but of the ones I'd met so far he seened the only really sane man.

You get a sixth sense after you've been a detective for a while and it rarely

pl ays you conpletely false. | thought he was honest with me, and | appreciated
that. He was al so not unaware that | seened to understand himand that this
under st andi ng al one nade hi m suspect numero uno on the Ilist.

What worried ne nore was his comment on Mancini and the odds. Tarn was a

m neral ogi st- sort of the ultimate hard science but not sonmebody who was |ikely
to be directly involved in the plan. Yugarin had conme up with the idea and he
was a geographer. That should be inportant sonehow but | didn't see how yet.
Maybe when | talked to himit would becone clearer or hit me in the face.
Mancini, now, he was the physicist-the one of the whol e batch who was nost
likely to know the physics of the Labyrinth and how to use it and pervert it.
The account of the neeting | had indicated that Yugarin took his idea to Manci ni
first, and naybe this Kanda, the nmathenmatician, as well. That would fit. He'd
figured out an idea but he didn't know enough to know what woul d be invol ved or
exactly howto do it.

So this Mancini's intrigued, contacts Kanda to work out the math, and then cones
up with the whole thing, engineered and checked and doubl e-checked. But it's got
a hitch to it. There's one chance in-well, who knows?-that things will go w ong,
that it'll cause a super disaster. | renenber once reading a book about the
maki ng of the atom bonb in which sone scientists figured out there was a one in
a hundred thousand chance or sonmething like that that the bonmb would set the

at nosphere on fire. That sort of thing fit here.

But it also nmeant that they weren't trying to pull what the Conpany had pull ed
on their old world, since that was pretty safe for the guys doing the pulling.
O course, the Conpany had conplete control of the power regulators, the
Labyrinth path, everything, while these guys wouldn't. So they weren't gonna do
this Conpany surge bit but sonething new, sonething rmuch riskier, sonething
never tried before and that worked only on paper. They weren't out to blow a
wor |l d away, not even the Conpany world; they were out to blow the Labyrinth.
Short it out sonehow. And there was a chance in there someplace that it mght
short out a hell of a lot nore than just the Labyrinth.

O K., that framed the debate that must have gone on. | could already see it-the
col d science types, the kind of guys who had no troubl e buil ding bigger and
better H bonbs in the cause of peace and power, who saw this as a neat kind of
experinent to prove sone theories or sonmething, cone in with the thing, and it's
so absolute that the wal ki ng dead ones |ike Voorhes enbrace it imrediately. |f
it was just Mancini, Yugarin, Kanda, Voorhes, and Mendel ez that'd be five out of
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the nine. Add maybe Carlos and you get six. Tarn and the others could add as
well as | could. They put up a fight, pointing out the odds, however slight, of
it going all wong, but they were arguing with the converted. So we get a

m neral ogi st, a zool ogi st, and dependi ng on Carl os a pharnacol ogi st, agai nst and
none of those have the skills or backgrounds to be essential to the plot.

In other words, the others could do it without them

But it's big, real big, so there's a requirenent for absolute security and no
margin for any kind of |eak or second thoughts or it's all over. The Conpany had
a lot of faults but if there was just a hint dropped that they picked up they'd
conme running in force. That meant you either went along with the plot or they
got rid of you. After all, if it worked you wouldn't need the organi zati on any
nmore anyway, right? And if it didn't you wouldn't be around to care. And that
put the burden on Pandross to keep the questionable ones on the strai ght and
narrow. Unless Pandross felt he was narked for an early grave because naybe he
couldn't be trusted, either

Dam it! It canme down to the sane key question every tine. Wich side was

Pandr oss on? The go or no-go side? If | could just figure that one out the rest
of the thing would fall into place. | nust have finally burped enough or gotten
too hung up in logic | oops or sonething, because | drifted off.

The next thing | renenber was hearing this horrible, piercing scream It didn't
sound close but, nan, it had to be not only close but super |loud to get through
that door and those walls. | was on ny feet in an instant, even though | had
nowhere to go and m ght just have been hearing sone kind of sacrifice or

sonet hing or never be told what the hell was happening, but | always felt it was
better to be prepared. | pulled on ny pants and slipped into the boots and
hadn't had tine to | ace them before there was a clanging at the door and it
opened w de and sudden.

Two bl ack-cl ad nonks were there and they weren't fooling around. Neither had
their cows up and | could see real neanness in those guys, the kind of | ook
that can freeze bl ood. They were al so packi ng sidearns and those sidearns were
in their hands. Ugly | ooking weapons-1 hadn't seen their like since | gave up
Sat urday norning kids' shows, but | had no doubt that these shot nore than
colored light or darts.

They seened surprised to see ne, which | thought odd, and finally one said,

"You! Come with us!" in the kind of tone you don't argue with. It was a thick,
guttural accent but it was inpossible to tell whether he had one of the
translator nodules on or if he really knewa little pnglish. At any rate,

care.

They went to Maria's door and opened it, one covering the other who did the
opening. | heard her shout a string of unm stakable curses in a very |oud voice
at themin her own | anguage, but she was there. "Get on robe and cone!" the sane
one snarled at her who'd come for ne.

She was maybe a few seconds, but while we waited for her all hell seened to be
breaki ng | oose inside the place, particularly below. There were shouts and bells
clanging and reverberating all through the cavernous interior and |I thought for
sure we were under sone kind of attack

Mari a cane out, |ooking bedraggled and weary, and gave ne a |l ook that could only
be described as wel com ng. She'd been going nuts in there, that was for sure.
She ignored them and asked nme, "What is going on?"

"Who knows?" | responded.
The English-speaking bl ack robe turned and said, "Follow nme. Both of you!"
Vwell, we followed, sandw ched in between the two arned nen, going down fromthe

bal cony and on to the main floor and then into the cathedral or tenple or

what ever it was. There were bl ack robes everywhere and nary a brown robe in
sight-it was clear that black was security and Tarn's own force, while brown was
really the priesthood.

We were marched up the center aisle right to the point just below the altar,
where a nunmber of security men stood, some facing out, others in. They noved
aside a bit for us and | could see that directly in front of the altar, maybe
where the priest would pray to that stupid-Iooking idol, was a brown-robed
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figure, his garnment stained with blood, which wasn't that unusual because there
were two very large and inpressive-looking swords sticking out of his back

My i medi ate t hought was that somehow Pandross had gotten to Tarn and was
showing of f his hit in a very spectacular way. | turned to the English speaker
"Di d anyone touch the body?"

"No. Only to be certain he was quite dead. Little wonder that he is. The force

of the blows are such that both swords are stuck well into the flooring under
him W are awaiting the Master."
I felt a sudden surge of relief. Then it wasn't Tarn. | could see that nowthe

shape of the body and the head was all wong. My relief wasn't just because
liked the guy; | figure that if he'd gotten knocked off while we were here there
was no way we'd talk our way out of here and back to the Labyrinth, and even if
we did we'd be dead neat, Typhoid Marys to the others.

"Who is he?"

The security man shrugged. "We have no idea. Perhaps we will be able to run him
through our files, but he is unfamliar to us."

"He wasn't sone spy knocked off by one of your boys? You're sure?"

"I npossi ble. W would never do that here, and not |ike that. Besides, anyone who
could get this far is not one we would wish to kill before he was thoroughly
interrogated."

I nodded. "You mind if |I take a | ook? |'m experienced-1 won't disturb anyone."

"Take care," warned the man, and | intended to, but | wal ked forward and noted
that Maria was right behind nme, nore fascinated than anything el se by the
gruesone sight. | reached down, carefully pulling back the cowl, and grabbing

some of the long hair |I raised the head to get a look at him If his back was
ugly, his face was even |l ess pleasant, but | heard Maria give a short gasp of
recognition and my respect for her went up a notch because she'd recogni zed him
I nean, he had a beard now, and that face was really gross, but still, clearly,
it was the face of Lothar Pandross.

7
The Phantom of the Labyrinth

"You have sone explaining to do," Quin Tarn told me a bit sternly.

"Ch? And what do | need to explain?" | asked innocently. "I was |ocked up tight
and sound asl eep when it happened. As if either Maria or | could have driven
those two swords into himat all, let alone with that much force, even assum ng

we'd nastered the trick of wal king through walls."

He | ooked at ne intently. "You know just what | nmean. Quisquot-ny chief of
security, the one who knows sone English and brought you down -is very good and
very experienced. He noted that while the woman, here, gasped at the
recognition, you sniled."

"Well, at first | was afraid it was you," | adnmitted, "but as soon as it was
clear that it wasn't, | wanted to see if | knewthe guy. | do adnit | was
expecting sonebody el se-a Conpany spy, perhaps-but when | saw that it was
anot her Pandross, well, | got the nessage and | think you did, too."

"I ndeed? And what nessage is that?"

"I knew fromthe start that Pandross had faked his own death, and that he knew I
knewit," | told him hearing Maria gasp again and then give ne dagger-1like

| ooks. "How is not worth going into right now. Pandross killed Pandross-or,

rat her, a double of Pandross. He probably has |ots of them around. Mst top
security men do-the ones who have a sufficient nunber, anyway. He probably had
the medi cal scan of that victimstuck in fromthe start, years ago, and just
updated it if anything happened to him so that the conputer autopsy would
verify that he hinmself had died. That gave hi man unprecedented freedomin which
he held the keys to security and the know edge of the entire underground network
but was accountable to none, all of whomthought himdead. | was the only one
who coul d have exposed him but until | understood his notives it seened nore
prudent to keep it to nyself. Since he'd gone out of his way to nake sure | knew
he was still alive even before I knew he was supposedly dead, | figured he'd
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contact nme at sonme point and |'d learn what it was all about. In a way, he just
did"

"I take it, then, that you do not believe that our body there is Pandross,
either," the rebel |eader comented.

"Probably not, but we'll never prove it one way or the other, will we? Not

unl ess Pandross shows up again. If it is, then we have another player in the
ganme, sonebody Pandross trusted. Sonebody capable of getting in and out of here
past your best security system | doubt it, though. This is a cynical security
man' s way of sending us both a nessage -that your operation |eaks like a sieve,
which | can believe, and you are, therefore, incredibly vulnerable, and that
Pandr oss or whoever is behind this is fully capable of taking you out. The fact
that it was al so done while | was here shows that our player or players is using
me for their own purposes sonehow. "

Quin Tarn seenmed a bit nervous at that. "Then | nust |eave this place, burrow
deeper. "

"I wouldn't. If he'd wanted to take you out he could have. The fact that he

wal ked right past your security, with his victim and killed the victimin cold

bl ood and in such a theatrical and public manner illustrates this. He's telling
you to really tighten up your security, that's all. And when word of this gets
out to the others, they'll becone paranoid as all hell. He'll have shut ne down
because the others will cut and run. Shut down your grand project, too, nost
likely."

"I's that such a bad thing, | wonder?" Tarn nused. "Could that be the object of

his playi ng around? M ght Pandross think as | do?"

"Maybe. But we can't conpletely discount the idea that that's the real Pandross
there. That he was here in secret nonitoring ne, maybe checking on nme or naybe
to contact ne or maybe to contact you. That sonebody el se, sonmebody who's a
traitor in your own organi zation, recognized himand did this to keep him

qui et-in which case we have, as | nentioned, an unseen player with notives of
his or her own. | nean, how nmany duplicates of hinmself can he have that he can
waste themthis way? And it's sure a lot riskier to do it this way than to, say,
send a note or tap into your communications |line. No, whoever did this did it
partly because they wanted nme to be no | onger certain that Pandross was stil
alive and kicking. Hell, considering our discussion, | wouldn't put it past you
to do it like this to get just the results we're tal king about."

Quin Tarn sighed. "Perhaps. | will send the body to ny own | abs to be anal yzed
and autopsi ed anyway to see if there's sonme way of determining if he was or
wasn't the real one, and even now we have seal ed the place off and are working
to install nuch nore sophisticated security. Cearly geography and routine
measures are not enough. But what would you have ne do about this, sir?"

"Me? 1'd sit on him If you seal up this place tight and if you run checks on
your security staff and guards to nake sure you have no traitors or
infiltrators, then the others won't know it happened. One might-if the killer
can get out of here or get a nmessage away. That m ght just give ne an edge and
keep them above ground."

"I mght do that-but if | did so, then the project would continue, even at its
reduced pace with us all away fromit."

"Uh huh. But releasing this mght accelerate that project instead of stopping
it, too. That's the other | esson here-you all aren't as safe in your holes as
you think you are. Pandross knows you all better than you know each other. It

was his job. Sit onit, if youwill. Let's see just what hand is being played
here. "
Tarn thought about it, then sighed. "Very well. | will '"sit on'" this, as you say

it, at least for now At |east until you get far nore information. Until you
have enough to deci de whether or not this is a case you truly wish to solve."
Maria was so glad to get back to that hot desert world she wanted to strip, but
since Tarn's agents were there and we knew we were dealing with newy cleared
peopl e who woul d rat her have kept us than let us go if they hadn't been ordered
otherw se, we just regained our original junp-suit style clothing and headed
back into the Labyrinth itself as quickly as possible. If they couldn't keep us,
they sure didn't want us around. They had a real crew on that desert access
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wor | d working hard on what was probably the only main access into Tarn's world,
making it solid as a vault, and they wanted nobody around who coul d descri be
what they were doing. | could have told themthey had nore worries than us, but
| decided not to. Sonebody |ike Tarn should know better

There had to be other conjunction points- weak points-between this desert bridge
worl d and Tarn's than just this convenient one. Any security nman worth his salt
and with the proper instrunments and enough tine could find them Tarn could
guard his main entrance all he wanted -his killer alnost certainly got in and
out through a basenent w ndow naybe hundreds or thousands of mles from here.

I was, in fact, counting on that and praying that it was thousands. That woul d
mean t hat whoever it had been would have a very long and arduous trek back to
that "wi ndow' and then al so have some probl ens noving on the desert world to a

weak point useful enough to get into the main Labyrinth. | probably had days,
but if the nmurder was well prepared in advance and was set up by agents working
for Pandross, | m ght have weeks.

When we got back to our little office hideaway, we barely had time to rel ax

bef ore Voorhes call ed.

"How did it go with Tarn?" he asked ne.

"Very instructive," | responded. "Also nasty. There was a nurder while we were
there-not Tarn, but an agent of sonebody else for sure. Tarn is keeping it under
waps for a while and |1'd appreciate your doing the sane. W are on to sonething
here and it's big and it's conplicated and it's ugly, but | can't say any nore
yet. Any other invitations cone in?"

"Uh, well-a nurder you say . . . Hmph! Yes- we have nost of them set up. Wy?"
"If | could see Mancini next it would help a great deal,"” | told him

"Manci ni ? Way?"

"Dam it! You and the rest have got to stop doing that if you want nme to get
this done for you! You want this done or are you just running nme around to keep

me busy? |I'msick of fighting for everything | need to do this job. | want
Mancini. Period."

Voorhes seened a bit taken aback, but, hell, like | told Tarn, | didn't
volunteer for this. "Well, 1'll see what | can do. Anything el se?"

"Yes. Two things. First, | want the nunber and location of all known parall el
duplicates of all nine of you and where they are now. Physical checks to see if
they're still where they should be."

That got himinterested. "Duplicates you say . . . Wy do-oh, all right. Sorry.

And what el se?"

"If Maria is going to continue with me then she has to be with ne at all tines.

I don't want her trotting off every so often to confess and so put on the record
things she knows that | don't want our suspects to know. She needs sonet hi ng
every few days or a week or so."

"Yes. So?"
"Wait a minute. |'mgoing to keyboard entry," | told him then tapped out a
series of instructions. | knew this termnal and systemwell and so | had no

problens in | eaving the echo off, so nothing | typed appeared on the screen
"You got that?"

"Yes, | have it. And |, uh, can see your point. Al right. I'll arrange it.
Anyt hi ng nore?"

"No, that's it. Just get ne to Mancini next. After that | probably should talk

to Yugarin, and | also want a little chat with Stacy Cutler. The others I'll get
to after, unless sonething cones up."
"No guarantees on the timng or order, but I'll see what | can do," he assured

me. "Duplicates, eh? Fascinating ..
| signed off, turned, and saw Maria staring at ne. "Wuat have you done
concerni ng ne?" she asked sternly.

"As of now, |I'mpractically a bigamst," | told her. "You and ne are going to
eat, sleep, and go everyplace together. Inseparable, except when it's

unavoi dabl e, like back in Tarn's world. The | ock here has already been reset if
Voorhes is as good as his word. You can't |eave w thout me now. No nore sneaking
back hone. No confessing. |'myour confessor for the duration. In fact, you're
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bl ocked out of your hone world unless I'mwth you."

She | ooked suddenly panicked. "But-1 will die! Every five days ..
"Taken care of," | told her. "W're getting enough of your fornmula to last for
weeks, and if we need nore we'll get that when we run low. We'll take one with
us, and the rest will be in a dispensing nodule here that will give you one dose
at a tinme when | give the password to the conputer. You sneak any nessages,
confess anything we | earn, or blow any information we don't want bl own, and

m ght have real problens renenbering that password. What we know we al one know
until it's time. Your confessor also confesses to sonebody and so on. If you
don't know who's pulling your string and Tarn didn't, either, | sure as hel
don't want that sonmeone to know anything |I don't wish to tell them"

"You-you can not do this!"

| sighed and fl opped on the bed. "Baby, |'ve done it, and Voorhes is even now
setting up the details. Don't worry. In a way it nmakes it easier on you."

" Easi er? How?"

"Now you got a real stake in wanting ne dead," | told her, rolling over and
trying to get a decent nap.

Sal vatore Mancini either believed in living dangerously or he was not as
concerned as the others with any possible attenpts against him a fact | found
revealing just on the face of it.

W' d al ways known that the opposition network controlled sonme Conpany stations
and perhaps even sone all eged Conpany worl ds-we'd rooted out a | ot of bad ones
over the years ourselves-but | hadn't expected one of the big boys to fee
secure in any area on Conpany nmaps. | had to adnmit it-1 was less inpressed with
this feared underground "opposition" than | was totally disillusioned by the
dear ol d Conpany, who apparently allowed its operations to be so | oose and
porous that you could do just about anything in, around, and through them

wi thout their noticing so long as the bottomline continued to be huge and the
Conpany world and race rich, fat, and secure behind its very solid electronic
wal | s.

I lost ny awe of the Conpany early on, but these asshol es owned the whol e dammed
railroad and seened i ncapabl e of catching whole hostile trains running around on
their own tracks and in and out of their own station. That's nothing personal,
Bill -when they blind your eyes and give you only a peashooter for defense and
do sonething drastic only after the barn door's been | eft open and the horses
escaped, it's a wonder we got anything done at all

Anyway, Mancini had this Conpany world apparently bought and paid for. W wal ked
right into a standard station | guess |I'd passed a hundred tinmes nyself and
never thought about and wal ked into the usual warehouse type buil ding that was
the ideal station. Al enclosed, plenty of room and they did so a | ot of

shi ppi ng and comrer ce

In fact, there were thousands of huge cases lined up on the side of the entry
floor, ready to be | oaded into special containers and shipped up and down the
line. Curiosity got the better of nme; we'd no sooner stepped away fromthe stil
slightly hissing electronic cube and onto solid cenent and |'d gotten the sight
of those endless but perfectly identical cases lined up there than | wal ked over
and read the stenciled lettering on many of the cartons, which was, to ny
surprise, in English

I could hardly believe it, so | kept wal king down the |line of cartons, going on
and on and piled naybe ten hi gh, reading the boxes.

"You seem fascinated by the cartons,” Maria noted. "Wiy? Is it inportant to the
case?"

I shook ny head no. "Uh uh. They're what's known as conpact disks. A hundred to
a carton, and maybe, oh-a thousand cartons. A hundred thousand conpact disks of

the best of SlimWitman." | sighed. "I always wondered just where he was the
best selling singer of all times. | guess this is it."

We continued to wal k towards the exit stairs along the cartons when sonmebody on
the control bridge above gave a shout. | couldn't tell what was bei ng shout ed,
but it stopped ne nonentarily, so that a couple of cartons canme crashi ng down
just inches in front of me. | whirled, and there was a | ot of action on the

bridge and | heard footsteps running and a door slam
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"Soneone tried to push themon you!" Maria shouted. "Shall | give chase?"

"Uh uh. If they can be caught they'|l be run down by the people who know this
pl ace best." | bent down, exam ning the hundreds of conpact disks that were al
over the place after the boxes split when they hit the cenent. | picked one up
and | ooked at it, then tossed it away.

"Now | amreally nad," | told her. "It would have been bad enough to be brained
by SlimWwitnman, but they tried to get me with 101 Strings. That's one obituary
I just couldn't have stood." | sighed, and we wal ked towards the exit.

Two nen in black uniforns-not nilitary types, nore |ike warehouse garb-cane up
to ne. They | ooked |ike Bud and Al, the guys who tune up ny car at the State
Col I ege Boron station, but | figured they were station security.

"M ster Horowitz? Are you all right?" one of them asked, at |east sounding

si ncere.

I nodded. "Yeah, we're OK Did you catch hinP"

"I only saw a figure-too far to make out much else,"” he replied. "It |ooked like
he had a Conpany uni form on, though. They're chasing himdown, but there's |ike
a coupl e of hundred guys around wearing uniforns like this. | wouldn't get ny
hopes up, but we'll sure as hell grill everybody."

"Big help. Look, can we get out of here and sonepl ace where we can do what we
cane to do?"

"W got the outside sealed now, and only a few handpi cked people are in here
now," the security man responded. "I threw the security |ocks as soon as | could
get to the control. Too late to shut himin, but we're secure now "

"You probably thought that ten minutes ago," Maria snapped.

He shrugged. "Come with me. | have explicit instructions on this matter and
think we want to clear the floor here-just in case."

I didn't have any argunents to that, but as we followed himhis partner bent
down and picked up one of the CDs. "Jeez!" he said. "101 Strings!" He paused,
then added, "Well, at least it wasn't the Mntovanis."

I wasn't sure | was going to like this world at all. Fortunately, | guess,
didn't have to. W followed the man up to the bridge itself and into the

hi gh-tech control center, past two Type Two humans who were nonitoring the
equipnent. It was a risk to have Type Two people in the stations, but there were
always a fewin control no matter what. Sonme of the Type Two races were absol ute
wi zards at both running and repairing the highly conplex station

machi nery-sonething in what they could see or hear or sone inbred talent for

m croforgery or sonmething. Type Twos were hunmanoid but not at all human. This
pai r, maybe mates, had bul ging bl ack eyes and snouts like wild boars anbng their
nmore | ovable attributes.

We went into a back office, and | could see the el aborate extra security system
even as we passed through it. There was an outer office, then nore security
system then an inner office. The security nman didn't knock; he opened the inner
door and we were ushered into a large, confortabl e-looking roomw th a nice
desk, a snall phone bank on it, and a couple of padded office chairs in front
and on either side of it. In back of the desk sat Sal vatore Mancini, |ooking
every inch a fugitive fromeither a Godfather novie or an indictnent in NewarKk.
The office was snoky, and he was snoking a cigarette when we entered. Fromthe

| ooks of the ashtray on the desk, he sel dom stopped snoki ng when he was awake.
He did not rise to nmeet us but did nod, then gestured to the chairs. "Please,
take seats," he told us, then | ooked at the security man. "That will be all for
now, Brenner. Go find that traitor. You think on this--1 will have soneone hung
up to dry for allow ng anyone to get inside this very building who is not ours.
You and your associ ates shoul d nake a deci sion on whether | hang up the traitor
or perhaps you."

Brenner | ooked unhappy and started to say sonething, but Mancini silenced him
"ol "

Brenner went, closing the door after him

| expected Mancini to sound |like Marion Brando or at |east Jack Ni chol son, but
he had a cultured baritone voice with just a trace of an English accent. Rea
classy. Still, the way he tal ked to Brenner suggested that ny initial reaction
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to his |l ooks was closer to the mark, or he was putting on a fairly good act for
us.

"You wanted to see ne," he said inpatiently, "and now you do. So speak to ne. My
time is valuable and | do not like to be in one place very long, particularly
considering the incident outside just now "

"You don't live here, then?" | said nore than asked. "W're just in a neutra

but secure neeting point."

"That shoul d be obvious."

"You seem pretty conpl acent about that attenpt on ne back there," | noted. "Wat
if that was a Conpany man?"

"Not likely. A Conpany man woul d have nmade the attenpt on ne, not you. It
doesn't matter, though. | have a nunber of ways out of here and | have never
been caught, trapped, or otherw se conprom sed, and in the few mnutes | have to
be vul nerable | have a great deal of shielding and protection. One learns if one
wi shes to nove about freely with unknown threats about. The known threats are
bad enough. "

| believed himon that, although | didn't |ike how casually he was taking it in
spite of that. The penetration had to bug the hell out of himunless he was
either a superior actor at hiding his real self or he was the guy who ordered
it. | decided to get right to the point.

"You worked out the .systemfor shutting down the Labyrinth," | began
He nodded. "Wth Kanda, yes. The tolerances are so fine and the nmargins so slim
that the kind of math required was beyond ne. | have sone of the best computers

in any universe here, but unless you know the right questions to ask they are
usel ess. "

"I need to confirma scenario |I've got. Yugarin came up with the idea

i ndependently, then came to you to find out if it was possible or feasible. You
took it, figured out how it could be done, took it to Kanda who did the math,
fromwhi ch you worked out the theories and set up the engineering of the actua
project."

"You have a good grasp of it. | wonder why you needed to see ne on this."

OK , Tarn told nme to ask, so | asked. "What are the odds of a conplete success?
As nearly as you and Kanda can figure then? That is, of shutting down the system
beyond repair while |l eaving at |east the vast bul k of worlds untouched?"

Hi s big, black, bushy eyebrows rose. "You surprise nme, Mster Horowitz. You
really do. | assune you have al so thought through what you al ready know m ght
cost you?"

I nodded. "Beside the point in this matter, sir. Everything that's been
happening to your organization is tied in with that project and the decision to
go ahead with it. | no | onger have any doubts about that. WII| you answer ny
question?"

He shrugged. "Dead even of conplete success. This is uncharted physics."

Even | was startled like that. "Fifty-fifty? You nmean you're going ahead with
this when there's only a fifty-fifty chance of doing it right?"

"Not as bad as all that. The odds of a partial success-a crippling of the system
so badly that it could not be restored within a century or two- rise to

ei ghty-three percent."

I whistled. "So there's a seventeen percent chance of it going conpletely

wr ong?"

He nodded. "But that's in either direction. It's in the nature of the thing. It
enconpasses all the possibilities other than conplete or partial success,

i ncluding the ones we can not think of because we can't inmagi ne them and
including the fact that it will sinmply dimthe Iights and give the Conpany a
tenporary but curable cold."

"Yeah, well, maybe, but can you figure the odds, plus or ninus whatever, that
this will be a worst case scenario? That it will destroy every universe to which
the Labyrinth is connected?"

"Ch, there's no chance of that," he said reassuringly. "The systemis powered
fromthe Zero Universe, it's true, which contains all of the energy and matter
potential to create a universe but which sonehow didn't go off in the Big Bang,
and that's enough potential to disrupt a considerable anmount, but certainly by

file:/lIF|/rah/Jack%20L.%20Chalker/Chalker,%2...%203%20-%20The%20Maze%20in%20the%20Mirror.txt (83 of 150) [1/19/03 4:21:15 PM]



file:///F|/rah/Jack%20L .%20Chal ker/Chal ker,%20Jack %20L %20-%20G.0.D. %201 nc%203%20-%20T he%20M aze%620in%20the%20Mirror.txt

the time it is diffused through the billions of Labyrinth universes and who
knows how many weak points it will be quite scattered."

I held up ny hand. "Hold it-Doctor, isn't it? Wll, I've got a B.A in
crimnology so bear with me. | do read a lot and ny wife tells ne |I'mbright,

but this is alittle outside nmy field. You're saying we get all this power from
an uncreated universe? One in which the Bi g Bang never happened?"

"Essentially. Wien it was discovered it was probably smaller than the size of a
common garden pea. The whol e universe conpressed into that. The only such one
ever discovered. There's no Labyrinth opening to it-it can be accessed only in
ways that would require you to get a doctorate or two in the correct fields of
theoretical physics to begin to understand. As to understandi ng exactly what it
is-1 doubt if anyone does. But it's not necessary to understand it to use it any
nmore than it's necessary to understand gravity before you fall down. It is true
that it is an unexpl oded universe, but that's not quite true. It is terribly
unstable, and it does give off incredible anbunts of energy. \What the ancestors
of today's Conpany race did was to recognize what it was and find a way to trap
and harness that energy-limtless energy for all practical purposes, although I
have just assured you that it is finite. There is even a school of thought that
believes that the Zero universe will eventually explode, that it's in the
pre-expl osi ve stage. You know how each universe differs a bit, and all differ
tenmporally-only nost close to each other differ only mnutely."”

I nodded. "There are worlds where a year there can be just weeks here. | got
trapped in one of those once." It suddenly hit ne what he was saying. "You nean
that this thing is just on a different clock? That it mght go off on its own
any second?"

"A universe is self-contained. It knows no clock until it creates one. | nean
just that."

"Holy shit! Then by tapping into this thing, they took a chance that it wouldn't
go. They're still taking that chance."

He nodded. "It's not such an awful chance. About the same chance as the sun
goi ng suddenly nova or a giant neteor smacking the Earth out of orbit. The odds
are that we could go mllions or even billions of years before it happened. And

if it did, the regulators sinply would di sengage at the shock and power woul d be
|l ost, which is what we are trying to achieve by different neans. But, you see,
they only think that will happen-or, rather, the Conpany folk take it as a
matter of faith by this point. Nobody really knows, since it has never happened.
And if it did, it would still not destroy the other universes, just the other
Eart hs and perhaps the basic solar system™

I felt a rock in nmy stomach. "And what's the odds of that happening with your
proj ect? The best educated guess." | really didn't care if Mars survived if all
the Earths bl ew up.

He threw up his hands. "No idea. Best guess? Five percent, maybe."

Five percent. Maybe! O maybe ten. Wiat were the A-bonb odds? Like one in
several hundred thousand or maybe a mllion. Wuld they have gone through with
that test if the odds had been five percent? O maybe ten? O maybe maybe?

"And you're willing to bet that it won't happen.”

"I amwilling to ganble when the odds are better than eighty percent in ny
favor, yes. | can see that you are shocked. Cutler and Tang had the sane
problenms with it, but | ampretty confident." He | eaned forward and stared
straight into ny eyes. "You see, Mster Horowitz, it has given nme the first true
excitenent | have felt in twenty years. They nmade us wal ki ng dead, but now we
are alive again-1 amalive again. The know edge and understanding we will gain
fromthis will be incalculable. W will know things about the nature of energy
and matter such as no one could ever dreamto understand, possibly the very key
to creation itself."

"If it works," | put in.

"Yes. If it works. If not, we will all die and, therefore, it will be irrel evant
to ne, but | shall not feel a thing."

I | ooked over at Maria to see how she was following or taking this, and she

| ooked confused. | was following this in a | oose way-the sane way | could
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under st and the consequences of a hydrogen bonb dropped on ny honme town even if |
didn't know exactly how it worked or what it was doing in scientific terms. |
kind of figured her education might be alittle |ess broad than nmine, and
wonder ed how she was follow ng this.

She wasn't, well, but she asked a good question in the pause. "If
this-universe-is needed for all the power," she said, unsure of whether or not
she was making a fool of herself but really curious, "how did your own peopl e
punch through | ong ago? And how did the Conpany reach the place in the first

pl ace?"

Manci ni chuckl ed. "Ch, one can do a progressive punch through the weak points
with very little energy-a medium fusion reactor would do it. And then you build
another in the next world, or find other neans, and so forth. O course, this is
quite linmting, as it takes years to build a decent fusion reactor and sonetines
the natives mnmight object. They had to basically conquer and subjugate the worlds
progressively. It took generations, of course, but the Conpany folk are old
enough fromthe point of view of nost of human history on worlds like the ones
that produced us that we don't realize howlong this all took. Until, about four
hundred years ago in roughly our tinme, they hit upon the Zero and figured out
how to use it. That began the age of Labyrinth expansi on and growth which |asted
over a century nore, then the consolidation, the present full system which was

still rooted in inperialismand colonialism and the resultant dry rot of the
present -day Conpany fol k."

"Sounds |ike they got stuck and | apsed into decadence pretty quickly," | noted.
"Not really. Consider where your ancestors were three hundred years ago, and
what they knew. It is plenty of tine. In nmy owmn world, a vibrant, brilliant
Roman Enpire decayed into a |ong age of stratification and darkness for al nost a
thousand years until it fell apart fromits own dry rot. The Conpany folk did

not have that luxury. Their standard of l|iving and technol ogical |evel and near
infinite reach of whatever they needed and their automatic feeding of all the
energy they woul d ever need has kept themthere. They cannot collapse of their
own wei ght. W once thought that there was a chance that they could be induced
to collapse fromw thin but we have determined that it is against their basic
culture to do so. The npbst that m ght ever be expected is an exchange of pl aces
within a culturally identical society. Nor can they be brought down from
outside. W tried that several ways and | am not certain even now that even if
we had succeeded that it would have worked in the end. Those whom we controlled
woul d not be sophisticated enough to be able to conceal their dependencies and
woul d be elininated by those bel ow. "

"The perfect enpire," | noted. "So long as you're an Inperial citizen."

"I'ndeed. But it is fed by the unmbilical cord of the Labyrinth and the linitless
energy it supplies as well. Cut that cord, and they die. Pull that plug, as it
were, and they die. W believe that even the greatest risks are preferable to
eternal dom nation."

I looked at him squarely. "How did Pandross react to the plan? Was he for it,
against it, or what?"

Manci ni shrugged. "It was inpossible to know Pandross. He had thousands of
operatives yet in all the years we knew him going back to the old days and the
Conpany schools, no one really knew him He was, you mght say, a total |oner
Hunorl| ess, colorless, neutral even socially. Now that you nmention it, | can not
recall a single initiative on his part in all the plotting and pl anni ng. He
sinply sat there, naking comments when his area of expertise was touched upon,
and went with whatever we decided." He got suddenly very reflective. "Yes, you
knowit is odd. W all lost a great deal back then, and it changed us, but
Pandross . . . One never had the inpression that he ever had anything to | ose."
I nodded and rose fromny chair and Maria, after being a little startled, did

t he sane.

"Well, that's all | need for now. Thank you for the tine, Doctor. | hope we can
get back into the Labyrinth with I ess trouble than we had getting fromthere up
to here."

"By now ny men will have swept the entire place. | wll guarantee your safe
exit, as | intend to | eave the sanme way."
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I nodded, and turned to go, then stopped. "This is a very good |ocal security
setup,” | noted, pointing to the door frame. Only a pro would ever even notice
what was enbedded within it. "Who installed it? It doesn't |ook |ike Conpany
wor k. "

"It's not," Mancini replied. "Pandross designed it and his people put it in. He
and they did all the security for our network."

"Have you had sonebody of his caliber but not one of his staff conme in to your
installations here and el sewhere and nodify or install additional guards since
Pandross di ed?" | asked him

"Uh-no. There seened no need, since it is keyed to ny own coding systens which
even Pandross did not know. "

| sighed. "Amateurs. There's always an override, Doctor, known only to the
installer. Some nasty little work-around that only a top expert could ever know
or detect, different for each installation. Oherwise if one of these went bad
you could be trapped inside here indefinitely, or |ocked out of inportant
installations." | turned and | ooked back at Mancini, who seened very startled by
that news.

"There is? | had never thought of that. . . . But, surely it nakes no difference
unless it really goes bad, | should think. After all, Pandross is dead." He
paused, | ooking suddenly nervous. "It doesn't nake any difference, does it?"

"l woul d change the system Doctor, starting with wherever you wanted protected
nost. Good day. "

And, | eaving himoff-balance, we wal ked out, through the control room and down
into the warehouse. The floor runbled a bit, and there was the sound of distant
but powerful machines, and as we stood there we watched the Labyrinth formin
the center of the warehouse floor

Maria was nervous and | ooking around, but | calned her. "We'Ill get out. If he
wanted to kill nme he'd have killed ne."’

"Who? Pandross?"

"No, of course not. Mancini. Honey, nobody, not even Pandross, gets this close
with this many security nen around, the control roomstaffed, and the big boss
in attendance. Wth an arny, nmaybe, but not one guy. Not even a rat. And if,
sonmehow, they did, since nothing is absolutely inpossible, there is no way such
a one could get away and no way sonebody smart enough to get inside here would
depend on a few |l ousy record cartons."”

"Unl ess these security nmen were still working for Pandross,"” she responded.
"I"'minpressed. You're starting to think |like a detective. But, no, not in this
case. These guys woul d be hand-pi cked by Mancini and be regularly put through a
brain laundry just to make sure of them Besides, he wasn't upset, nervous, or
in any kind of hurry. There was no sense of danger coming fromhimat all. For a
guy in his own elenent and laying |low for fear of a possible assassin, the idea
of sonebody getting in would give the toughest man fits. Un uh. And the security
guys were far too unconcerned for an offense that woul d under real circunstances
get them a very slow and unpl easant death. No, they rigged it up to inpress ne."
"But-why? The only one who m ght want to scare you off would be the killer or
his acconplice, and you said they'd never show thenselves in their own elenent."
"Yeah, but this isn't Mancini's usual elenent and there's a | ot of excuses here.
But it might be sinpler than you think. It mght just be that he doesn't approve
of me, fromthe opposition, snooping around and | earning their best secrets. He
was just putting me on notice, that's all. Not a word of this fromthis point
on, though- renenber."

"Not even at the-office?"

"Especially not at the office. That place and even the conputer is bugged three
ways from Sunday by all and sundry."

"Then where are we goi ng now?"

"We've only killed a couple of hours on this one. W check back in and try and
get the next appointnment."

Voor hes wasn't in when we got back, and the conputer showed no new data on
possi bl e duplicates, nor were there any nessages from anyone el se sayi ng how
delighted they would be to talk to ne, so there wasn't rmuch to do but eat and
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rel ax.

| already had a fair anmount of information, and when | had the data on the
duplicates of the big boys |I probably woul d have enough to solve their own
little nystery nore or less to their satisfaction, but | had a far greater
interest in seeing the other five and in solving the other two probl ens before
me that none of the eight were interested in me solving. And a third, very
personal problem of remaining alive and safeguarding me and nmi ne when | had al
| needed.

Maria, who by Voorhes' own acqui escence to nmy controls over her proved she
wasn't along primarily as a spy but as ny executioner given certain preset
conditions, was frustrated by not being able to discuss the case or ask ne many
questions while in the office.

"No nmatter what you say or do, | can not totally accept your limts," she told
me, "if only because of nmy own functions. For exanple, | nust tell you that we
were followed in the Labyrinth."

"Huh?" | was getting too dammed cock-sure of nyself while | ooking down ny nose
at the others for committing the sane sin if that were true. "Wo?"

"No way to tell. The figure was always three cubes back, and dressed in very
dark, nondescript clothing. | thought nothing of it on the way to Mancini's,

since we were on the nmain line and nmany people would be going in that direction
farther than we, but he was there again on the way back. That is when | knew. "
"And you didn't tell me until now?"

"You said to not speak of anything in here," she rem nded ne.

"Yeah, well, | expect sone commpn sense with that as well. Wait a mnute. |I'm
going to get the security scanner fromthe kit over there."
Since |'d insisted on rigging ny owmn extra systemfor the office, | had a fair

amount of equi pment and for the first time this was going to come in handy. |
didn't have anything full blown like |I'd have on a Conpany project, but the
handhel d and the hoop scanner would do. | was pretty sure that if it was there
it wouldn't be all that sophisticated.

Maria set the things off like New Year's Eve, and | didn't fare nmuch better.
ordered Maria to strip-ah! Man! What power, only it didn't count for nuch
here-and had her go through again and there was only a | ow reading. Then | did
the sane, enduring Maria's criticisnms of nmy exotic pear shape and ot her sags,
and got the sane results. The clothing was saturated with radiation-a kind

harm ess to humans or animals or nost living things, but easy to pick up if you
had the right equi pnment, especially inside the Labyrinth.

"But how how coul d anyone . . . ?" she asked, befuddl ed.

"A hundred ways. It mght have been Tarn's people with their own cl ot hes over
ours that would have saturated what we wore beneath, or it mght be the way the
stuff is com ng back fromthe laundry each day. |'ve never had call to use the
systemto track sonebody in the Labyrinth but | know of it."

"Who, then? Voorhes?"

"Maybe. We'll ask, although | don't knowif we'll get a straight answer."

"But is this not a major risk? | mean, if they can track us, then can not the
Conpany do the sane?"

"I't could-if it had us |located fromthe noment we enter the main system but
that presupposes that we're blown and that the Conpany's been tailing us al
along. | don't think that's so. Mrk-ham woul d need Headquarters approval for
such a thing, and when he got it he'd al so get one of those ham headed Conpany
race security bosses rushing in to take the credit. They'd have stormed Tarn by
now and certainly nabbed Mancini. No, it's not the Conpany. | have an idea who
it might be, but I"'mnot worried right now "

"Then do we get our own washers in here or sonmething, and all new cl ot hi ng
checked out as clean? | believe | could nanage it."

"No, no. It would be handy if you can pick up sone clean stuff to use, but |
suspect that in nmy case ny original clothes will be OK and | can always detox
my shoes when | have to with what | have here. No, it's inportant that they
don't change procedures, if they're not listening to us and doing so right now.
Let "emfollow. W just want to nake sure that we can squeak out w thout ringing
alot of bells if we have to-so you'll need to pick up sonething clean at sone
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poi nt and keep it here."

I wanted to make sure that all our listeners, no matter whomthey m ght be or
where, got the idea that | was an ol d fuddy-duddy, self-conscious of ny
appearance and traditional in ny noral outlook. Now that | knew it was the
clothes | also knew of at |least one way | might possibly slip out-if it cane to

that. | had no intention of telling them or Maria, how so that sonebody could
adjust and close that little | oophole which, after all, just mght not really be
there. If | needed it, though, | wanted to have it.

So | started pulling on ny pants again and only when | sat down on the bed did
notice Maria standing there, still naked, |ooking at nme. "ProblenP" | asked her
"Do you find ne-unattractive?" she asked, sounding a bit worried.

"No, | find you very attractive indeed." | wasn't quite sure what brought this
on. "I find this situation very difficult and very tenpting. It is difficult not

to capitalize onit."

"Then why don't you?" she asked, straight-faced and sincere.

| knew she damm well wasn't in love with me. | had no romantic illusions in that
departnent, and | hadn't done an awful lot to be ronmantic, either. "Because | am
married and | amin love with ny wife. The only other reason for doing it would
be to gain sonme nmmjor advantage, and | don't see nmuch possibility of that."
"Love is an antiquated concept invented by upper-class witers to disguise their
own lusts,"” she responded. "Likewi se marriage is an antiquated and obsol ete
system wherein |ust and cohabitation sonehow needed to be legalized or licensed
so that the State could control people better. It is nerely legalized
prostitution.”

"Don't knock it if you haven't tried it. O course, many people try it and a | ot
of them knock it because it's tough over the long haul, after the |lust has gone.
And the state has little to do with it except to wite the |license cheap and
easy when you do it and then reamyou if it needs to be dissolved. But love-it's
often, maybe usually, confused with lust, which is why there are so many
divorces, but it's real. It can die out, if you aren't careful, and takes work,
but it's worth it. And if both partners do what they want to do best for the
marriage, then it's not prostitution. You can have sex w thout marriage or

| ove-that's a kind of prostitution-but when you have love as well it's
different. It's better all around. It neans sonething."
"What ?"

"My wife is ny best friend, ny closest confidant, the person outside of nyself
respect and care for the nost, and, while we're very different, we know each

other so well we often know what the other is thinking or how they' Il behave. |
mss her. | wish | had her here on this case. And while you're young,

attractive, and very available, you' re not her."

She shook her head in wonder. "I do not understand this. It is babble and
nonsense. You nean to tell me that you have never cheated on your w fe nor she
on you?"

"No, | can't say that-at |east about her," | responded, "although it was under a

coercive set of conditions, not voluntary. As for nme-no. Never really have in
spite of occasional thoughts to the contrary now and again and a | ot of

tenptation. Wth ne it'd be voluntary, deliberate. | know how rmuch it hurt ne
when she did it even though | knew she had no choice, and | understand how nmuch
nore that hurt would have been if it had been true cheating. | couldn't inflict

that on her. Not deliberately."”
She stared at nme the way sonebody would stare at a Martian. "You are the
strangest man | have ever net. An anachronism soneone not real but out of an

old novel in an earlier age. | think you are quite nad. Wo or what do you think
you are?"
"Nick Charles," | responded, fixing nmyself a drink and not el aborating further

"Now put your pants on. O do you really crave ne that nmuch?"

"You are a singularly ugly specinen of manhood," she said flatly. "On nmy world
such inperfections were genetically corrected years ago. | just felt in the
nmood, and you have made certain that | cannot go out and find soneone better."

I would have liked to think she was just getting back at ne, but it was probably

file:/lIF|/rah/Jack%20L.%20Chalker/Chalker,%2...%203%20-%20The%20Maze%20in%20the%20Mirror.txt (88 of 150) [1/19/03 4:21:15 PM]



file:///F|/rah/Jack%20L .%20Chal ker/Chal ker,%20Jack %20L %20-%20G.0.D. %201 nc%203%20-%20T he%20M aze%620in%20the%20Mirror.txt

the truth.

On the other hand, maybe it really was the truth. That brought up an interesting
i dea.

Wien she was dressed, | beckoned her over to the desk and took out a pad and
pencil. "Wuld it be worth it to you to have sonme freedomif you also had to
trust me? Wite all answers. They can't visually see what we're witing here."
She read it, took the pad, and wote, "?"

"If 1 let you go out then | have to trust that you will not reveal the

i nformati on we have to anyone. If you do, you will undo all my work. But you can
not exit w thout nme. That would mean | eaving nme alone in the Labyrinth," |

wr ot e.

The proposal startled her, but | could see it tenpted her as well. | hadn't
realized ny constant conpany was that odious, but if | were her and stuck in
this situation |'d probably feel the sane way no matter who | was stuck with.
was counting on it.

She took the pencil and wote, "But how could |I trust you? You control ny
energy, but | have no hold over you. And if you betrayed us or we were even

found out, | would die in an ugly manner."

W were gonna have a real bonfire here with this ambunt of paper. "My word is
all 1 can give you. But | have sone work for you that only you can do, without
me, as well."

"Where woul d you go?" she wote.

"When the next appointnent is nade. |I'Il go to it and you'll go off, on your own
errand and take tinme to do whatever else you like or need. | would be under your
security anyway until you came and picked me up. What do you say?" | wote to
her .

It was tough, | knew, but that |ast had given her the out she needed. She
nodded, then wote, "Wat do you want ne to do?"

"Menorize the following," | wote back, "then we'll destroy all this. | need you

to talk to friends in security and find the answers to sone questions. Mike any
excuse, but do not let themknowit cones fromne."

She was hooked, just as |'d hoped when | talked Voorhes into this arrangenent. |
needed the |l egs and contacts she would have and | lacked in this alternate
environment, and if she didn't blow anything I'd have what | needed.

Carefully, itemby item | gave her just what | needed to know.

8.
Assenbl i ng the Ji gsaw

There still wasn't any information from Voorhes or anyone el se on the
duplicates, which was a key answer, but there was another round of interviews
scheduled. | was glad to be noving again; | needed to conplete this as quickly
as possible, because while | was circunstantially figuring out the puzzle O K
and, with Maria's help, maybe the nore personal problemas well, but even when
had a sufficient anpbunt of information to convince nyself that | was right, that
only brought up the other obvious problemhow to survive the sol ution

Not that | had any kind of ironclad case, nor would |I. Handcuffed and restricted
as | was, there was no way | was ever going to nake any sort of case that would
stand up to close examination, but |I'd faced that kind of case before as well,
nmost notably when |I'd deduced the guilty and traitorous Conpany director who'd

made certain you could never prove himguilty of a hangnail. In the end, it
didn't really natter to ne whether | could prove the case to the satisfaction of
others. Frankly, | didn't care if the bastards killed each other off or ran for

deep cover and dissolved their little club or what. But the solution, the
motive, the who, what, when, where, and why, was very inportant to ne indeed.
I nean, even if | figured out howto keep my own head fromgetting bl own off for

good, what good would that do if | couldn't also prevent them from nmaybe killing
every human being in existence? | nean, | was human, and Brandy, and Dash as
well, and | had no desire to include any of themin the Twilight of the Gods

that m ght be coning up.
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Nor was | Kkidding nyself that | was |iving on borrowed tine, an unwel cone
intruder let | oose to do sonething that m ght be useful, might not, to them but
in any case sonebody to be elimnated as soon as any useful ness | even
potentially had was over

The invitation to Yugarin was just what | needed next, not only to get sone
information fromhimbut also to get Maria on her own way. The nmjor probl em was
the Phantomin the Labyrinth. If we had a tail on us, then that tail would know
that we had split

I didn't have any illusions that we could junp whoever it was, or that we'd even
know who it was if we sonehow got a good | ook. The fact was, the Phantom was
probably nore than one person and al nbst certainly represented a doubl e-check on
security, put there as a sort of guarantee of nme and of Maria. | didn't want to
blowny little plot for getting out of their tracers right now, either-1'd need
that later, maybe to slip Maria-but we had to teach the tail a | esson, scare him
of f enough to divert him and then by the tinme he got his electronics going to
take up the tail once again to mslead him

In fact, it was Maria who cane up with the gimrick and it was worthy even of,
wel |, me. The desk chair was one of the usual kinds; a kind of padded, thin,
typist's chair with four casters on a stalk. Like nost electronic tails, the
radi ation tracker tracked only blips based on the clothing, not warm bodies. A
set of irradiated clothes on that chair would regi ster as a second person on
anybody's tracker, and with the casters it'd be a cinch to roll ahead of ne. |

al ready had the cover story for Yugarin's security boys, and | thought they'd
buy it and so did Maria, and it gave a nice excuse for her not being there and

t hem babysitting nme, too.

O course, she'd have to be stark naked and checked to nake sure she woul dn't
still show up before we exited, which was certainly a problemfor her, but she
didn't seemto think it was a serious one. Apparently she knew where to get a
good, clean set of clothes without raising a | ot of eyebrows and | didn't

question that further. | just hoped we got away with it all the way. If they
figured this out, Maria was right-we both would probably be dead soon after-and
everything would be for nothing. Still, you have to take big risks for big

stakes, and this was maybe the ultinmate hi gh-stakes ganme. If it worked, though,

I woul d have successfully turned the tables on them and be running ny own

i ndependent gane.

They were banking on nmy noral sense that | wouldn't do anything stupid and get a
whol e worl d zapped. That was their big hold on nme. Even so, they'd saddl ed ne
with Maria, a |owlevel agent who would foll ow whatever orders she was given

i ncluding executing ne. In a sense, their faith in ne was touching and their
faith in their own double and triple redundancy security on me was even nore
heart - r endi ng.

Just like the conpany, they could sonehow nmaintain a confortable double standard
that | might just be good enough to solve their problem but nowhere near their
equal when it canme to playing their kind of games. They were very confident that
they had set immutable rules for ne.

| figured it was about time to change the rules.

When we got ready to | eave, Maria disrobed and took a shower, which would | ook
and sound norrmal, and | managed to get the chair on a pretext over towards the
exit wall where | was pretty sure there was no visual scan but there was sone of
my stuff. 1'd often used it as a stool, so it wouldn't appear odd to anybody.
And it al so gave a good reason for me to have ny security Kkit.

Naturally, they'd know we were on to their irradiation schenme, but | didn't
think the kind of minds | was dealing with right now woul d consi der that nore
than a point in ny favor for noticing it. Pandross, now, m ght have been a
different story, but he was the | east of my worries right now.

Maria cane out, picked up her clothes casually, and canme over towards ne. W
struck up an inane conversation about what we'd do when we reached Yugarin, and
during that tine she wiped herself all over with a towel, then | set up the
clothes on the chair and then checked her with the neter and hoop. Not a hundred
percent clean, but she woul d maybe show up real close as a ghost trace, of which
there were bound to be many, and not as anything solid. She also had every
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i ntention of ducking out of the cube when possible and waiting until | was well
away before com ng back in and getting on her way.

There wasn't much danger of her being naked in the Labyrinth in and of itself;
there were often naked or nearly naked folks in there. Sonme of these worlds were

interesting, and others required some prep at the station end. If it was kill or
be killed and for the kind of stakes | was playing for, | guess I'd do it, but I
probably woul dn't consider it in her position. Well, we were different, and in

this case the difference was in ny favor

Maria entered the tunnel with me in her birthday suit, it was true, but hardly
def ensel ess. The conputer had given directions on howto find Yugarin; | wasn't
gonna get lost in the process, so we started off, her a bit in front of ne and
pushing that chair, naking one hell of a sight.

The guy was good; |'Il give himthat. But if you know you're being foll owed, and
you train yourself to spot a tail, there's al nbst nobody who can stay conpletely
hi dden or nondescript, particularly in the barrenness of the Labyrinth. Wat was
real inpressive was how he hung back fromus, not just in the third cube back,
whi ch was about the limts of our visibility, but near the back of that cube,

j ust beyond our sight. The thing was, nobody you're followi ng ever keeps a

st eady pace unless you're follow ng soldiers on the march or a precision dril
team so by just easing up a bit or occasionally stopping, as if to adjust a
shoe or sonething, anyone that far back woul d becone visible for a short while
until they realized that we'd slowed or stopped and faded back

In away, | kind of felt sorry for him In the sterile confines of the Labyrinth
there wasn't any real way to foll ow sonebody without going a little bit nuts.
Kind of Iike when | had a small-tine punk back in Bristol try and use ne to

| ocate a witness he wanted to ice and that | had to talk to. | wasn't real sure
he was back there, so instead of taking the police car | took a bus. Busses stop
every bl ock or two and even when they're going they stop and start and keep to
the curb side. Inagine you're in a car following a transit bus sonetine when
you're in a city and you'll begin to see what | put that punk through. This was
kind of like that-now that we knew he was there.

The other thing was, if he was far enough back for us not to see himclearly,
then the sane was true in reverse. He was depending nore on his little tracker
than his eyeballs, and we counted on that. Maria had al ready picked her spot,
and now we were there. She gave ne a hand signal, and | could see a nice,

tropi cal kind of scene on the right cube face that | ooked |ike the sort of place
I wouldn't mnd going to nyself, and | suddenly stopped, whirled, and began
wal ki ng briskly back towards the shadow.

He was real startled for a nonment, and for just an instant | caught a detail ed
glinpse of him fairly tall, dressed in sonme kind of brown uniform and |I got
the i dea he was young, sonehow, as well. He stopped as soon as he saw ne
wal ki ng, of course, and i medi ately began back-tracking, but by this tine I'd

| eft Maria two cubes behind. As soon as | saw the tail vanish to ny eyes, |

st opped, turned again, and wal ked back, this time to ny trusty office chair.
There was no sign of Maria, not even in the tropical scene, so | wasn't sure
whet her that was the one she used or if it was sonme disgui sed one on one of the
bl ack faces or what, but that one nice scene was the one |'d use.

| began wal king forward agai n, casually pushing the chair with the clothes
draped over it ahead of ne. It was well nade; the casters were a dreamto push

Now | 'd really started the tail, and he'd acted the way you or | mght act when
faced with an instant decision, but now he'd recovered, and checking his board,
he still got two close blips, and since neither of us seened to be chall enging
hi m and both of us were going in the other direction, he took no other action
but just reestablished his tail. That was just fine.

I was a little nervous that Yugarin's switch mght be attuned to the two of us,
or at least mght balk at registering an office chair, but when | got there

was automatically shoved to a siding, chair and all. The thing was obviously
keyed to ny code as well as Maria's, and | began to relax. Wwen |I'd gone three
cubes in on the siding, though, | did another panic stop and reverse and was

surprised to find that the shadow was no | onger there. Either that or he was
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bei ng doubly cauti ous.

Well, there wasn't any reason to give the trick away nore than | had to. Wen |
got to the exit, the only exit allowed, |I left the chair and clothes in the cube
just outside. If the shadow nade it in he'd know he'd been tricked but then it
woul d be his problemexplaining that. Me, | didn't want to push that damed
chair any nore.

| came out inside sonme structure. Not really a station, nore a substation and of
fairly limted access, kind of like the one in ny back yard. It wasn't staffed
or heated, and it was danp and chilly, although not super-cold. The thing seened
to be a wooden shack, and | spotted a door, went over to it, and pushed, walking
out onto a pastoral scene of rolling hills and far-off trees and lots and lots
of grass. | turned and exami ned the structure and, so help nme, it |ooked from
this side like one double pot outhouse. Not that it would fool anybody if that
was what it was intended to look like; no snell and no flies.

I had kind of expected a wel coming comrittee or sonething. The place | ooked
pretty but uninhabited and desolate. | wondered if | had been stood up, or if
maybe Yugarin was going to conme in behind nme. | hoped not. Werever it was it
was autumm-naybe forty, forty-five degrees with a |light wind and half the | eaves
colorfully on the trees and the other half deconposing on the ground. Not the
best or nobst confortable conditions for a picnic, that was for sure.

Suddenly two guys strode up the side of a nearby hill and canme towards nme. They
were wearing funny-Ilooking unifornms of blue and red with the big buttons and
braid and all, |ike naybe the Queen's guard or sonething, or guys out of a

Forei gn Legi on novie. They had nore conventional shiny-billed arny type hats
mat chi ng the blue of their tunics, and hi gh-topped boots that |ooked well worn.
One of 'em had a fancy noustache, the other gigantic sideburns, and they both
had that posture of mlitary men.

One cane up, gave nme an unexpected salute which | didn't return, having been
honorabl y di scharged years ago fromny own service, and said, "Meestar
Hovarvitz, dere vas to be two uv you."

So that's why they'd laid lowright off. "W were being tailed in the
Labyrinth," | told them then realized that to a guy who spoke English like he
did that would make no sense at all. "Followed. W didn't know by whom So as
soon as | cane in here, ny-partner-went to see if she could find or trap whoever
it was. She may join us later, although | expect that she'll try and set a trap
for whoever it is to be sprung when | |eave. She is not inportant here anyway,
not with ones like you to guard and help ne."

The one guy thought about it a monent, and | could tell he was the type who
didn't like anything to be out of place or out of order, but he finally decided
that ny |logic was inpeccable. Besides, what the hell else could he do?

"Pliz come vith us," he said at |ast, naking his decision

I didn't even want to guess at the accent, but it sure wasn't American or
Spani sh or west European

"I hope it's not too far," | replied. "I'ma little out of shape."

"Ve haff de horzes chust a bit beyond here," he responded. "Uh-you do know how
to ride de horzes?"

"I can ride one of them" | responded. The guy sounded |like a cross between
sonmebody deliberately doing bad Gernman with sonething of a Russian accent m xed
inand a little of Scandinavia just to add total inconprehensibility.

Yugarin was supposed to know English. | hoped this wouldn't be the brand of
Engl i sh he knew.

They had a horse for me, with a decent nilitary saddle, and | clinbed aboard,
glad to ride, although |I was out condition even for riding and | knew from

bitter experience that ny thighs and rear would kill me in alittle while. There
was another, enpty, for Maria, and | was surprised when they didn't at |east
take it along. | began to suspect we weren't al one.

I took a |l ook around and was startled to spot several figures in the trees

near by, nicely hidden. Snipers or guards or |ookouts of sone kind, that was for
sure, but primtive. O course, Yugarin controlled the switch and there was no

telling what nice little traps he-or probably Pandross- had | aid.

They took it easy on ne, adopting a fairly conservative pace, but after maybe a
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hal f an hour we'd gotten well away fromthe substation and in fact had cone to a
nodest dirt road. We turned on to it, ne getting chillier and wi shing | had one
of their nice wool uniformcoats, and followed it for sonme mles nore

We cane, eventually, to the sea-or, rather, sonme mighty big | ake since

couldn't snell salt- and to a snmall settlenment on a bluff overl ooking the
shoreline. There was sonething of a small town there, with a fair nunber of

uni formed soldiers and, surprising to ne, a nunber of wonen as well, all wearing
| ong, heavy wool dresses and fur caps.

There was a | ot of shouting and comments to us and to one another as we rode in,
all in a | anguage that sounded like nothing I'd heard before-and a little of
everything |I'd heard before. Kind of |ike sonebody had taken all the | anguages
and di al ects of northern and eastern Europe and shuffled themall together and
come up with sonething new out of the old.

I had been pleased with nmy performance on horseback and didn't really feel it at
all. I wondered if maybe the danpness and cold was great enough so | didn't
notice, or maybe it was like riding a bicycl e-sonething which, once you got it,
you kept. But when we pulled up outside this one big wooden building with a

fancy insignia painted on it and a ot of words in what |ooked like the Cyrillic
al phabet, or a reasonable facsinle thereof, and I got down off that horse that
| alnmost collapsed fromthe pain and stiffness. | wondered what kind of first

inmpression |'d give if | duck-wal ked in.
Steeling nyself and trying not to let the snickers fromthe small crowd wat ching

get to me, | straightened up and followed the pair into the big place.
It was kind of cozy inside, particularly after the ride and the chill. There
were thick rugs on the floor and on the wall, in the Slavic tradition and al so

providing a fair amount of insulation, and a substantial wood stove in the
center surrounded by a fire pit. Around the stove and room were nmany chairs,
reclining mats, and the like, and sonme small wooden tray tables. The pl ace

| ooked nore rustic than primtive fromthis vantage point; kind of |ike you'd
expect sone national park |odge to | ook

There was nobody el se there, but there was a door to an inner area, and | stood
there and waited for ny cue.

"Vait here. | vill tell de Profezzor dat you are here."

He wal ked over to the inner door, snapped nore or less to attention, and knocked
smartly three tinmes. There was a nuffled answer frominside, and he opened the
door, wal ked in, and closed it again behind him | decided that there was no
reason for ne to stand at attention and sank into one of the chairs.

I had to say that npbst of these guys didn't pick confort or conveni ence for
their hi deaways, and went nore for security than really burying thensel ves deep
They controlled the ins and outs of their little private preserves, and
apparently weren't terribly concerned that sonebody m ght blow their private
switch and trap theminside. That, of course, inplied that they picked worlds
with back doors, as it were, and could if need be access the main Labyrinth at
anot her point known only to them You'd probably have to go a | ong di stance and
then have a | ot of inconvenience and travel, but the back door was a certainty.
Still, you had to wonder. Voorhes had that Amazon col oni al place where even the
ice had to come froma private refrigerator in the station, and Tarn had his
mountain castle with no central heating and no running water, and now this.
Manci ni was probably different-his sort wouldn't want to be nore than two roons
froma conputer terminal-but he hadn't been interested in letting nme see his

pl ace, which m ght even be the kind of cul de sac they found for my own office.
The door opened, and Moustache Mwuth canme out, beckoned to nme, and said, "De
Profezzor vill zee you now. Cone."

| got up, feeling every mle of the ride, and entered what could only be
described as a typical if a bit out of character private office. There were maps
and papers everywhere-Yugarin hadn't nade any particul ar concessions to ny
arrival nor did he seemto feel the need to neet el sewhere, as Mancini had. In a
way, that worried ne.

The office was a ness, though, alnobst as bad as mne. Add to the extrene clutter
the fact that Yugarin was a heavy cigarette snoker and you got sone of the
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picture. In the center of it all, in a confortable office chair in front of a
long table filled with papers, was the great man hinsel f, dressed sonmewhat |ike
a monk in the old Russian tradition, with brown fitted robe and big gold cross
around his neck. Wth that wild hair and scraggly, unkenpt beard, he kinda

| ooked |i ke Rasputin.

But it is the eyes that are often the nost revealing part of a person's
personality and intent. These blazed with a kind of intensity that al nost
shouted, "I'mnutty as a fruit cake and neaner than a drill sergeant.”

What he actually said, in pretty good and fairly neutral English, was, "Well

M ster Horowitz- where is your guardi an angel ?"

"Chasi ng phantons," | responded. "What's the difference? She's of no real use
here, and I'mnot exactly going to |lead a revolution or overthrow the enpire all
by nyself and in your donain. By the way-what the heck is this place, anyway?"
He | aughed, got up, and cleared off a pile of junk that reveal ed an otherw se
totally hidden chair Sherlock Hol nes couldn't have deduced, and waved nme to sit.
I was sore and | sat.

"This place," he said, lighting a cigarette, "is what is somewhat jokingly
called the Holy Tartar Enpire. It's none of those, but they had to call it
sonmething. It is what remains of a once great and proud people |aid waste by
chemi cal and bacteriol ogi cal weapons. Never underestimte the hunman m nd,

Horowi tz. They never invented nucl ear weaponry and worse here, but they stil
managed to find a way to reduce a popul ation of four thousand nillion plus to a
few wi dely isolated pockets of desperate humanity. The switch you used was a
Conpany switch, not one of the old ones, abandoned and seal ed off in quarantine
and listed as not to be entered for thousands of years."

I grew unconfortable. "I assunme it's not as deadly as all that now "

He chuckl ed, apparently enjoying ny disconfort. "No, it's clean-possibly cleaner
than nost worlds-but quite sad. These people here-they are the survivors, the
ones whose grandparents didn't die, and who found a snall pocket where things

still grew normally, although it was a nasty place. W brought them sone aninmals
and better tools and they have been quite grateful to us, and very hospitable.
Sone of the nasty mcro-organi sns, nutated over the years, still exist, and

m ght pose a threat to themif they went too far, but it's funny. This world is
just different enough fromours-yours or mne or nmany others-that those pests
die if they get into our systens. Just a little difference, perhaps in

bi ochemi stry, or vitami ns, or hornones, or solar radiation-who knows? But we,
Horowi t z- and nost people from other universes-are poison to their gerns. So,
relax."

I had an unconfortable thought that sonmething like germs in the Labyrinth air
exchange system might readily close the thing down, but | dismssed it for now
The air was exchanged with the various worlds with which the cubes cane in
contact. Each cube was essentially self-contained, so there'd be only a tiny

bl eedover, and you'd certainly infect all the worlds any organi smcontacted. It
wasn't very practical, but it didn't nake ne feel any better

"All right, I'mrelaxed in that departnent, although | can't see how you can
work in here without setting this place on fire. Shall | ask you sonme questions
now?"

He nodded. "Go ahead."

"First of all, how well did you know Pandross?"

He thought a monent. "Qddly, not at all well, in spite of our |ong association
He was an odd sort of chap, very much a loner. | doubt if anyone, certainly not

any of us, really knew himclosely or well."

There it was agai n-that sane distance between Pandross and the ot hers.

"But he was dependable and reliable at all tines," Yugarin contihued, "and he
had an affinity for anything mechanical or electrical that defied rationa

expl anation. He was the only man | ever knew who could fix a nachine he'd never
seen before by opening it up and sonehow deducing or tracing just exactly how it
wor ked and why. He created nmany of Kanda's intricate nmathenatical conputer
programs when we're certain he didn't understand the math the program did.

don't know how that's possible, but that was Pandross."

I nodded. "Did he ever spook anybody? Any of the others? | nean, |'ve known guys
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of that type nyself and even the people they worked for felt real nervous and
unconfortabl e around them"

"Ch-1 see. You are looking into notivation. | doubt that Tarn was very close to
hi m and Voorhes kept some distance as well. Mendelez tried to seduce hi monce,
early on, and he flewinto the only rage |I can ever recall from himindeed, the
only real enotion | ever saw himdisplay except a child-Iike happi ness when
playing with his gadgets. It was a cold rage, but she never quite forgave him
for it and never directly spoke to himagain. But that was years ago."

I was chasing sonething, sonething |I'd sensed but couldn't pin down from ny
earliest conversations with this crew, and | wasn't about to let it go yet. But
there were other things in the roomthat also caught ny interest, and | stood
up. Like a map of the twin Zero regions, right and |left of the Zero World, with
all the sidings and switches in, including mne, that I knew about and many I
didn't. And the one to hone sweet home, if | could get a look at it, along with
a nunber of others, had big red circles around it.

"Sorry," | said as apologetically as | could, "but it's been a while since

rode horses and |'ve got to stand and stretch a bit or | don't think I'Il ever
stand again."

"Feel free, but there is not much roomto nove."

"I don't need to nove nuch, just shift weight for circulation.” | paused, then
continued, "Your- organization-is given to conplex, Machiavellian plans, if you
know the term"

He nodded. "Go on."

"Your attenpt to switch key people for doubles in sone central Conpany worl ds
was |ike that, and the plot to hook the Directors on drugs was also simlar. |
assune there are nany nore | don't know about because either they worked or were
before ny tine. Still, there's a consistency in your group thought that builds a
pattern. \Whose idea was the double replacenent schene?"

Yugarin thought back. "Voorhes came up with that one, if | renenber, although we
all participated to a degree. It was rather successful to a degree."

"Cranston was Voorhes' man, then?" | angled over and got a very good | ook at the
master nmap he had tacked up on the wall behind his desk, a map covered with
witings and synbols in various colors of marker ink. The systemwasn't that
hard to deduce, once | got one spot |located and identified that | knew.

"Yes," he replied to nmy question, not even taking nuch notice of nme and ny

del i berately casual -1 ooki ng observations. "I wasn't much involved in that and it
is difficult to remenber, but, yes. Cranston was a replacenent hinself who
surpassed all our expectations."

"And the drug business was Carlos."

"Ch, indeed, although both Valintina and Cutler were involved in the extensive
set-up and experinental stages, as was |, since getting supplies of it fromthat
far up the line down to the Zero region was tricky in the extrene."

Uh huh! That's what ties it up. Big bangs here and over there and just off that
switch there-so that was it! O was it?

"And Pandross supplied the security system warm bodi es, and nmaintained the

|l oyalty of the underlings,"” | went on

"Essentially, yes. Al security personnel were under Pandross, of course, but
hi s personal involvenent was and renmi ned overall system security, not the
security of any given operation.”

"Di d Pandross ever propose any plan or schene, even way back when?" | asked him
"I mean, did he ever actually devel op anything on his own or take persona
charge in an operation?"

Yugarin thought a nonment, then shook his head no. "Not once. Not really. One

m ght call himthe ultinmate engineering mnd. Once given a problemhe could map
it out and show you its strengths and weaknesses, gains and risks, and even
suggest efficiencies and inprovenents, but he never actually proposed or thought

up anything, no. I amnot at all certain he could inprovise on the field |evel
You gave himthe problem Problemin, solution out-if there was a solution."
"All right," | said, sitting back dowmn in ny chair, confident that |I'd seen all

I could see without being obvious. "Wat about your own pending project? Did you

file:/lIF|/rah/Jack%20L.%20Chalker/Chalker,%2...%203%20-%20The%20Maze%20in%20the%20Mirror.txt (95 of 150) [1/19/03 4:21:15 PM]



file:///F|/rah/Jack%20L .%20Chal ker/Chal ker,%20Jack %20L %20-%20G.0.D. %201 nc%203%20-%20T he%20M aze%620in%20the%20Mirror.txt

go to Pandross with it before you brought it to the full council? |I know you
went to Mancini."

"Not ahead of time, no. Wien the thing was fully worked out and ready, and the
group voted its approval, then he was alnobst instantly on it as a security and
| ogi stics problem"™

"But he voted for it."

Yugarin shrugged. "He always went along with whatever the nmajority decided to
do. You rnust remenber that, other than inclination, it was not his job to cone
up with grand schenmes and designs, but to take such things and apply his own
uni que | evel of expertise to themto see how they could be done securely, in
secret, and with minimal risk and maxi num cover age. "

I filed that one away. "Mancini says your plan has a better than one in twenty
chance of w ping out all humanity up and down the entire line, absolutely and
forever. As | understand it, that's where what opposition to it that there was
came from That prospect doesn't bother you?"

He nodded. "Yes, it bothers ne. It bothered ne when | canme up with it at first,
which is why | took so long before putting the whole thing together. | renenber
di scussing it with Mancini, oh, ten years ago. "

"Ten years!" Good lord! That was it! That was the answer! Al of a sudden a

whol e set of building blocks fell into place. Now all | really needed was the
bi g questi on-who was on which side?
He nodded. "It was percolating a long tinme, and cane fromny efforts at truly

mappi ng and understandi ng the Labyrinth. At the tinme, the risks to all the

worl ds was nore on the order of fifty percent. It either worked or it killed
everyone and everything. That's why it was never proposed at the tine. Mnci ni
eventual |y took Kanda into his confidence and they worked on it off and on, with
sonme input fromnme, over the years as tine pernmtted us to do so. They cane up
with a theory very early to drastically reduce the risk, but we had no way to
test it out without nmounting najor operations. Finally, not very long ago, we
got a computer sinulation that Mancini and Kanda felt confortable with that
showed the risk at five percent and al so indicated very little chance of us
getting below that. W decided to bring it fully formed to the others and see if
they felt the risk acceptable. It was either that or abandon it entirely after
all this tine, and, frankly, no one had any alternative bright ideas."

Time to see if | could confirmany of my theories without drawi ng pictures or
putting Yugarin on the track

"Then you didn't bring it to themwith a firmargunent to do it and with the
votes already counted as Tarn said. It was just a 'this is all we've been able
to come up with in a new grand design?'"

He nodded. "Quin Tarn is one of your Machi avel lian nani pul ator types, and
sonmeone i ncapabl e of believing that anyone his intellectual equal would not
think and act as he would. He woul d see our proposal that way whether it was
true or not because he was, as it were, on the losing side and that is the way
he woul d have done it."

Yeah, that made sense. "But Mancini and Kanda were all for it."

"They want to try it. They want to try it because they have nothing else to live
for but their work, and, having invested so nuch in this, they want to find out
if they were right."

"And it doesn't trouble you that they night be wong?"

"Not really. The cosnos has been singularly unkind to ne and singularly uncaring

of what is or was done to ne. | feel no differently towards it than it does of
me." He fingered the gold cross. "If there is a God, then He will not permit the
worst to happen, or it is His will, the Final Judgment Day, he's looking for. If

there is not, then, one day, perhaps a thousands of millions of years hence,
time will end, the universes will either dissolve or collapse inward, and

not hing we do or ever did nmeans anything anyway. Either way, it's not ny
problem is it?"

| didn't answer right away, but, looking at himthere, Rasputin's creed cane
floating in from some hidden corner of ny mind where it had sat since | |earned
about it way back when in high school history or soneplace. Anything done by or
with a holy man is holy. Wth nme, by ne, there are no questions.
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Finally | said, "Nobody really knows the big questions, do they? But maybe, just
maybe, all of you have been consuned. You suffered a bigger tragedy, all of you,
than | hope | will ever know, but you-all of you-brilliant people, the |ast and
per haps the best of your world. You could have nmade that world live, in a sense,
with all the know edge and skills you had. Instead you all decided that you died
back then and you' ve been feeding on sheer hatred ever since. There are probably
other worlds out there with other Voorhes and Yugarians and Quin Tarns, only
different in small ways fromyour own. Somewhere those you love still are
represented, still live in a way. Wuld you kill them too?"

He whirled angrily and for a nonent | thought he was going to attack nme, but he
got control of hinself.

"Yes!" he shouted at nme. "Can't you understand that what you say is just what is
w ong? That the cancer that consunes our souls is rooted in the very know edge
that the rest of creation continues unnoved and unchanged!"

He sat back down, then | ooked down at the floor, and finally back up at nme. "You
have asked all the questions you required. Go," he said, in a hollow, enmpty

Voi ce.

I didn't want to push himany nore, and he was right. | had, in fact, |earned
far nore than | ever dreaned | would, and | had no wi sh to provoke him Wt hout
anot her word, | haul ed nyself out of the chair and left the room where

Moust ache Mouth was waiting for ne.

| stayed with the people of the Holy Tartar Enpire, all three hundred or so of
them plus maybe fifty nore of Yugarin's boys, for two days. They were a fairly
jolly lot for a primtive, rag-tag group of survivors, and they thought of
Yugarin as sonme sort of god

I guess if |1'd been starving at the edge of nowhere in a land laid waste |I'd be
pretty close to worshiping the guy who brought in chickens and pigs and cows and
horses and sheep and nuch of the little manufactured goods we take for granted
-like the precision tools to nmake ot her things.

Yugarin had found a kind of kinship with the wetched survivors of a world that
had destroyed itself w thout even needi ng the hel pi ng hand of the Conpany, and,
ironically, one which the Conpany m ght have saved had it been here. As rotten
to the core as the Conpany was, it was that alone that kept ne oriented to its
side. | knew that the sane octopus of exploitation also used its powerful and

hi dden tentacles to defuse the ultimate, to keep worlds like mne fromgiving in
to the human bent for total destruction

The sane organi zation that had destroyed at |east one world had saved countl ess
others. It didn't matter about the motives involved; | had a stake in the
Conpany's continued exi stence for nuch the sanme reason that these peopl e wanted
to destroy it utterly.

I didn't see Yugarin but that once, and had no real idea if he renmained there or
not, but his men clearly had orders that until | was picked up | was to be kept
there. | only hoped Maria hadn't gotten into any real trouble. |I didn't relish
spending the rest of nmy life in the place in spite of the camaraderie. It was
too dammed cold and primtive, and it stank

Fi nal l y, though, Mustache Mouth cane for nme. "Your pretty partner, she is here
for you at the gate," he said, and | was eager to go to her

By "gate" the security man neant the Labyrinth, and we rode out the sane way as
before, along the dirt road and then overland on the old trail to the snall
ranshackl e wooden building on the hill.

Maria, in a heavy and expensive-looking fur coat and hat and fur-1lined boots,
was sitting there, |eaning against the building, waiting for me. She | ooked |ike

she'd done pretty well for herself in the couple of days on her own. | only
hoped that she'd done as well for ne, and nothing agai nst nme, during that
peri od.

I knew | | ooked a ness-I was wearing a surplus uniformjacket over ny origina

cl ot hes, which hadn't been washed or changed, and | was unkenpt and unshaven and
I itched.

"You |l ook like hell," she greeted ne.

"Just fine, and how are you?" | cane back. "I see you found a tailor."
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She | aughed. "It was sinple, but | will spare you the details. | take it that

M ster Yugarin does not go in for luxurious living."

"You take right, although as usual he lives a |ot better than the rest of them"
I lowered ny voice, and took her to one side. | knew there were observers in the
trees and perhaps sonme snooping gear around, but this was the safest of the
places | was likely to be right off to get the information | hoped she had.

"Whi sper,” | cautioned her. "The trees have ears. You get what | needed?"
"I think so," she responded, her whisper so low | could barely nmake it out
mysel f. "I do not understand how you coul d have known it, though, nor what she

has to do with anything."

"Believe ne, it's vital."

"Well, all right. His-conpound-is an obscenity. He has devel oped a system
simlar to ny own home, only he has twi sted and perverted it and nade it ugly
and horrible. Everyone, even his on-site security staff, are in thrall to his

privately devel oped and powerful drugs. He treats themall like dirt. He
hum | i ates and degrades people, and there is no question he enjoys it. He has a
| aboratory in his luxurious conplex there with many brilliant ninds bent to his

will and in which he carries out human experinentati ons. They have devel oped a
horri bl e pharnmacol ogy i n which they can create drugs that do al nbst anyt hing
they wish to the mnd, the personality, the attitudes, even change things
physi cal ly!'"

"You actually got in?"

"No," she told me. "Nor did | wish to. But there is enough traffic to and from
particularly anmong the network security people and couriers, that it was very
easy to get a full picture, even a recent one."

I nodded. It was at least as bad as |I figured. "And what about her?"

"She is one of his toys, to be kept around and toyed with and hum li at ed.
Altering her mnd woul d defeat the purpose and deny his pleasure.”

"That's a relief. This is gonna be a tough problemto crack, though. No way

he'll let ne near that place. He may neet ne, but |ike Mancini-in a neutra
corner. W may have to figure a way in w thout the know edge of the network.
It'Il be risky, but it's necessary."

Her eyebrows rose. "You would think of doing that? It is inpossible. The switch
control is on the inside and tightly managed. Besi des, even if sonmehow you got
in, what could you do but get caught? No one can be rescued fromthat place. You
take them away fromthere and they woul d no | onger get their drugs. Even your

cl osest conrade woul d betray you under those circunstances."

"You shoul d know," | commented, thinking about the confessionals and group
sessions of her world. She was right, too, although she didn't bank herself on
the twin super powers of |ove and hate. "All right, then, naybe we can get sone
messages in. Let ne sleep on it and I'll try and figure out a plan. Don't worry,
though-this won't get you in trouble with the network, nor betray or harm
anybody but him unless he runs your world secretly as the ultimte party
menber - and he mght."

She stared at ne as if | were nad. "You can not be serious."

"Even if he had nothing to do with your world and its devel opnent its very

nature would attract himlike a magnet. Believe nme, | know. But if he has
perverted your world at the top, and you are repul sed by what he's |ike at hone,
then maybe you'll be doing your world a favor as well."

"He is the killer? The one behind this?"

"Maybe. Probably not directly, and certainly not alone, but he al nost had to be
one of themat the center of it. | beat himbefore, but never caught him" |

si ghed and we wandered back towards the wooden buil ding shielding the
substation. "The only thing I'mcertain about is that he's involved and that he
is the only one of the batch of which | can be certain of his side and

synpat hies. | need sonething, anything, to help ne separate the skunks fromthe
skunk cabbage. "

"What ?"

"Never mind. Four down, and maybe four or fewer than four to go."

"I checked our nessages," she told ne. "If you didn't | ook that way we could
probably neet Kanda and Cutler w thout going back. | think, though, that you
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need a shower and perhaps a good sl eep."

I nodded. "Yeah, | guess | do."

"It is a pity," she said, "that we can not arrange to neet the rest in a group
It would save nuch tine."

I shook ny head violently fromside to side. "Uh uh. The last thing I want to do

inthis is save tinme. In fact, | need all the time |I can buy." | paused a

m nute, then had a couple nore questions.

"Any evidence of who our tail is?" | asked her

"No. Sorry. Definitely not regular security, but surely too lowy a job for a

hi gher-up. "

"Sooner or later we're going to have to set a trap for him if we can. | want to

know who he is and who he's working for. Ch-that rem nds nme, did we | ose our
chair?"

"I'"'mafraid soneone nmade off with it,'
certain we can requisition another."
I"d known a | ot of guys who were nutty over conputers, but Dilip Kanda was the
first one I'd ever nmet who lived in one.

He was fairly short, cherubic, with strong East |Indian features, naybe far
enough east to have sone Thai or Canbodian in him He was dark, wore thick
horn-ri mmed gl asses, and dressed for guests wearing only one of those white
cotton diapers |ike Gandhi used to wear and a threadbare white cotton sl eevel ess
undershirt.

The place was cranped, and | couldn't get a fix as to whether | was in a great
buil ding or conplex on a world or whether this was entirely built within the
Labyrinth nmedium At any rate, it was all metal or plastic, with glassy snooth
floors and narrow corridors that seenmed to go through nmachinery. | felt sort of
like a cross between being in a high-tech auto junkyard doing great business and
the Incredible Shrinking Man | ost inside an automated tel ephone exchange.

"My hunbl e pardon for neeting you like this, but | sinply can not get away ri ght
now," Kanda said, greeting us, in a voice that had that sonewhat stilted yet

hi ghly cultured Indian accent. He shook hands, and they were rough hands with
nasty, long nails. | |ooked at his toenails and they | ooked al nost |ike claws.
For a nmonent | wondered if he wasn't sone Type One snuck in on us, but | finally
realized that the guy sinply didn't keep hinself up at all. H's black hair,
without a trace of gray, was so long it was down to his ass and | ooked |ike a
great "before" exanple for a "no nore tangles" ad. Human hair grows like three
inches a year if not cut or trimed. At that rate, Kanda had | ast seen a barber
sonme time in the previous decade. At |least he didn't have a big beard. He was,
racially or otherw se, one of those guys that had very little facial hair at

all.

"That's all right," | responded, |ooking around. "This is quite a place."
"Indeed," he said with pride. "I believe this to be possibly the finest and nost
conpl ex conputer ever built. It is of ny own design, although even |I can not
understand all of it, nor could the late and | anmented Pandross or anyone el se
who hel ped construct it. It is far beyond what we originally built. Totally
self-contained, totally self-repairing, with the ability to design and create
what ever it requires robotically. Mich of its own bulk it has designed itself
over the years so that even | have no idea how large it is or just what it can
do. It is sufficient that it does what | need it to do."

I | ooked around nervously. "You talk like this thing was alive. Like we were in
the belly of a great beast."

"Indeed so, in a way. Not alive as we know life, but certainly it thinks. Qur
entire operation has depended upon it. Had we not been able to develop it,
initially with the unwitting consent of our |ate Conpany patron, we woul d not
have been able to acconplish what we have. The security conputers and genera
data banks are but an extension of it, and the parallel network and the rest are
mai nt ai ned and guarded by it. The closest thing to it is the master conputer
conpl ex on the Conpany world after which it was based-the rock, as it were, upon
which | created this one. But they have severe limtations and restrictions on
their own master conputer. Here, there are none."

she responded, |aughing a bit, "but | am
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I got suddenly a little nervous at that. "You nmean that it answers your
questions because it wants to, not because it has to."

"Basically, yes."

"You kind of wonder why it bothers."

He | ooked bl ank for a second, then chuckled. "Oh, yes, | see what you mean.
Actually, it needs people, or at least their input. It is clever enough to know
that nere data is not the sane as truth, and that truth is a subjective concept.
It can have the sheer data to know everything about a particular human being, or
an entire nation, or even an entire world, but it has no feel for what it is
actually like to live that way, to think that way, to experience life firsthand.
Only by interacting with humans, and even hunoring tiny and Iimted brains |ike
my own, can it get any feel for that, however inadequate, or gain ful
under st andi ng of why we want to know what we know or why we feel this way or
that. | do not pretend to fully understand it, but if your fear is the old one
of the conputer taking over or wiping out all life, it is a false one."

"Ch, yeah? That's just exactly what | was thinking."

"Well, as for taking over-why? What would it gain? It gains new know edge, which

is all it really has to live for, as it were, by letting us run and observing
how stupidly we behave. Wth so many worlds, and so nuch variety even anong the
same cultural groups on any given world, to observe it is never, well, bored,

nor with such variety can it feel as if it truly knows us. The linmitations on
experience prevent that. And even if we becane irrelevant to it | doubt if it
woul d so much as notice us, any nore than one of the gods would truly care if a
monkey fell froma tree. It once said to ne that it found the concept of a god
that needed to be worshiped a silly one, since the only reason it could think of
why a god would do that was if the god itself was either defective or actually
had such an inferiority conplex that it required constant gratification and

sacrifice. | nmust adnit | had no real answer to that one."

"l suppose if we could understand gods or superconputers we woul d be gods or
superconputers ourselves," | noted, feeling a little unconfortable with the
subject. | was, however, curious about him "You are alone here, except for the
conput er ?"

"Ch, yes. Actually, | intend sone time or another to go out, find a great feast,

get drunk, carouse, and do all the human urges | have deni ed nyself, but sonmehow
I never seemto have the tinme."

"You've left to attend the coimmittee neetings," | noted.

"Ch, no. They are held here. There is no place nore secure than here, and the
conmputer can whip up whatever is required.”

I thought about that. "Then-when was the last tinme you | eft here?"

He shrugged. "One | oses track of tinme, you know. | suppose | could ask the
conmputer. It would know "

"Don't bother. Years, though, certainly."

Kanda acted like the thought had never really crossed his nmind before. "Yes, |
suppose you are right. How tinme does slip away ..."

"Yeah, tine does fly when you' re having fun. So you were all here when the grand
pl an was presented and approved."

"Yes, yes. | can show you the neeting area if you wi sh."

"Not necessary, for now You worked out the math, right? On the conputer?"

He nodded. "Yes, we had the figures and did the best we could."

"I"mcurious. Yugarin said he approached Mancini with the plan al nost ten years
ago. If this great conputer of yours is as trenendous as you claim and if
conputers really are the world's greatest mathenatical counting nachi nes, why
did it take you al nost a decade to get the answer that worked?"

Kanda | ooked surprised. "I hadn't realized it was that long. It wasn't all that
conmplicated, you know, although |I admit | wouldn't have thought of all the
vari abl es and cone up with that approach. | truly never gave any thought at al

to the amount of tinme it took to get the answers required. The only supposition
| have as to that is that perhaps the conputer did not consider it a worthy
problemor just did not care to solve it."

"But suddenly it did."

"Well, not that suddenly. It was, after all, basically an academ c exercise for
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the longest tinme. It was only when Mancini really started pressing, bothering ne
and interrupting ny theoretical work, that | finally begged for the solution
just to be rid of the interruptions.”

"Real | y? And how | ong ago did he get the answer?"

Kanda shrugged. "I will ask." He wal ked over to one of the shiny netal walls and
put his hands against the wall, palnms down, and |owered his head. He | ooked I|ike
a guy spread-eagl ed after being busted for stealing small change from a Coke
machi ne. Then he strai ghtened up and came back over to us, |ooking puzzl ed.

"That is very odd," he nuttered, nore to hinself than to us.

"That's it? You just lean against a wall and think at it?" | was sinultaneously
i mpressed and unnerved by that.

"Ch, yes. Easier that way, and no possibility of error. The nmachine clains that
it provided the answer a few weeks after the problemwas posed to nme, as soon as
| pressed it to the conputer. It says that it answered the question as soon as
renenbered to ask it. But could that be right?"

Kanda really didn't have any tine sense at all. Yesterday and ten years ago were
all the sane to him "Yes, it could indeed," | assured him

"Then why did it take themten years to put it into action?" Kanda asked ne,

t hi nki ng about it now for the first tinme since the problemwas posed and

answer ed.

"Ask your great conputer," | responded. "I'll even give it a hint."

He stared at ne like a little kid waiting for Dad to tell himwhy the sky was

bl ue. "Yes?"

"I't didn't," | said, and wondered if Kanda renenbered where the exit was.

9
Col | aborati on by Correspondence

I wasn't at all hesitant about describing the brief but fascinating encounter
with Kanda and his great nmachine to Maria even inside the office. Not any nore,
al t hough you never knew what other ears mght be listening and a certain neasure
of prudence was still called for. Merely fitting it all together in such a way
that they wouldn't just dispose of me wasn't enough; so far, 1'd had it nice and
easy, with varying but adequate cooperation and it had been essentially a
classical situation- the evidence was gathered passively and wi thout nuch
effort.

There was no | onger any problemwi th Maria separating fromne in the Labyrinth.
That one tine out she'd established enough places to junp to and shed any
tracing materials that | had conplete confidence in her. Besides, it was ne they
wanted to follow, to nake certain that | was a good boy, didn't call in the
Conpany or outsnart Maria and go ny own way. They woul d have no reason to
question Maria's |oyalty and obedi ence.

Except for confirmng what | already believed was the case and maybe, just

maybe, filling in a couple of irrelevant but irritating holes in the picture,
there was no other reason to see the rest of the crew nor sift through nore
data. The trouble was, not doing so would bring an i medi ate demand for the ful
story from Voorhes and nost likely ny term nation, sonething | wi shed to avoid,
or it would force ne to begin the active phase without sufficient tinme, setup,
or information to nmake it possible-if it was possible in the first place. In
other words, | had to go through the notions, wthout pushing, to buy freedom
for Maria to act and tinme for things to be set up as well as they could

consi dering ny circunstances.

O themall, | wanted to neet Carlos last, not only because of what would cone
after but because there was al ways the slight chance he might do sonething
egomani acal and stupid and nake things easier for ne.

Maria found the very concept of the great conputer unnerving. "Such power

wi thout any controls by anyone," she said. "It is far too dangerous to think
about . "
"I"'mnot so sure," | replied. "I admt the idea of such a thing is unsettling,

even scary, but | don't think Kanda was quite as crazy as he appeared, not in
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the areas that count. | think there might be no lints to what goes in the thing
but extreme limits on what it can actually do. |I'mnot even sure that in many
ways it doesn't reflect the personality of its creator. At any rate, any luck on
your end? Discreetly, please.”

"Some. Not nuch. A nessage m ght be gotten in, but what good would it do?"
"Maybe not nuch,” | admitted, "but it has to be tried, and we have to have sone
way to get an answer before we can nove-and ny tinme is running out. Dam!"

| felt frustrated, for all that 1'd | earned. How the hell did ny client expect
me to do a job like this under these conditions? | went over and sat down in the
new of fice chair that had been delivered to our "front door," as it were, and
stared at the conputer terminal screen

Maria was right, dam it, and the nore | thought about it the nore frustrated
got. "It is inpossible!" | said disgustedly, and aloud, to no one in particul ar
My eyes were suddenly drawn to the conmputer screen, where words were being
scrol | ed up.

"Not inpossible, just unlikely," the screen read.

| alnost junped. Hell, | hadn't figured on this. |I flipped the input select on
manual and drew nyself up to the keyboard after making certain that Maria was

| ying down on her cot well away. Then | typed, "Wo are you?"

"You al ready know who | am" the screen replied. "I amthe one who hired you."
"How do | know that for sure?"

"Because only | would nake an opening statenent |ike that."

Actual ly, the damed thing had a point.

"I's this line secure?" | typed, nervous that what one could tap others could

t ap.

"l have disabled the other taps for now, and have the area nonitored visually.

If Maria should approach the screen will blank."

O K., that was fair enough. "It's about tinme | got sonme help in this. Wy have
you waited until now?"

"What help | can be is linited and not to be squandered. You had to work it out
for yourself first. If you did not, | would not have reveal ed nyself at all,
since there is great risk. Also, it was necessary that we neet before |I could be
ef fective considering your limtations."

Huh. Thanks a lot, buddy. "I have a series of problens.”

"I amaware of them As | denonstrated in Tarn's domain | have some resources to
gi ve you sone freedom but the results are strictly cosnmetic and woul d not stand

face-to-face or exacting nonitoring scrutiny. For a linmted tinme, however, | can
cover for you, giving you a short period of time sufficient for what you fee

you nmust do. | would prefer, though, that you did not, as it is of grave risk to
you personally and if you are caught or killed then the best of the ones |I have
put on this problemw Il be done in and | will have to work with inferior

m nds. "

I felt conplinented by that, but it wouldn't deter nme. "First things first. |
was not a volunteer for this. | was drafted.”

"Duly noted. | will see that Maria receives through convinci ng channels the
basics that you will require, and | can supply you fromhere with the essentials
of switch security so that you can pretend to be brilliant and deduce them

bef ore bypassing them Wth your background it should be no probl em bei ng
convi ncing on that one."

I wasn't sure whether | was being conplinmented or insulted on that one, but it
didn't matter. Just when | needed one, here was ny Archie, ny Paul Drake, with
all the work done.

"Can she be forewarned on this?" | typed furiously.

"Only at great risk and in rather vague terns. | will see what | can do. Nornal
security personnel are easily used, but Carlos has his own personal armny
chemical |y dependent upon himand his well being. | will only pronmise to do what
| can."

Well, that was all anybody could do. "But what about the drug itself?"

"If an intact injection cube is provided it can be analyzed and duplicated. It
is a synthetic, not an organic. The problemis that they are tailored to

i ndi vi dual s and personalized in a secure conputer deep in Carlos' lair. Only one
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a day is created. Wthdrawl begins in twenty-six hours. By thirty-five hours it
is all-consumng."

"Figured as nuch." | told him "That's why a nessage nust get through and with
sufficient lead tinme. You see the possibilities.”

"I do. I will try. And then what?"

| sat back in the chair a nonent and thought about that. Yeah-and then what? "So
what's your objective in all this?"

"I am as dedicated as the rest to the destruction of the Conpany. An effective
opposition nust be maintained at all costs."

"That's why you didn't just blowthis to the Conpany, then."

"Wthout an effective opposition it mght be many nore centuries and far greater
cost before another one as effective as this one grows up. | could not allow
that. And to sinply expose the plan to Conpany security was no solution. The
perpetrators would sinply go to ground and be capable of restarting or

per petuating the scheme at sone point in the future. And, just as you can not be
certain that the real Pandross was killed either tine, | cannot truly be certain
that | would get all of the real principals. And no matter how cl ever they get,
they risk everything because they failed initially to trap you in the house, and
t hey understand now that you woul d never have been coerced into hel ping them on
their project. | gave them sonething else to worry about and a reason for
keeping you alive, at |east tenporarily."

| had figured that nmuch. "And nowit's tinme to act."

"NO!!" it shot back. "Conplete your interviews. Stall. Go through the notions
as you have been. Be particularly careful with Mendel ez and Carl os. The others
have conprehensi bl e madnesses, but are basically rational creatures doing what
they are convinced is right. Those two truly love their work, and neither takes
full discipline fromthe others, so you mght be in great danger from either of

them even on one of their whins. | will tell you when things are ready. And then
I will tell you my own price for helping you. | can hold the taps off no | onger
Check back now and again. | will keep in touch."

The screen blanked, and | knew |'d |l ost contact. Damm it! | had a ot nore
questions | wanted answered than | got, and | felt frustrated still, but | had
to admit that | felt excited as well. Now | knew | was right. | knew not only
who killed Pandross but why. | knew who the whi spery voice was on site at the
raid on the house and what that was about. | al so now knew that the side | was

truly working for, no matter what Voorhes and the others believed, was the one
opposed to the plan- and | even understood why. The nost basic notive of all

far surpassing the obvious notive of the five percent dissolution

I also knew, now, that the odds were very slimthat events alone would allow ne
to ever tell the full story to anyone el se

It had taken several days, but Voorhes finally canme up with the duplicate
information I'd pressed himfor

There were so many Voorhes | could hardly believe it. "I would have figured you
coul d have repl aced one of them and again taken up your life," | told him "O

woul d be killing yourself be too nuch for you?"

"No," he sighed, "although don't think | didn't think about it. I'mnot certain
I could have even if that had been open to nme, though. It still wouldn't be ny

world, and it wouldn't really be ny famly and career and works. There woul d be
differences even in the very close ones, of which there were only a few, and
woul d have been constantly rem nded that | was living a fraud. However, it
wasn't really open to any of us. Renmenber, we were still essentially working for
Conpany security, even if it was against the Conpany itself. Until Mikasa

hi nsel f was unmasked and taken out we were not free agents but nore or |ess at
his mercy. The option you suggest woul d not have been permtted. By the tine it
was possible it would have been, well, too |l ate, obviously, to pick up where we
left off."

That figured. "And no way to really lift out what was inportant, either."

"You are thinking of Valintina's children. No. Al though there are a fair nunber
listed there, and quite a nunber have children, not a one has the sane children
she had. Mbyst do not even have the sane father. The few ones that do, well, the
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genetics and tinming is all wong. |I'"'mnot too certain she'd be nmuch good at
parenting anyway, even fromway back. | al nost wonder if she ever really was."

I hadn't nmet the lady yet, so | reserved judgnment. There were a | ot of
duplicates for all of them though, including Pandross, but |'d asked for nore.
I'"d asked for a physical check to nake certain that all of themwere still where
they were supposed to be. That was what had taken all the tine, and the only
thing that nade the list in any way val uabl e.

There were, for exanple, a hundred and sixteen |living Pandrosses, genetically
identical to the original and within the tenporal w ndow required. Al hundred
and si xteen were al so present and accounted for.

"Way is this of interest to you?" Voorhes asked ne. "Do you think we use them

wi th oursel ves?"

No reason to sit on it any longer. | was surprised Tarn had sat on it until now.
"A second Pandross was murdered at Tarn's while | was there," | told him "I
asked himto keep it quiet for a while."

"What! That's not possible! That nmeans we have two dead Pandrosses now, and no
m ssing duplicates!"

| nodded. "Yeah. W're running a surplus, that's for sure. But the guy was head
of security and held sway over the security data banks. | think naybe he held
out on you. Either that or he had hinself cloned or sonething, or maybe, unknown
to all of you, he was in his owmn world identical tw ns."

"Rubbi sh! If he had been we woul d have known it-before. Both would have been
there, or Pandross woul d have nmentioned it. Any twin would have to be anot her
survivor. No, | can't believe that."

"Well," | told him "if it nakes you feel any better, neither doIl. |I'mnot too
worried about it, though. | might not understand how it was done even if it was
in front of me in black and white, but I'monly concerned with why it was done."
He considered that. "I see. And do you know why?"

I nodded. "I think I"'mpretty close, but all the information hasn't checked in
yet. | still have three people to see."

"Um yes. Stacy Cutler wasn't answering her nmessages for a very long tine and
when she finally checked in she seenmed unconfortable with the idea of talking to
you. W are still trying to set sonething up to her satisfaction.”

Good girl, Cutler! Stonewall some nore!

"And the others?" | asked, straight-faced.

"Val i ntina never |iked Pandross and doesn't believe whatever got himhas any
interest in her. She's been quite busy of |late and has been inclined to sinply
ignore all this. She has, in fact, suggested that we sinply do away with you and
end all this. W are trying to arrange a neeting that will insure your safety.
As for Carlos-he tends not to |like to be around anyone he doesn't own, nor
expose hinself unless it is in the course of a plan he has devised and is
running. He particularly doesn't trust or have any |ove for you, Mster
Horowitz. He blames you for screwing up his naster plan with his drug plot."

"He not only tried, he actually did blow sone of my brains out," | rem nded him
"That al one gave ne a little incentive, and hooki ng Brandy and putting her
through all that didn't help restore great feelings. But you said he was one of
them who was enthusiastic over ny taking this case."

"He was. You both certainly inpressed himby blowi ng his plan, which is one
point in your favor, and, | suspect, he also wanted to nake very certain that
you were here and under our conplete control during all phases of our current
project. Mst of us are on this project for noble notives, but Carlos is
oriented towards vengeance. The plan fills his need for vengeance agai nst the
Conpany, and | fear he night have thoughts of revenge towards you as well. He is
willing to see you, but only on his honme grounds, and |'mnot at all certain
that we can allow that."

"Well, then, make himlast," | told Voorhes. "The end. |'ve had Maria doing sone
checking on himand his place, and with a little nore time and a little |uck

may have a little bit of insurance there. Let's cross that bridge when we come
toit."

Voor hes thought that over, then replied, "Very well. But | would be very, very
di sappointed, Mster Horowitz, to go this far only to discover that you were
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finished off by our own people.”

"So would I, Mster Voorhes," | told himsincerely. "So would I."

Stacy Cutler rem nded ne of the kind of bush woman you'd see in an old Victor
Mat ure versus the Mau Mau novie. Very British in speech and nanneri sns, dressed
in khaki mlitary style shirt, shorts, and bush ranger hat, with mlitary |aced
boots. She was the first of the admttedly snall nunber of wonen at the top of
this strange heap, and she was, interestingly, also the only one other than
Voor hes who | ooked close to her age and nade few if any attenpts at concealing
what tinme and experience does to all of us.

She net nme at a small clunp of trees in what |ooked very nuch |ike the African
plains; there was a waterhole nearby but |I didn't want to get too close to it.
As usual in wild places like this, it had nore than its share of inhabitants,
fromtribal -acting nonkeys to gazelle, zebra, and the like, and | had no desire
either to panic themor, worse, provoke them | renenbered seei ng sonepl ace that
those nonkeys in particular could be worse enemes than a |lion

| also didn't see her com ng, although you woul d have expected to hear the roar
of a Land Rover or the chanting of bearers the way she | ooked. It was often
difficult to remenber that the sides and personalities here were plus or mnus
only inrelative terns, no different than dealing with organized crinme or the

roughest parts of a major city or maybe the governnent. Cutler, like Tarn and
Kanda and even Voorhes, seened both nice enough and harnl ess enough, and on
their own terns probably were-but they were snart cookies as well, worldly w se,
deadly, and survivors in a high-tech high-stakes jungle. | felt |ike sone

Israeli detective inprobably kidnapped and forced to |live and work and i nteract
with the PLOwhile | solved a problemfor them Wthin the context of their
worl d they seenmed reasonabl e people, but in the greater context they renai ned
what they were and | remai ned what | was. And that was the probl em

So | stood there, worried about beconi ng sonebody's main course in the next
dinner, as alert as | ever was to any danger signs, and suddenly | hear a

worman' s voice very near ne say, "It is beautiful, is it not?"

| practically junped out of ny skin, whirled, and cane face to face with her
"They nmake nore noise than you do," | noted, feeling suddenly relieved.

"They can all be silent or loud as conditions warrant," Cutler responded.
"Unl i ke humans, who can be | oud and obnoxi ous for no reason at all. Do you know
where you are? In rough geographic terns, | nean?"

I shrugged. "It looks like Africa. East Africa, probably."

"Africa, yes, but not east. In alnpbst any of the worlds where hunans devel oped
and expanded and triunphed, where we are standi ng now would be dry, desol ate
sand in all directions. Near the dead center of the Sahara, in fact, as it once
was and as it would still be el sewhere if humans hadn't spoiled it. Ch, there
are patches of desert, yes, and the rains are infrequent, but the river and
streamnetwork is nore than adequate to keep nobst of it grass and nuch of it

| ush. The Mediterranean and Atlantic storns dunp the water, which runs inland to
the | ow spots and forns a vast network of rivers and | akes, sonme quite |arge.
There are still great forests on the Atlas and Antiatlas nountains and ot her
coastal ranges that regulate the flow and control nuch water and sonme w nd
erosion. Humans cut themall down, allow ng the ravages of nature to scour the
land and grind it up and turn it to desert."

I looked around. It was certainly nicer, if a bit wilder, than pure desert, |
had to adnmit. "Then there are no humans here-except you and perhaps your
peopl e. "

She sighed. "Very few, all inported, all careful to maintain that they |eave

m nimal footprints. There are nmany species here across the entire ani mal and

pl ant ki ngdom that are unique, and many nore that have been made extinct by

humans el sewhere. In this world the Geat Auk still roans in the Pacific, the
dodo still reigns in the North Atlantic regions, and the skies of North America
can still be bl ackened by the passenger pigeon. It is a beautiful world,
unspoi l ed by humans. "

"You don't have rmuch use for humans in |large nunbers, | suppose,” | commented.
"Me, |'mhappy that it worked out both ways-hunmans in sone places, with places
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like this still surviving as well."

"This is not a zoo, it is a world!" she snapped. "What have humans done where
they arose? Killed the wildlife, deforested the |and, ruined their own planet,
raped and plundered everything until they ultinately had to depend on technol ogy
outstripping their voracious killer appetites. For what? Intelligence? There is
intelligence here, although it is not human. Sone insect societies here are as
conpl ex as your own, and on both | and and sea nany of the higher aninmals think.
But none has the self-destructive viciousness of humankind. This world is alive.
Your world and the others are dying, filthy cesspools, nonunents to prol onged
mass stupidity and greed, itself exploited ruthlessly by other humans from

anot her world who would push it even further into decay until they took all
worth taking, then abandoning it to slowy strangle in the debris Ieft behind.
No, | have no love at all for humans."

"I'mafraid I'ma little prejudiced," | told her. "I'm human, and unl ess there
were humans | wouldn't be here. Call ne selfish or self-centered, but that fact,
to ne, outweighs the other argunents, as synpathetic as | nay be to places like
this and plants and animals |ike these."

"l do not expect you to see things ny way. | find your approval is not required
and, in fact, | consider your views totally irrelevant."

"They probably are," | agreed, "but since they dragooned nme into this against ny
will and set up the rules, | have to keep follow ng through."

"That is why | amtolerating this."

"I find your attitude here and your attitude initially objecting to the big plan
alittle inconsistent,” | told her. "It would seemthat even the big risk of

Wi ping out all humanity everywhere woul dn't bother you too ruch."

"You sound |ike the sort of man who would get rid of a defective windowin his
bui I ding by bl owi ng up the building," she shot back. "If there was a way to just
Wi pe out the people and | eave the rest alone | believe | could enthusiastically
support such a schene. But what they are doing would be indiscrinmnate, w ping
out this world as nmuch as your world or the Conpany's world. At the very |east
it would be a disaster to tens of thousands of worlds on a scal e even humans
have not previously attenpted. The ultimate ecol ogical disaster at best. | find
no joy in that possibility."

"Nor do I," | assured her. "Yet you ultinmately got talked into approving it."
"You nmeke it sound as if it were sone wei ghty phil osophical debate, M ster
Horowitz," she responded coolly. "I thought the percentage of error too high,
but as | had no alternative and the percentage was still small, the ultinmate

wor st case unlikely, | saw no other choice but to proceed. Does that di sappoint
you? Did you believe | was sone great noralist on this question?"

"I had kind of hoped that," | admitted, "but, no, | didn't expect it. |I'm
getting a fairly clear picture of you all nowall except the one fellow who
isn't here. Pandross alone remains a very dimand cloudy figure with a rea
sense of unreality about him D d you really know what he thought, or did you
just take himfor granted |i ke everybody el se seens to?"

She considered that. "Thought about what?"

It was a fair question. "About anything, really, except security systens and
gadgets. This plan, past plans, war, peace, |ove, hate-anything at all."

As it had with the others, the question seened to really catch her off guard,
even bother her. She just stood there for a very long time before finally
saying, in a kind of distant tone, "Now that you nmention it, no."

"WAs he with the group when you were all in training back at the Conpany? Did
you see each other nuch before the horrible end of your world?"

She shook her head negatively. "Not really. We were all specialists in different
fields, you see, training in different areas under different departments. There
were quite a nunber of us, too, you nust renmenber. W nine weren't the only ones
there, sinmply the only ones Mikasa coul d-or woul d-save or shield from execution
We were together with the rest only for the few introductory indoctrination

|l ectures and it was so long ago now | can't even renenber nuch about them |
knew Valintina slightly-such a brilliant, happy girl then-and al so Carl os, again
very slightly-he was a handsone fell ow who believed hinmself God's gift to wonen
and in those days nade a career out of chasing every worman around. But
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Pandr oss-no. He woul d have been up with Mukasa's own in security, and that
wasn't an area that the rest of us were allowed near." She paused a nonent, then
asked, "Why? What are you getting at?"

"A man who all of you worked with for over a decade,"” | explained, "and wound up
trusting with your security, your lives. A man so dedicated and capable in his
field and so reliable that you never gave hima second thought-any of you. I|'ve

tal ked to nost of you now, and you have very strong inpressions of one another
I've been warned about Valintina and Carl os, had al nost a psychoanal ysi s of

Voor hes, had phil osophi cal di scussions about Tarn and gotten many strong
opi ni ons on Kanda and Yugarin and Mancini, and | felt as if | knew you before we

ever net. You know each other very well, even each other's idiosyncrasies, |likes
and dislikes, hopes and fears. You're like a strong famly, in a way. You don't
all like each other-who anong us didn't have soneone in the famly we couldn't
stand?-but you understand each other, know each other well. Al eight of you

But none of you knew Pandross. Each of you had the same thing in comobn, and
each of you had a common cause, but while eight of you were brothers or cousins
or uncles or aunts, Pandross wasn't even a distant cousin four times renoved. He
was nore |ike the repairman you call when sonmething's broke and you can't fix it
yourself. You talk to the plunber, you exchange pl easantries on the weat her or
sports or politics, but you don't really know him You don't really know rmuch of
anyt hi ng about him"

"I-1 believe | see what you nean," she said, a little wondrously. "Yes, that's
exactly right. But he was so good at what he did, and so absolutely reliable
each time, there was no reason to think on it further. Do you really think it
was nore than just his abysmal |ack of personality?"

"There's al ways sonebody hone inside each head," | told her. "Sonetines it's
easier to find that person than with others. Over the course of this
investigation |'ve | earned nore about all of you than | think you even now woul d
believe, and far nore than | need to know for this-but not one dammed t hing

about the victim He was reliable, brilliant, didn't like to socialize, hadn't
much of a personality, and just did his job and made no other real inpression at
all. Now you tell ne that not only didn't you interact with him other than on

busi ness during nore than a decade of high activity, none of you even knew him
before, even casually."

"That nmuch is true," she admtted, "but | can not see where that gets you. |
mean, he was al ways reliable. He never once slipped or betrayed a confidence or
an operation. Sonme were blown, yes, including many of the big ones, but it
wasn't because of what he did, and many al so succeeded. There is no |ogica
reason to believe that he was anyone or anything other than what he clained to
be. "

"I disagree," | told her. "There is every reason in the world to believe that
Lot har Pandross never existed. That the fell ow who said he was Pandross, a
fell ow refugee, probably had never even been to your origin world. He was good,
he was well briefed, and he could convincingly fake it in the sane way that
sonebody fromny world who said he was fromthe country of Benin wouldn't be
questioned too closely by ne since |I've never been to Benin and woul d have
trouble finding it on a map, if it hasn't changed its nanme recently. But if he
got close to you, in the way the rest of you did, he'd have to open up, have to
have an in-depth story and personal history and background that had no hol es
what soever in it, no inconsistencies however tiny, or he'd | ose sone of your
confidence. "

She was appal |l ed at the suggestion, which she clearly didn't believe. "Surely
you don't suggest that he was a spy for the Conpany!"

"No, not the Conpany. Not exactly, anyway, and not for the Conpany cause. \Wen
and if | can find out where he did cone from and how he wound up as one of your

group of survivors, I'll have the last nmajor piece in this puzzle."
Mari a had been quite busy, and I didn't know now how | woul d have coped without
her. | now had a fair anount of information on Carlos's lair, including a

general map and |l ayout, the basic security systens built in, and the genera
routine of the place. There were, however, also an awful ot of people living
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and working there, all of whomwere in thrall to Carlos and not to regul ar
security no matter what their personnel files said and any of which, no matter
what they thought of him would still have no choice but to bl ow away anybody
threatening his cozy situation.

On the other hand, ny client, when he nade another renote control appearance,
deci ded he no | onger liked the deal

"l have decided that the risk to putting your interests first nmakes the odds of
successfully acconplishing ny owmn interests al nbost prohibitive. First you nust
stop the project in the only pernmanent way possible, by using the flaw built
into the basic plan. Then | will give you entry and aid to Carlos."

"No deal!" | shot back to himon the keyboard. "I assune that what you want is
nei ther easy nor safe and that ny odds there aren't so hot, either. | also
assune that the only way to acconplish your own goal is to trigger sonething
nasty before its time. Gtherwise they'd just bide their tinme and start over. The
only way to insure things is to destroy one of the key sidings, and | suspect |
know which one is the nost likely candidate to permanently disable the plan by
maki ng the odds too prohibitive and the new setup too conplex to have a decent
chance of success."

"You do not disappoint nme, Horowitz."

"Well, | amnow. If | blowthat it'll have to be fromthe universe side. |'mnot
too certain what will happen, but | have the idea that it'll make sone of the
Labyrinth uninhabitable for a while, and that neans that even if | live I'll be
cut off. On top of that, the Conpany will know as soon as | cone through the
gate. They would have to. So, no matter what, | will fall into their hands and
probably by now they have classified nme as Benedict Arnold, Jr. And to top it
all off, this crew here will have nothing to do for a while but revenge itself

on me and nmine, not to nmention blowing that world they threatened. No, no deal."
"There will be a way to use the Labyrinth even after. The cal cul ati ons have been
checked and doubl e-checked. If it were not so, there would be no purpose to
this, now, would there? You know only part of his security. |I can give you al

of it and the bypass procedures. | can also provide a way to bypass the Conpany
and exit your world. Considering your resources and your fanmiliarity with it and
with the Conpany, you should be able to nake it there. And if the Conpany
catches you, tell themthe truth. The information you require will still be in
your hands-before you do what | want but after you are irrevocably comritted to
that course of action. Wen the Conpany peopl e understand what you have done and
why and what you still have to do, and considering you can promi se them Carl os
in the bargain, | do not think they would hesitate to aid you. You will need the
Conpany's services anyway

-after your business is done. That fact al one jeopardizes what | require. If
they |l earn about what | wi sh before it is done they will prevent it. They woul d
have to. And that nmeans this is all for nothing."

"What is the rush on this?" | asked it via the term nal keyboard. W have

mont hs, maybe a year, don't we?"

"You are brilliant, Horowitz, in sone things, but foolish in others. Yours was
the only Conpany-held and Conpany-controlled point they had not already secured
and prepared. It is still the nost vul nerable

-it is Markhami s hone world and a busy one. Do you think they woul d nove agai nst
you and then hope to maintain the fiction for nonths or years? And they are nore
nervous now yet nmore confident, too. They have speeded things up. Al is in

pl ace. They need only to hook up and test the timng conputers now. W are
tal ki ng days, Horowitz."

Unfortunately, the cavalier attitude they'd taken with ne had hinted at this,

but | didn't like to see it confirmed. "Can't you knock off one or two of them
and send the rest scurrying to deeper cover?"

"I already tried that with Pandross. You can see how successful | was. Perhaps
shoul d have killed one a few days later, and one nore later still, but | was

| oathe to do it. They are my soul-mates, after all. If | do it now | believe
wi Il have the opposite effect of rushing theminto doing it, perfectly prepared
and tested or not. The more rush and the |l ess testing, the higher the odds of it
generating just the sterilizing surge we both fear. You are due to see Valintina
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next. When you | eave her, you nust be prepared to act. My associates will nove
in and provide all you need. It nust be done then-and quickly-while you would
not be mssed here. If you do it, then they will be powerless to carry out their
threat against the world they selected, and by the tine they are it will be

enpty and irrelevant to them They will have to go to ground for years."
I thought about this new winkle. "And what about Maria?" | typed to ny absent
client, thinking it through. For all her problens, | had cone to |like her, and

she'd been of great use, as | said.
"I thought it was obvious. If you get away and live, she is dead in a horrible
and slow nanner. If she is not killed, then she nust hunt you and use all

met hods to get you, and she will. It has been so fromthe start of this. Face
the truth. One of you nust die."

He was right, of course, but | didn't like this new order of things. | was being
pushed into it now, trapped in a corner before | was ready, just as he'd figured
all along. | didn't Iike being pushed, and | |iked being trapped into doing
sonebody el se's bidding even | ess.

"I''ll think about it." | told the client, and didn't wait for a reply. | grabbed

the pencil and paper and stal ked away.

Maria was readi ng sonething in a language | couldn't begin to guess over on a
mat on the floor, and she | ooked up and nmust have read ny expression. "Sonething
the matter?" she asked. "You do not | ook happy. What were you | ooking for in the
computer for so |ong?"

"I"'mreaching a monent of truth long before I"'mready,"” | told her, and then

poi nted to the pad.

She rai sed her eyebrows. "Again?"

| nodded, and she and | wal ked over to where | was certain we could not be

vi sual | y observed

"Do you know where Carlos's access switch is and howto get into it?" | wote
on the paper.

She didn't just nod as |I'd hoped, but took the paper and wote, "I know where
but not necessarily howto enter."”

"I will figure a bypass,”" | wote to her. "That's ny field. You just get ne

where we have to be. Be ready with all that we need as soon as | finish the next
interview"

She | ooked both surprised and worried. "Do you really think you can get in? Not
to mention back out?"

I nodded, although | was by no neans certain of either. | could only assune that
all of themwere wired by Pandross, and |I'd seen and exam ned enough of his
stuff now to know pretty well how he thought. Besides, Carlos wasn't in hiding,
he was at his usual place, and with the project so furious right now he woul d
probably be getting daily messenger briefings. He was far | ess concerned with
peopl e getting in than getting out, of that I was sure. W would wait for a
messenger, intercept himor her, then use Maria's security code inplant so they
woul d t hink she was the nessenger-and we woul d have the , comruni qués even if we
had to chop themoff the real nessenger's arns.

As for getting out-well, sonmebody knew how to open and cl ose and nonitor that
switch. It would be inprovise, inprovise, but I had no other choice.

On the surface, ny client's offer seened the nost rational, and was. But he
hadn't played conpletely true with ne, nor with anyone el se, and he had only one
interest in mnd-nmaking the Yugarin-Mancini -Kanda plan too hard to ever use. He
needed ne to acconplish that, and once | did it he would revert to his origina

m nd-set and objectives. Wth no further need of me, | could easily be not just
doubl e-crossed but hung out to dry. | had only his word and nobody to check it
with that | would even be able to still get back out.

Besi des, no matter what the |long odds against nme, it pissed ne off that he was
calling all the shots. My own interest involved nerely undoi ng what he had done
inthe first place, and if | couldn't get my own problens solved then | didn't
much give a dam about whet her they bl ew things wi de open or not.

* x %

I wasn't really much interested in Valintina, but | had to go through the
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motions. It turned out to be a very strange experience in its own right, and one
sure way to nake sure | renmenbered which side | should be on

It began after | went through the switch and wal ked down a short siding, then
out into a plain reception chanber that | ooked kind of like a small .function
roomat the Holiday Inn, with little furnishing but some nasty-looking gun ports
and such. It kind of rem nded ne of the | ess than pleasant reception area you
got when entering the Conpany worl d.

It was unoccupi ed except by ne, and had no doors that could be opened fromthis
side and no ways to | ook out.

"Stand in the center of the roomand renove all your clothes,
fermal e voice said froman enbedded speaker in the room

I 1 ooked around. There didn't seemto be an alternate set provided. "I beg your
par don?"

"Remove all clothing, your watch, and anything el se you m ght be wearing, and

pl ace themin the corner nearest the Labyrinth substation entrance. They wl|l

not be touched, and will still be there when you exit."

"Uh, yeah, that's fine, but what do | wear instead?" | asked loudly. This kind
of security | could admire, but that didn't mean | had to like it.

"Just do as instructed and then wal k through the door when it opens."

| sighed, and undressed and tried to fold everything neatly, sticking ny watch
and wedding ring on top of the pile. Even after being around Maria all this tine

a tough-soundi ng

and under observation al nost constantly, | still had a sense of npbdesty and a
bit of self-consciousness as well know ng that strangers were | ooking at nme and
probably maki ng nasty comments as well. There is nothing worse to strip the

dignity and confidence out of sonmeone than to nake them nude and have them
parade around strangers.

Now in nmy birthday suit, though, | turned and wal ked towards the far wall, and
as | reached the area a door buzzed and then opened and | wal ked through-and
into sonething of a fornal garden setting, with a nice pond, lots of trees and
flowers, and two attractive young wonen dressed in tight black outfits which

i ncluded sidearns stood there |ooking at ne. It was al nost oppressively hot and
very humi d.

| felt inmmediately like crawing back in or finding a hole or fig leaf or
sonething, and | put ny hand in front of ny crotch, but the door shut behind ne
and there was no way to anywhere except past this pair of obvious security

of ficers, both of whom seened hi ghly anused.

"Ckay, so what do | wear around here?" | asked them ny enbarrassnment turning to
anger .

"Ch, ny!" one said in a nocking tone. "He's enbarrassed! See how he tries to
shield hinself fromus. Wat's the nmatter, boy? You ashaned of your prick or
sonet hi ng?"

"He has a cute little ass,
rest of him"

"I"'mnot used to being on display," | retorted, really feeling mad now.

The other one | aughed. "This is Senora Mendel ez's private preserve. You asked
for an invitation, but you weren't invited. Here, she makes the rules and you
follow or you may | eave. No man here is pernitted to wear clothes or to wear
anyt hing not given himby a wonan resident. You will treat all wonmen with
respect while you are here and you will put up with whatever you nust, or you
will regret it. Any lack of respect or failure to exhibit the proper attitude
and deference while here, particularly in front of the boys, will have to be
severely and painfully punished, even if you are a guest. You understand that?
And understand, too, that any of us are fully capable of giving such punishment.
Either play it that way, or sit here under guard until your keeper cones for you
and you can return to where you cane from"

| wanted to do just that, particularly since | was only going through the
motions with this one, but | had no choice but to play it out. Still, | was
keenly aware that | was beyond the political rebel and the eccentric and into
the land and style of the kind of personality who would cheerfully hook people
on drugs and think of new perversions for themto use.

"I, too, amnot here voluntarily," | told them "I must have ny interview"

remarked the other, "but |I can't say nmuch for the
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"Your funeral," the taller of the two remarked. "Okay, follow us."

We wal ked up a well nmintained path through a dense jungle alive with insects
and alnost solid with plant Iife, and | began to wonder if they had nobsquitoes
inthis climate or worse. Even so, this was the nost inpressive security
entrance |'d seen and the only one up to the caliber I'd expected fromthe rest.
Guarded and fortified entry chanber-damed tough to get through and requiring a
| arge force-then out into a small clearing that exposed you to nost likely
withering fire, and when you got through that you would have to push through
jungl e prepared by defenders all the way and | andscaped to tell you al nost
not hi ng.

There were frequent junctions in the path, too, much of which | suspected was to
force anyone getting in to either know his or her way around or walk into a neat
trap.

The correct path took us ultimately out of the foliage and onto a wi de white
sand ocean beach, alnpbst pristine in its beauty and with breakers far enough off
so that you could enjoy water or beach

The back of the beach was a significant hill rising maybe a hundred feet at its
hei ght, producing a cliff atop which stood a stunning tropical hone and patio
jutting out just slightly out over the overhang and which probably provided a
great, sweeping view of the beach and oceanfront far below. On either side,

| ong, zig-zagging stairs reached from house to beach, and | groaned thinking
that | would have to clinmb them

There were a few people on the beach, looking Iike the kind of fol ks you usually
hate. Trim perfect-1ooking wonen either nude or wearing only bikini bottons,

all with perfect tans, being rubbed or nade over by equally tanned and nuscl ed
guys left over fromthe Arnold Schwartznegger Look Alike Contest. One woman was
doing a kind of flex exercise and revealing bigger and better nuscles than I'|
ever have. | kind of suspected that the other wonen were equally nuscl ebound.
They all stopped what they were doing and stared at us-or, rather, at the poor
excuse for a two hundred and twenty-ei ght pound weakling with the weight in al
the wong places being marched al ong by two Anazon warriors. | gave up any
pretense at nodesty and just tried to put nmy nudity out of ny mnd. Hell, |I'd be
enbarrassed and intimdated around people like these even if | were fully
clothed. About the only thing | had on themwas their greased pig |ook; | had
nmore chest hair than they had hair on their heads.

I did notice, however, that while the men were towering nuscl ebound hul ks, they
seened to be at the wonen's beck and call, with nary a peep of protest. One
worman canme up to a guy and fondled his genitals, and he just sort of giggled and
smled inanely. Another couple seenmed to be strutting and showi ng off for two
worren who were ogling thembut clearly not interested.

It wasn't hard to figure out the systemhere, but | couldn't for the life of ne
figure out how it was maintai ned. The nmal e binbos and jocks I'd known had
general ly been pretty tough, conmmandi ng types.

The long clinb was no fun at all, but at least by this point | was in a little
better condition. It didn't stop ne fromhaving to pause and catch ny breath
several tines, enduring the |l ess than kind comentary of ny escort each tine,

but it wasn't just the exercise but the trenendous heat and humdity as well. |
was sweating |like a stuck pig.

It was possibly only because of their offer to carry me to the top that | nade
it on my owmn. They let ne sit on a |lounge chair under the shade of a beach
unbrella and try and keep from passing out while one went inside and the other
security officer turned to one of the nuscl ebound hul ks who'd cone out to greet
us and said, "Jerry, be a dear and get the poor boy sone of the special fruit
punch. "

He | ooked over at ne and | got the idea that he was trying to keep from cracking
up. Maybe ny eyes shot daggers, though, because he strai ghtened up and said,
"Yes, Ma'am At once. He sure looks like he needs it," then turned and went back
i nsi de.

He returned maybe two minutes later with a tray, pitcher, and large glass filled
with ice. He poured the drink and | took it and took a sip. It tasted like the

file:/lIF|/rah/Jack%20L.%20Chalker/Chalker,%2...%203%20-%20The%20Maze%20in%20the%20Mirror.txt (111 of 150) [1/19/03 4:21:16 PM]



file:///F|/rah/Jack%20L .%20Chal ker/Chal ker,%20Jack %20L %20-%20G.0.D. %201 nc%203%20-%20T he%20M aze%620in%20the%20Mirror.txt

best drink |I'd ever tasted in the whole world. | needed it-1 needed nost of that
pitcher. Wen | had two and a half gl asses, though, | felt nuch, much better
Jerry was fascinating in and of hinself. | don't think | ever had seen a guy

just like him in fact. Ch, he |looked like the Mster Universe type, but there
was somet hi ng odd about his mannerism his voice, the whole thing. He sonmehow
managed the trick of seeming to be a very gentle giant w thout once really

seem ng effeninate. You got the idea that the guy could bend steel with his bare
hands and lick any ten men in the bar-but that there was al nbst no circunstance
where he woul d want to.

And, just as he turned to |l eave, Valintina Mendel ez cane out of the house,
dressed in a tight halter top and wearing a pair of designer jeans and sandal s.
She was really the Latino bonbshell her picture had suggested; thin,

wasp-wai sted, but with a pair of jugs that would do Dolly Parton proud. She was
weari ng dark sungl asses and snoking a cigarette through a | ong hol der, which
made for the image | think she wanted.

| started to get up, but she stopped ne. "No, no! Just sit! You are hot and
tired." She slid into a beach chair opposite ne, then asked, "Well, | would be
surprised if you approved of nmy little pleasure spot." She had a fairly thick
accent, probably Spanish or sone derivative of it, but it was because she was
proud of it and never felt any need to get rid of it. She could clearly think in
Engl i sh.

"It is a beautiful place, Senora Mendelez," | responded, trying to renenber the
rules and even give the name a bit of the proper inflection. "I will certainly
give you that."

"You know what | nean.

| sighed. "Well, it's nore a reversal of the usual rather than a femnist's
vision," | comrented, adding, "Judging, of course, fromthe very little |I've
seen. "

"You are quite right, Sammy boy. | have no interest in equality or other

weakling goals. Often, out in so-called 'normal' society | amtreated as a
thing, an object, to be ogled at the pleasure of nen, fondled at the pleasure of
men, and fucked by coarse men who think that it is the primary goal of a wonan.
I have killed a great many nmen for such things, which are not trivial to me. |
like the | ook of surprise when they are being particularly macho, rough and
commandi ng, as | twi st themwhere they will not twist and watch the life drain
away. "

Well, 1'd been warned she was a psycho in her own right. | wasn't about to get
into weighty argunents with her
"Still, it seens like, well, the few nmen |I've noted here go agai nst any sort of

mascul i ne behavior | thought was built in without seenming effem nate. Are they
bred for this or raised that way or what?"

She smled. "Chenmistry, Senor. Sinple chenistry. That is all we really are, you
knowa col l ection of chenicals put together in a certain way, activated in the
brain by degrees through experience. My specialty is exotic tropical plants. It
is amazing what you find in their chemistry that will interact with ours. Pain
killers, disease-killers, stimulants, depressants, narcotics of all kinds."

"I know. Cocaine, opium marijuana, and all their relatives and nore are from

plants," | replied. "Also curare and a thousand ot her poisons."

"Bah! Amateur night! That is merely what evolution can produce. | have taken it
much further, and using the exotic species fromhundreds of worlds. | have great
greenhouses here, and excellent |aboratories as well. The operative drug for the

men, for exanple, took years of work and experinmentation, although | was

buil ding on existing work in other worlds. It acts only in the nales, and in al
mal es. On fenmales it has no effect at all except perhaps as a very nmld and

harm ess steroidal effect in quantity. On the nales-it does not attack
masculinity. | did not wish that. It alters, very subtly, only those
characteristics | find offensive. It suppresses the ego, replaces aggressiveness
towards worren with an overwhel mi ng urge to please us. They have sufficient
strength and courage and aggressiveness to use their greater power and bul k for
work, but not at all sexually. Less than two weeks on the conpound and the
effect is in full force. Wthin a nonth they just can't inagine ever feeling any
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ot her way."

"l assume, then, that it's addictive."

"To a degree. A synthetic version can be made highly so, but since anything over
a certain dosage is sinply expelled by the body and since it does not affect
worren, it is sinply added to all food and drink here."

"You nean like in the fruit juice your people gave ne?"

She chuckled. "Yes, it was there, but in a very snmall quantity. It will have no
effect unless you stay a while and eat or drink quite a lot. If you notice it at
all, it mght just nmake you a little horny, that's all. The initial treatnent

i nvol ves nmassive doses so it saturates the system is absorbed into the body,
and undertakes the biochenical changes. After that just a small anmount will keep
it that way forever."

"Thanks," | said sourly. Now |'d be checking nyself out in every thought and
action and | didn't need that kind of doubt right now. Especially right now "I
doubt if I"'mthe type of guy who'd fit in around here anyway, with or wthout."
"Perhaps. W prize the nuscle here because we need the boys to do the heavy
manual | abor, but there are nany of them here who are nore average | ooking, kept
around because they are cute or have other attractive attributes. W really
don't need the boys for anything here except as sexual playthings, but they need
us. The poor dears are rather hel pless wthout us."

"Do they m nd?" | asked her

She gave that wicked smile again. "M nd? What difference does that nake, poor
boy? | nean, do nen care if a woman mnds their wolf whistles as she wal ks down
the street? Do they care if a wonan m nds being propositioned by total strangers
when she's just shopping or riding on a bus? Do men even consider what it's |ike
for nost wonen to fear wal king down a street after dark with a potential rapist
in every dark corner, or in every passing car? Wiy should | care if these boys
m nd? That's the way things are here."

"l understand the source of your feelings and concede your points, but | doubt
if you or nobst of the wonen here have the same kinds of fears you talk about. My
wi fe cane fromone of the roughest city environnents | know. She's cautious in
the sanme way |'mcautious, but | think she's too tough to have that kind of
unreasoned fear or |ack of confidence to deal with a threat."

"How little you know," Mendel ez sighed. "Very well, | do not have nuch tine for
you and you, | suspect, would rather have done with nme and this place as quickly
as possible. Stay too |ong here, dear, and you won't want to ever |eave."

That was precisely what was on ny mnd, speaking of fear. "Do you know rmuch of
what |'ve done so far and what's happened?”

"Not nmuch," she admitted. "I have been a very, very busy woman lately. W are
going to close down the Labyrinth, you know, and before that happens | want to
make very, very sure that we have everything we can possibly need right here.
And | amvery close to perfecting a stable viral formof ny little fornula to
insure that the whole world here remains ny vision. Too bad, really. | should
have | oved to have had it ready to spread it to every biochem cally conpatible
world in the region, perhaps even to Conpany people. That was ny pet project. A
stable viral-like formof this that is imune to all known inmunization
procedures, not detectable by nedical scans, and which is spread easier than the
common col d. I nmagine that nal e-dom nated Conpany world and race under this sort
of influence. The entire power structure would coll apse before they realized why
-and the wonen woul d be so hidebound by that horrid culture that they would be
generations |l earning the ropes and breaking free of their nmental chains to pick
up the pieces-providing of course they |l earned howto run all that stuff before
it collapsed."

"I think I would prefer that to the risks of this project,”" | answered honestly.
"In a way, it would be a nerciful end to that rigid culture and structure."
"Merciful!" She gave a cackling laugh. "I do not want nercy. | want themto
suffer!™

| decided not to press the point. Instead, | wanted to go through the litany and

routine and get the hell out of there as fast as possible, w thout even doing
| unch.
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"So, about Pandross ..." | began, and started the drill

The last thing | needed was my brain chem stry rearranged to renove

aggressi veness. Although | abhorred violence and all it represented, there was
no question that very soon | would have to kill, and perhaps kill a nunber of
people. | had enough problenms with that without adding nore.

10.

Sol ving the Maze

I was never so glad to have ny pants back on in my whole life. | had a very
strong inpression that | night have been the first guy to ever wal k back out of
there once he got in, and | could tell all the time | was there and talking to
Mendel ez that she was toying back and forth in her mnd with whether or not to
keep nme as a pet.

She's an out and out psycho, that's for sure, but except for her particular way
of working out her crazy vision | really wasn't too certain that she was any
more crazy than the rest of themjust nore visibly dangerous. Still, of them
all, she and Carlos were the only ones who could induce sonme el enent of fear in
their own conrades, and that said something.

Maria thought Valintina's vision was sonewhat anusing, although hardly
preferable. It was just that she couldn't see any difference between the
Mendel ez version of inequality and oppression and any of the other worlds we'd
gone to. To her, we were all equally insane.

| sighed, swallowed hard, and checked ny resolve. | was still game to go through
with it and | still was nore than willing to plug Carl os and anybody el se who
got in my way, so maybe the dose | got wasn't all that much. | couldn't |et
myself dwell on it. |I felt normal and that was what | had to go on. In a way, |
wondered if | wasn't just as nuch a fruitcake as Valintina, considering what
odds | was going to face and how i nprobable it was that | was going to get ten
feet without discovery and death.

We proceeded al ong the normal course to get us back to the office, but we

weren't going back there at all. At a particular cube, all sides dark, Maria
suddenly gave a signal and we both exited to the |l eft and wound up inside a
small, hot building with little or no light. She knew it well, and reached up

and switched on a tiny bare bulb, revealing a fairly squalid interior shed.
"Quickly," she said. "Get out of your clothes and into the black ones there."
complied, noting that the new clothing was pretty well Company security standard
for inside the Labyrinth itself-the sort of uniformworn, in fact, by both
sides. Plain, black denim w th double pockets in the shirt, a black |eather
belt. The clothes fit, although they had that new or freshly starched feel to
them There was also a pair of tough rubber-soled boots to conplete the outfit,
al t hough this uniformbore no insignia or badge to show who or what | really
was.

She packed the old clothes into a small satchel and we exited back into the
Labyrinth as quickly as we could. Anybody using a tracer could still see and
track us-now. W continued to wal k al ong, and when we reached the point of the
office, the satchel with the irradiated cl othing was tossed into the siding,

al t hough we ourselves weren't going there. It was done in one neat, fluid notion
as we wal ked, and woul d show on anybody's tracker scope as a diversion-we hoped.
Not rmuch further down, we had another duck-in, this tine to a small clearing in
a thick, jungle-like environment. Maria seened to know what she was doi ng, going
over to the underbrush and then hauling out a |arge chest wapped in a tarp
Renovi ng the tarp, she unlocked the chest and opened it.

"The smal| attaché case contains all the basic tools and instrunents for a
standard security repair," she told me. "There is not a |lot el se we could
reasonably carry."

I nodded, opened the case, and was reasonably satisfied with the contents. She
was right. What | needed was a master conputer link and a lab full of stuff, but
this was better than not hing.
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She then handed nme a stock issue energy pistol with long |aser sight in a

hol ster on a belt with a full set of energy cubes for reserve. It was the
futuristic version of the gunfighter's belt, and | didn't feel confortable with
it, but I had to be prepared to use it if necessary. There was al so an extension
rope, some snall explosive nodul es, and a veritable potpourri of things that

m ght prove useful

"There has been abnormally heavy courier traffic of late," she told ne. "Usually
he only allows his own people to do the nessages, but now that the others are

i nvol ved they insist on their own people. | have selected a spot where it shoul d
be possible to intercept a courier, although it mght take sone tine."

"Good," | told her, inpressed. "Uh-you realize the risks here, don't you?"

She stared at me. "I amdoing this because ny mssionis to stay with you and
assi st you in anything that does not involve your going outside of or
threatening the organi zation. | always understood that if you unnasked a

mur der er anong t he hi gher-ups you woul d probably have to go after them yourself.
To turn themin with or without absolute evidence woul d otherwi se be fatal. That
means you woul d either 'go down swinging,' as it were; in an honorabl e cause, or
directly nake your case. My life has no neaning except that | do what | was
ordered to do. The risk here is irrelevant."

I wondered for a nonment if she was any saner than the rest of them At |east |
had a good personal excuse for doing this; Maria, on the other hand, had no rea
stake in it at all. | had correctly analyzed her way of thinking and in good

| awyer fashion turned her into a tenporarily useful ally by finding the

| oophol es and the fine print in her literal instructions, but | was really

begi nning to wonder here. | was depending a |ot on her, and she had ho rea
stake in this at all. Wrse, she'd totally nisread all the evidence and was
taking nme entirely on her own cultural terns-ny "function" was to solve crines;
therefore, this was essential to solving the crine.

They wouldn't like it if |I solved their little crine for them They woul dn't
like it at all.

We checked out everything, then prepared to nove to our anmbush |ocation. | had
hopes that we'd be there sone tinme; | was tired and | could use the rest. This
had come up too sudden and too fast; | didn't |ike being pushed and |I didn't

like the extra risks the speed-up was causi ng.

We re-entered the Labyrinth, weighted down by our equi pnent, and turned back the
way we'd cone. For a short while the coast seened clear, but then Maria touched
my arm and pointed, and | whirled around and saw our nysterious shadow in his
accustonmed position. So we hadn't fooled him or, at |least, we hadn't nmade good
our escape.

The phantom had stopped for a noment, in the usual fashion, but did not step
back as he always had. After a nonent, he continued on towards us. Maria was
very fast, drawing and crouching |l ow at one and the sane tinme. She was clearly
going to fire, but | stopped her with a hand signal. If the fellow wanted to
cone out of the bushes, now was the tine to do it.

He was of nedium height, with a strong, middle-aged face that was tough and
sonewhat |like a bulldog's, with a shock of white hair that really stood out. He
was wearing, so help ne, an old style trenchcoat and had both hands in his
pockets, and he seenmed in no hurry. He | ooked |ike either the villain or the
Scotl and Yard inspector out of countless old British novies, and | nentally bet
he had a retired or honorary nilitary rank

He seenmed utterly unworried about Maria's pistol, but he did stop just before
entering our cube, slowy and carefully renove a hand from a pocket to show it
was enpty, then point beyond us. | turned, and for the first tine saw anot her
figure, this one also rather close. There could be no greater contrast in the
pair.

The second was fenmal e and | ooked |ike she belonged with Valintina's amazon
security staff. Tall, lean, very pretty and sexy in an all-leather junp suit,

hi gh- heel ed bl ack boots that |ooked great but didn't seemall that practical,
and long hair that was either very blond or alnbst white. None of that mattered.
Al that mattered was the small but deadly Uzi style submachi ne gun she was
carrying, cocked, ready, and pointed in our direction
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Mari a was suddenly caught in a position where she wasn't certain about anything

except her primary function and duty. | watched, horrified and hel pl ess, as she
turned in deadly pantom ne and brought her own pistol to bear directly on ny
chest. | |l ooked straight into her eyes and only for that noment did | see the

slightest bit of hesitation or doubt in her expression

That slight nonent, however, was enough. In total silence and w th professiona
accuracy | mght have admired under any other circunstances, the strange woman
in leather fired, the submachi ne gun punping at |east twenty rounds in deadly
precision directly into Maria, who was ki cked back against the cube wall by the
trenmendous force and al nost seened to explode in a mass of guts and gore. Her
own pistol went off a couple of tinmes, one nissing nme by only a hair, but |
couldn't nove, couldn't really feel the reality of the scene

The tough-1o0oking guy in the trenchcoat didn't flinch, stepping into ny cube and
| osing his conposure only slightly when he al nost slipped on sone of Maria's
spilled guts. He pointed expressionlessly towards the | eathery bl onde, and
wasn't about to argue with them

We didn't go far. There was one of those abandoned switches nearby that the
opposition used so conveniently, and as soon as we stepped into it | suddenly
could hear the breathing of all three of us and snell the death these two

r epr esent ed.

"We can talk here," said the man in a cultured British accent that perfectly fit
his | ooks. "Sorry about that ugly business, old chap, but she would have potted
you, you know. She was going to do it anyway. She woul d have either done it or
betrayed you to Carlos the nmonent she found out just why you were there, and she
certainly wasn't about to allow you to go into any Conpany territory."

"She was the product of her world and culture,” | responded linply. "She was
good at what she did and that can't help but affect ne. |'ve been nore or |ess
living and working with her for weeks, after all."

"Under st andabl e. But your sentinental streak woul d have been fatal in the end.
Surely you knew that."

I nodded. "Maybe so. If I'd had a gun and she'd had a gun and she canme at ne |

m ght have felt differently about it. But it's done. Now you want to tell ne by
who and why?"

"My nane is Muran," he said. "My associate, here, is Mss Blaise. W have the
sanme enpl oyer at the nmonent and, with other conpatriots, we have been keeping
one eye on you and anot her on your old honmestead. W weren't going to be so-
intrusive-as yet, but clearly you two were off to Carlos' lair, and our enployer
had strict instructions about preventing that."

"Your - enpl oyer?" 1 repeated.

"M ster Pandross, honey," the woman replied in one of those sweet, sexy voices.
"You know Lot har Pandross?"

I nodded. "I figured as nmuch. How is M ster Pandross, Colonel? | can call you
Col onel, can't 1?"

He seened startled, then relaxed. "If you like. | assune Mster Pandross is al
right. Wy?"

"Well, he's been killed twice, you know. Ugly busi ness. Wat are you doing,

Col onel ? Swi tching sides, or just noonlighting on the Professor?”

"The Professor, as you well know, is long dead," Mran responded. "Since then |
have entertained offers fromanyone with the nmeans to satisfy ne. But this gets
us nowhere, you know. I'mafraid you' ve forced our hand in this a bit."

I looked at himand at the pretty girl with the Uzi. "So what can you do? Shal

I go back and play footsie with Voorhes some nore and wait for my |ast

appoi ntment with Carlos? O should | sinply sit here and refuse cooperati on,
knowi ng that you can't blow ne away |ike you bl ew away poor Maria. O do | get
trussed up and haul ed down to sone maniac's |lab for special treatnent?"

"No tinme for that sort of thing," Mran nuttered. "Takes weeks, you know, when
you can't use the drugs. No, | think we nake a deal to our nutual benefit."
"What kind of deal, Mran? You and your boss need ne. | could use your help, but
there's no easy way for either of us w thout guarantees."

"Don't need them" he comented gruffly. "You want Carl os? Go and get him
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There's the exit-we won't stop you."

| smiled grimy. "You just killed ny entree in and you know it. | night be able
to work on ny own, but | don't know where the hell he is."
"Precisely. Well, we do. W know where he is and where the entrance is and we

know al | the bypass codes and procedures. Wth our know edge and your tal ent you
could get right into his lair. Wether you could successfully get out, or even
do any harm is not the question, but we have far nore than you woul d have on
your own. Right now, you're stymed."

That figured. Pandross designed all these systens, and they were all tied into
the central conputer anyway. Wth his drug zonbie arny around, Carlos probably
had no nore bothered to significantly alter the systemthan Mancini or the rest
had. All he had to do was keep a mmjor di stance from anyone not under his
control and have any outsiders deal only with underlings at a renpte |ocation.
"Think about it, darling," Blaise put in, also revealing a British accent in her
sweet and sexy tones. "If you do what we want you at | east have a chance at what
you want. If you fail, what difference will your own personal problens make,
anyway? You seemto be so snmart about other things but so stupid when it's
personal . If you had your way, you mght just win one but then when that gets
out what happens to that sweet little boy of yours?"

She was right. | really had been so hung up on one thing it never occurred to ne
to put nmy priorities in order. A lack of enthusiasmfor derring-do was one
thing; being blind-sided on my own interests was inexcusabl e.

"Just what's involved here?" | asked them

Moran, who seenmed to be al nost nmachine-like, allowed hinself a bit of a snile.
"I think you have the basic idea of what they're planning. | can fill in the
details."

He reached into his coat and brought out a close-up systemmap of the centra
Zero region of the Labyrinth. It was well-worn and marked up and | ooked a | ot
like the one on Yugarin's wall that |'d seen

I crouched down with himon the floor of the station and | ooked at the thing.
Moran pointed to a conpl ex-1o0oking set of synbols. "There is True Zero, the
power source for the Labyrinth. It puts out enornmous, near limitless, energy
which is tapped in the side cubes here and here bracketing the Zero access
itself. The huge areas here on either side are nmassive power regul ators and
transformers that take this erratic but inmmense power and turn it into sonething
that can be used and nake certain it is stable-and that it does not bleed over
The key bypass is here to allowtraffic to go fromone side to the other without
the inpossibility of passing through Zero or having any real access to the
source. "

I nodded. "All right, I"'mwth you so far."

"CGood. Now, when the Conpany fries a world, as they did to those people, they
seal off a section here and here, run power bypasses al ong the container car
route to continue power, then ternminate the main tunnel, nmaking it effectively a
deadend siding. They rig a bypass, in other words. Power is then bled into this
new siding until eventually it reaches the end and enmerges in a steady, building
stream Wth nowhere else to go it fries all facets of the end cube."

I nodded. "I got that nuch."

"The anal ogy is nuch |ike pouring nassive voltages through a wire or tube and
then using it much like a deadly firehose. It's quite tricky, which is why it's
a last resort thing, and that's what gave the opposition the idea. Wen the
energy is turned down, there's a lot built up without regulators at the end and
some of it surges back through the |ine where the transfornmers and regul ators
must absorb it and keep things cool, as it were. Now, the theory was to produce
surges fromthe opposite ends, out here a ways, so that they rush inward to the
transforners and regulators at the sane tine. If they are overl oaded without the
massi ve saf eguards, and both at the sane tine, they can't handle the | oad. The
odds are excellent that this will produce a neltdown of the transfornmers and
regul ators. They are designed to do this as a |ast resort, sealing off the
Labyrinth fromthe Zero world. So |long as one side works, the other can be
brought back on line via the bypass, but if both are nelted, well, then, there's
no power to the Labyrinth at all. It dies, and who knows if that nelted mass
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coul d ever be borne through again and a new grid built?"

"I think | get the idea," | told him "And the danger is that the intense heat
formed by the nmelting down might break through to Zero rather than seal the
openi ng, so we have the unchecked power of an energy universe rushing freely
through the Labyrinth."

"Precisely."

| stared at it. "lI'mno physicist and | flunked nost science, but |'ve done a

| ot of electrical work. Where in hell are they getting enough power to rush back
along the lines to the regul ators? Were are they getting so nuch power that the
surge will overload them and shut them down?"

"That was Mancini's genius, old boy. He devel oped a storage system which woul d
absorb and keep quantities of the energy fromthe main line. Just giant
batteries, really. The power demands were increased, of course, but not to a
degree that a flag would be raised in Mintenance. A few weeks of just, say, a
hundred and ten percent power consunption, far within the nornmal fluctuations of
the line, would be sufficient. And if the substation being serviced was down or
at minimal levels, alnost all of the energy, perhaps ninety percent, could be
diverted to the storage cells. For that reason, they needed sidings with little
traffic and no comerce."

"l see. But why ny siding?"

"Physics. The rel ease of that stored energy nust be sequential and it nust be
perfectly tinmed, within mlliseconds certainly. The signals can not exceed the
constant speed of light within the Labyrinth, so a nunber of sidings on both
sides were required and they had to be relatively close together and perfectly
posi tioned. They had their own abandoned sidings to start with, which were easy,
but not sufficient. They were able to take control of a few Conpany sidings, and
occasionally corrupt or take over main stations so they had security on their
siding work while naintaining normal commerce and not raising the Conpany's
suspi cions, but there were just a few crucial gaps that nmight nake the

di fference between not enough power and enough for the job. They tried taking

i nconsequential ones, under little or no Conpany control, when they failed to
control the optimumone, but they always threw another |ocation off. Yours was
perfect It came down to using yours or wi dening the risks."

I had already figured out that our home sweet hone had to be a key to it all
When | saw it marked with a circle on Yugarin's map, along with a ot of others
I didn't know, it cleared up a lot. And when he told ne that they'd cone up with

this like ten years earlier, the rest fell into place. And the crazy thing is,
with all this hatred anong this group, the key was a kind of |opsided, bent |ove
story.

See, the first case, the one that brought Brandy and ne into the Conpany, was
their initial attenpt to seize control of the State Coll ege siding and
substation. They were going to replace key people in the Phil adel phia branch of
the Conpany with their own duplicates and insure a no-interference situation up
at State College. Witlock would have seen that comerce was nai ntai ned, maybe
even profits increased, while one by one he used his own high position to tag
and replace others. Bill, you' d be one of the key ones later on. They coul dn't
go after Conpany security officers right off, but if they had the financial and
corporate officers they'd have no trouble replacing security.

But it didn't work. They screwed up when they failed to kill Witlock. They were
as ruthless then as now, but not at all experienced. They sinply didn't realize
that the Conpany was hand in hand with organized crine and they failed to cover
the nob bosses. Witlock went underground and away, in the process stiffing the
mob, which went after him That blew the operation and they were trying to clean
up the botch when we got involved.

Havi ng made our world too hot for themfor a while, they | ooked for

alternatives. | should have made the |ink when Brandy's case devel oped. They had
taken over an alternate Earth cl ose enough to ours that you didn't even have to
go through a switch to go between them and they'd devel oped their own siding to
the sane State College switch point. They'd learned, too. In that world they
allied with and took over the nob. W thought they were just using the world as
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a testing ground for their damed drug, and certainly they let Carlos do that in
the hopes his plot woul d succeed and nake theirs unnecessary, but the object was
to secure the substation and use it as a substitute for ours.

We saw only one plot, unconnected except by the | eaders to any past plot. The
fact is, there were two-the officially sanctioned one Carlos was working and the
private plot by Yugarin and Manci ni about which the others knew nothi ng. But
Brandy bl ew the security of that other Pennsylvania substation, making it

usel ess anyway, and naybe it wasn't any good anyway. Just a hair off, increasing
the odds of the surge being uncoordi nated. They probably took over and tried a
dozen nore we never knew about, but it never worked. If they used another
substation, then one or nore of their already secure substations didn't work. It
was a Chinese puzzle, you see. \Wen you noved one piece it autonatically noved
two or three other ones. Eventually they cane to decide that the only practica
solution was to take over ours after all.

But how? For one thing, the two people presiding over the substation were the
same two who had constantly thwarted themin the past. For another, security was
better on our world after their initial failure. The only plus in their favor
was that our substation was rarely used. It hadn't even been staffed until we
moved up there. The weak point that existed there was sinply too small to be
useful except as an occasional conveni ence entrance and exit. W'd staffed it
only because the opposition had drawn our attention to it and the vulnerability
it represented, but we didn't take the next step of asking ourselves why the

hel | the opposition was drawn to it. | blanme myself for not seeing the |inkages.
Again and again all the cases were drawn to that dammed substation. Wy?
Wel |, Yugarin and Mancini had managed a | ot on their own, but now they had a

situation where everybody was required and comitnment fromthe whol e Board was
necessary. It didn't take "emten years to get the risk factor down-they went to
the conmittee after ten years' work with a fait acconpli. The other places were
secured, the great storage batteries built, the math all done. Only it couldn't
wor k wi t hout our substation

Some of the commttee were enthusiastic, others had reservations but finally
went al ong, inpressed by the work and planning that had gone into it ever since
Yugarin had mapped all the sidings and substations and realized the
possibilities unused sidings mght give for such a project. It was Kanda's math
that kept the risk factors high, but in the end not high enough. Mancini in
particular is no dumy hinself, and when | was told that Carl os had his own
secure and i ndependent conputer system| only had to put two and two together to
figure that there was no way to fool Mncini and the others by doing a |ot of
fake figures. So, in the end, we had ei ght people giving the go-ahead and
starting to plan how to take over our substation for the length of tine
necessary to install and charge their batteries and rig their timng circuits
under the Conpany's nose, as it were. And we had one man who, although he had to
go along, was desperate to stop it if he could.

In every way but one, Lothar Pandross was exactly what he seened to be. A true
genius with an affinity for machi nes, nmaybe even a love affair with them He
wasn't personabl e, and people nmade himfeel unconfortable. Maybe he was just
over the bend paranoid, or nmaybe he was an agoraphobe-staying nost of the tine
in that one conmputer conmand center suggests that-but the fact was that Pandross
was far happier interacting with nmachines than people and he had the kind of job
and chal | enges that kept himhappy and content. He went out sel dom the only
clear instances | could see where he interacted with others, nostly just sitting
back, was at the committee neetings which were held inside Kanda's alternative
conmput er-a conputer that Kanda told nme Pandross had hel ped desi gn and buil d.
Pandross's personality and genius had made himperfect for the job he'd taken on
at the start. Unlike the others, you see, he wasn't fromthat destroyed worl d.
W' || probably never know which world he came from But he was a Conpany nan, a
conmput er geni us who' d probably been recruited to work on and inprove the
Conpany's own master conputers. That's why his design for Kanda was so cl ose and
so conpetitive. But he worked for Security, not Mintenance, and so at the key
time he worked directly under the anbitious traitor destined for the Conpany
board, Mikasa Landukur.
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In a way, they all underesti mted the Conpany and Mukasa. He was an old security
hand. He wasn't about to armand train and turn | oose eight | oose cannons inside
the Labyrinth with access to nbpst of its secrets and all tw sted up inside by
hatred of the Conpany and thirst for revenge. He needed to al ways be sure of
them and Pandross was ideal. As a man virtually phobic about interaction with
people, he was less likely to be exposed or make a slip. The position was
irresistible to Pandross because it gave himnearly a free hand at designing an
alternate security systemand force, creating new systens, beating his old
conpatriots at the Conpany at their own gane, and, of course, as chief of
Security and head of the conmputer systemas well, he could nonitor and track the
ei ght rebels as they went about their destructive work. And if Mikasa took over,
Pandross was prom sed that he would be the king of the highest technology in the
new pecki ng order

Pandross, of course, eventually figured out, or maybe he just overheard it in
snoopi ng, that when Mukasa took over it would still be Conpany race first. He
woul d still have a nmaster in his own field, a conparative dolt who would stil

be able to order himaround and restrict his activities and deterni ne budgets
and priorities. Wien he discovered that Carlos was going after Mikasa and

pl anning to infect and hook the entire Conpany, Pandross nade a fatefu

decision. He did absolutely nothing. That's why Mikasa was so surprised, and
eventual ly victim zed.

But Brandy threw a wench into that operation, and we were able to put the

pi eces together and expose the plan at the crucial nonment when it could still be
st opped. Pandross was now ki ng- but of the opposition only, with no nore inside
to the Conpany.

By that tinme, however, he was well along in his own project, which was Kanda's
great thinking and self-repairing and sel f-inproving master conputer. To Kanda,
it was a dreamcone true, a narvel and wonder, a true alien intelligence beyond
hi s imagi nings and a trenmendous achi evenent. But he only designed it in the
initial stages. Pandross is the one who truly created it, and used his vast
stores of information taken fromthe Conpany conputers to establish this new
creation's foundation in reality.

To sonebody |i ke Pandross, that great, new conputer was probably the only thing
he ever truly | oved.

And, see, that was the problem Wile the few objectors on the commttee were
nmostly concerned with the five percent chance of a total w peout, a breakthrough
to the Zero world and a searing release of all that power channeled via the
Labyrinth to all Earthly creation, Pandross didn't give a damm about that. See,
he was nore bothered by the eighty percent chance that it would work. Short out
the Labyrinth, cut off the power supply.

The power supply to his machines, his conputer. They were tal king about taking
the only I ove he had, cutting open its arteries, and nmaking that |love bleed to
deat h.

Pandr oss never gave a damm about the Conpany, and he never gave a damm really
about the opposition, either. Neither had any real neaning for himso | ong as he
was able to do what he loved to do. Maria had called it "function." Everybody
has a function, sonething they do best, some place where they are the perfect
fit in the cosmc machine. Not all of us find that fit, and not too many of us
function perfectly, but that nade Pandross all the nore aware of his position

He had to stop them but what could he do? Leak the plan to the Conpany,
certainly, but that woul d al so nean breaking apart the opposition, betraying and
crunbling the network that was part and parcel of his own |life and existence,
and with no certainty that he would not be traced and hel d responsible for it.

He was in association with eight brilliant psychopaths and he knew them well and
didn't underestimate them Still, the potential was there for himto betray them
all.

What he had underestimated was his own bel oved conmputer, who nonitored
everything with maxi muminput. Perhaps he talked to it fromhis renpte |ocation
Per haps he even asked it for solutions to the problem |'mnot sure what
triggered it-mybe his own security prograns, nmaybe the fact that his thinking
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conmputer was raised to think in the opposition manner in the sane way that Maria
was raised to think in the rigid terms of her own cul ture-but the conmputer, for
all Kanda's talk of an alien intelligence, was one of them It perceived that
Pandross was cracking, that he was a threat to everything, even the conputer
itself. In fact, he was nmore of an imediate threat to the conputer than the big
bang plan itself. The conputer was the hub of all activities for the eight and
the thousands of agents they ran. You couldn't send a nessage, nmake a di scovery,
wi thout having to send it via the conputer's network.

And so the conputer acted on the imredi ate threat and sent out a nessage under
the highest authority to the opposition's top security. We'll probably never
know who killed Pandross, if they're still alive thenmselves, but they did it
faithfully and with the kind of obedi ence and unquestioned loyalty to the
conmittee that Maria also represented. Wth the conputer giving themall the
accesses, all the bl ockings, everything he, she, or they needed, they carried
out the orders and killed their chief.

The conputer, of course, had solved one i medi ate probl em by doi ng that but
hadn't solved the one that had nandated the action. It had both a practical and
a logical problem As a |loyal nenber of the opposition conmitted to its goals,
it couldn't betray or destroy the others or dissolve or cause to be dissol ved
that organi zation. It had killed Pandross to preserve just that organization

But Kanda had been quite clever in his overall design; the conputer had input
and output capabilities, but it had no arms, |egs, eyes, or whatever. It also

was vul nerable for all its great power, know edge, and size. Nobody was going to
build and maintain a machine like that w thout adequate safeguards both agai nst
it should it turn out to be uncontrollable or should it be revealed in all its

i Mmobile bulk to the Conpany and fall into Conpany hands. Pandross hinsel f

woul dn't have permitted it, and the committee would certainly have thought of it
as well. If those paranoid psychos ever even dreamed that their naster conputer,
no matter what its notive, had knocked off one of their own, they would activate
those systens and blow it.

Manci ni had designed the other, easier substation bonbs and their batteries. The
computer couldn't get to them and if it ordered any sort of security raid that
destroyed themthere would now be only one direction for bright ones |ike
Manci ni and the others to ook for the culprit. The only safe way was to nake
sonmet hing go wong at the last and nobst vul nerabl e expl osi ve point. My house,
and t he Pennsyl vani a substati on.

I"mnot clear on what it did next, but it needed some on-the-scene agent
representing only it. Mst likely it found a Pandross duplicate sonmewhere and
had sonme security boys play their nind tricks so that the poor schnuck thought
he was the real Pandross. Maybe soneplace it's trying to make up for its nurder
by growi ng Pandross clones. | don't know. But when Voorhes' raid on my place to
set up their part of the plan cane off, there was a Pandross there. A disposable
Pandross, keyed to finding nme, to tipping ne off, maybe even enlisting nme, using
threats agai nst Dash or whatever against ne. See, | didn't have any ready usabl e
duplicates and | had to go through intensive security screeni ng whenever | went
out on a job. They nade a | ot of penetration operations all over hell and gone
that kept me away from honme nore than in it. To have killed ne woul d have been
to bring Conpany security down on the place like a ton of bricks and maybe
closed that siding and seal ed or destroyed that switch. The Voorhes plan was to
keep me so busy protecting Conpany assets that |1'd spend little tinme at hone.

But | was supposed to be honme when the raid cane down. It was tinmed for that.
That's why they brought their martial arts nerve experts. Their plant, Bond,
woul d appear to be the apparent reason for the raid. That is, a sinple
opposition raid to get a key man before he could reach the Conpany and divul ge
secrets. Once inside, Brandy and | were to be overpowered, and she, who has an

i ncredi bl e nunber of duplicates, would be replaced by one of themso highly
trained and hypno-taught that she'd be dammed near perfect, while | would be
permanently and totally paral yzed, a basket case, with one of those pernmanent

G nzu-type holds the G nzu Master feared had been done. | woul d have been
hel pl ess, out of the way, and accounted for

Wth a fake Brandy in place, the rest of the staff could also be replaced one by

file:/lIF|/rah/Jack%20L.%20Chalker/Chalker,%2...%203%20-%20The%20Maze%20in%20the%20Mirror.txt (121 of 150) [1/19/03 4:21:16 PM]



file:///F|/rah/Jack%20L .%20Chal ker/Chal ker,%20Jack %20L %20-%20G.0.D. %201 nc%203%20-%20T he%20M aze%620in%20the%20Mirror.txt

one, since she, as station master, had full access to the npst secure areas and
woul dn't be suspect. They would al so give a | ess permanent nerve hold to her so
that any | apses she might nmake during the early stages m ght be gl ossed over,
and, bedridden, she could learn the little things so as to be a perfect
duplicate.

The second Pandross, however, was put in by the conputer. He canme by car, not
Labyrinth, having been gotten in through one of the nore renote substations, and
knowi ng all the passwords and clearances his job would be to see that | wasn't
knocked out. The computer was convinced that if | recovered there was no way
they could fool ne for any length of tine, and they might be right. That would
mean killing me and there goes the substation, like | said.

But | wasn't there, thanks entirely to luck and a stubborn snowstorm and that
forced the ersatz Pandross, who the goons doing the raid had every reason to
believe was their legitimte boss, to inprovise. He wasn't the real Pandross,

t hough, and that nmade him an amateur, an actor able to carry out a predetern ned
set of things but an amateur when a professional was needed. The goons knew t he
basic plan; he couldn't overrule that wi thout drawi ng suspicion on hinmself, so
he let it go. But he had them ki dnap Dash, in a real amateur night ki dnapping

wi t hout any plans for what they were going to do with the boy, hoping to

bl ackmail me by threats against the boy with playing along with his gane. After
the raid, nmy Earth was pretty well sealed off by Conpany security, so it took a
long tine before even the inports could get out. They were, however, able to
send a report out which included the fact that they'd m ssed ne and ki dnapped
the ki d.

And that's where the conmputer got the idea of both dealing with me and usi ng ne,
as |'Il explain in a nmonent.

| suspect that when Voorhes got that report he was furious, but he didn't really
have any reason to be suspicious of the big man who' d cone al ong and hel ped
supervise. |If he was nore than nentioned, Voorhes and the rest probably just
figured he was one of the drug lords they used to get the goons up and back
They had all seen Pandross's dead body, and ny vague description |ater of

Whi spery Voice woul dn't have connect ed.

Voor hes and the others were pros, though. If they couldn't have nme in the
original way, they' d use Dash to make me cone to them The idea was to use ne if
they could, since the death of Pandross really had shaken them but also to

i nvoke ny absence and perhaps | ater show evidence that | had turned traitor.
woul d regi ster, now and agai n, on Conpany recorders during ny Labyrinth trips,
al t hough they nmade certain ny routing wouldn't give Conpany security any rea
opportunity to nab ne. The conputer also hired some good people, |ike Mdran and
M ss Blaise, to cover ne in shifts, making certain that not only as backups for
Maria but also, and primarily, to protect me from Conpany agents just in case.
That was why we were shadowed everywhere in the Labyrinth. This gave the
conmputer sone legs of its own, since Maria was tied to opposition security and
therefore to the other seven. This independently hired force believed they were
wor ki ng security for a still-living but behind-the-scenes Pandross. They
represented a nercenary third party who was devoted to stopping the plan but

al so to protecting the opposition

The trouble was, nobody could really get to the farmto bl ow the operation.
Hell, if the toughest sort to fool in all humanity, a five year old, can be
conned into accepting a duplicate as his nother, why shoul d the Conpany suspect?
And if they are going to nake certain that they close this threatening
substation, who better than the station nmaster to bring in crews so it can be
done in an orderly manner? Hell, the Conpany woul d actually nmake certai n nobody
di sturbed then

The problemwas, that nade it next to inpossible for the conputer's nercenaries
to get near it on the world side, and only station personnel's codes would be
operative on the Labyrinth, or switch, side. Nobody could get in fromthe switch
except Mancini's team and nobody could threaten on the real world side because
of the Conpany. Neat.

The only one whose code woul d automatically operate that switch who wasn't on
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either side was nme, since there was no way to take me out of the coding at the
switch level unless it was done by the station master-and this Brandy was
perfect, but she wouldn't have the real one's total |.D. coding so the nonment
she went into the security area of the switch to alter it the alarns would go
off like the Fourth of July.

The conputer had known that. That's why when the conmittee asked the conputer to
suggest who coul d best solve Pandross's nurder, the conputer strongly suggested
ne.

Voor hes was nervous about nme-things hadn't gone right in the raid and he'd
resisted the idea of using Dash to get at nme-but when the conputer suggested ne
and also the logic of naking me seema traitor and getting the threat out of the
way-the plan | outlined already-it proved irresistible. Carlos, of course, saw
the hunor in it as well, and put someone under his control, Mria, over ne

al though she didn't knowit was him Still, they accelerated operations in the
siding, knowing that they couldn't maintain the enornous fiction there forever
And now here was Moran telling me that their enployer, Mster Pandross, whom |
knew was a hul ki ng mass wel | back down the Labyrinth there, now insisted that |
carry out the last part of his plan for the sake not only of screw ng things up
but also in my own interest. If they were allowed to go ahead, God only knew
what woul d eventual |y happen to Dash.

"A'l right," I told Mran and Bl aise. "Just what is it |I'mexpected to do here,
anyway ?"
"W will provide what you need before you go," he told ne. "It's not large or

bul ky and it breaks into little bricks. You just stick themin various spots as
you travel towards your house through the siding. Once you are out and well away
fromthe substation, you will have a detonator that will blow them and that, in
turn, will blow the batteries. That's basically it. The Company will find the
mess, their security people will figure out the plan, and steps will be taken to
i nsure agai nst it happening again. You, rather than M ster Pandross, we, or any

of the opposition, including their security forces, will have been the
instrument of their failure. They will have to regroup and try sonething el se.
It's as sinple as that."

"Uh huh. And what happens to nme then? I'll have everybody fromthe deadly
Valintina to the unforgiving Voorhes after me with all their resources. Not to
mention that they'Il definitely blow that world they threaten and send ne the

gory details."

Moran sighed. "They will not blowthat world. It is true that the threat is
real, but we have already taken neasures to insure that the death of a world is
not going to be on your shoulders, and | believe you understand we can prevent
simlar attenpts in the near future to repeat the threat. As for your persona
safety-well, you're no worse off than you were, are you? The Conpany can
certainly safeguard your son. If not, then there is no hope for any of us, is
there? And we will provide you with all that you will need to find your wife. If

that doesn't still kill both of you, then | think you are resourceful enough to
find a hole big enough to hide in. You are, after all, a security expert."
I thought it over and saw he was right. "Ckay, then, |I'Il do it. But what

happens if | get nailed in the siding by the opposition people or nailed up top
by the Conpany before | can detonate?"

"CGood point. You may find some small resistance in the siding, but you were
prepared to deal with far greater forces on fortified guard, weren't you? W
trust your abilities there. If the Conpany or anyone el se gets you once the

devi ces are planted, we have backups. The power net is still functional, a
signal can be beaned in if need be although we'd rather not do it since it would
show the presence of a third force, as it were. And if anyone gets you, the
first thing they will do is search you-or, pardon, your body, depending. Anyone
el se whose skin contacts that detonator except for you will cause the detonating
signal to be sent. It will still look |ike an accident, you see."

| nodded. They had it pretty well worked out. "Let's just assune | survive this
and amin a position to use your information to go after nmy wife," | said. "I
know that's inprobable, but you never know. | assume he's hooked her and is
putting her through a hunmiliating hell just to get even and feed his psychotic
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ego. | know how those drugs work. She mght eventually kill herself, but she'll
never |eave with nme."

Moran sighed. "W thought of that. The same way M ster Pandross communi cat ed
with you is the way we eventually got a nessage through to her. She is assured
that the drug can be duplicated if a sanple is provided. She al so has been

t hi nki ng ahead, it appears. It nust take trenendous willpower not to take the
drug until you just can't stand it any nore. | have seen opium and heroin

addi cts, and this nust be far nore solid a hold than that, and nore terrible a
withdrawal . We nerely gave her a suggestion. If she is strong enough, as you and
we think she is, and smart enough, she'll have seen the solution. The drug is

di spensed every twenty-four hours. It wears off in twenty-six, and we cal cul ate
the maxi mum point where it nust be taken at thirty hours or so. If she's gotten
the hint, which was all we could nmanage, and if she's up to it, she should have
a surplus pill every four days. If she has a few as five extras sequestered,

that would be nore than enough with insurance. If she either hasn't gotten the

i dea, or has been unable to do it, then she is | ost anyway."

I nodded. "I see. But-if she should have that many doses, then she nust have
gotten the hint pretty early. Long before | urged contact."

Moran nodded. "Ch, yes. W nmde certain shortly after she was made away with
that soneone, in threatening her, told her the exact tine sequence. She would
have known it al nbst fromthe start."

I sighed. "I'll be dammed. Snookered fromthe beginning."

Moran shrugged. "Perhaps. But one thing has puzzled all of us, | nust admt,
right fromthe point where it becanme obvious that you knew your wife had been
swi tched. You had your son back, which was to be our |everage to get you in here
inthe first place, so if you didn't know that your wife was a fake then you had
no reason to enter here or play fair with Voorhes and the others. Ergo, you did
know, right fromthe start."”

I nodded. "That wasn't all that hard, although she is good. Even when |I knew it

wasn't my wife, | could believe it was. | was relieved she was so perfect-it
meant | could | eave Dash without a lot of trauma. | think it was sonething in
her manner, her eyes, the way she interacted with Dash. |I'm not sure she planned

it that way, but unless she's the greatest actress that ever was | got the
strong i npression she'd die before she'd | et anything happen to the kid. Al nost
like, well-1 know that nost of Brandy's counterparts didn't turn out so right or
so lucky. Like she saw Dash as her second chance."

"But if she was good enough to fool even your own son ..
"How d | know? Ch, that wasn't hard. This crew goes in a lot for duplicates,

swi tches, and substitutions, so | was |ooking for that right away. Even so, she
al nrost threw nme by being so perfect, until | found a fairly |arge piece of
optical glass on the downstairs rug, like glasses had been broken. It was |arge
enough that | played a hunch and sent it downtown to the optician where she got
her gl asses to check against Brandy's prescription. It natched."

"Ast oundi ng! And that told you what?"

"Wl I, nobody, not even absol ute duplicates, shares experience. There's always a
little scar or a broken bone or a different filling in a tooth or something |ike
that. Brandy's vision was always |lousy, but it had really gone to hell during
the wacking pain of withdrawal treatnents from Carl os' organic drug. Her

gl asses | ooked |ike the bottom of Coke bottles, which is why the fragnent was so
noti ceable. A duplicate would have the sane genetic eye problens but woul dn't
have undergone that extra treatnent, and m ght have undergone other eye stress.
The prescriptions were unlikely to be that close, even if the basic problens
were the sane. | got Brandy's spare pair from her bedroom and had t hem checked
at the optician's as well. They didn't match the prescription. They were, in
fact, way off. The only answer was that the wonman wasn't Brandy, and had
substituted her glasses for Brandy's so she'd never have to cope with the wong

prescription. Wien | realized that, | knew they'd pulled the switch. | could
bl ow her cover, but then what happens to ny wife? | figured that if they took
her, and didn't kill her, they'd eventually turn her over to Carlos. | think

had his nmeasure fromthe start, which is why I was confident she wasn't dead.
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Wien | fed a description to Maria, she was able to check the security couriers
who went to and fromCarlos's world and got a confirmation."

"God, that's noble and sweet!" Blaise put in. "I hope you get through all this,

I really do. | hope you get her back. | really do. And even if you don't, | may
take a crack at plugging that drug-dealing bastard nyself sonetine. It night be
fun to do one just for kicks."

| sighed and got to ny feet. "Lead on, MacDuff, and Heaven knows if we dine with
the angels or in Hell this night."

"That's not Shakespeare," Mran coment ed.

"Horowitz, Act Four, Scene One," | responded.

I had an escort all the way to the switch, some of whom | could see and sone of
whom | just inferred. We actually did run into two Conpany security people on
the way-1 guess some alarmwent off in the main |line-but they never got close to
me. | hoped they weren't killed, but | didn't have nuch choice on this one.
There was, of course, sonebody on the switch itself, allegedly with the Conpany
but al nost certainly in the enploy or under the control of the opposition. It
was a typical Type Two, dog-faced character, and | renmenbered that Mancini had a
number of Type Twos at our neeting place. He was, however, a tad confused.

"This switch is officially closed and in the process of being shut down," he
told nme officiously, "yet-that's strange. My board shows that you have hi ghest
security and priority entrance on the station nas ..."

I had one hell of a pop gun with me and he wasn't nearly quick enough on the
uptake. | fired right into the glass, which shattered, throw ng hi mback agai nst
the wall which he hit, hard, and then slunped to the floor of the switch contro
room | ran up to the wi ndow, saw that blood was coming fromthe sides of his
toothy nouth and that his eyes were gl assy and open and deci ded to take the
chance that it meant the same for his race as for nost others and that 1'd
killed him Knocking out the remaining glass-actually sone kind of tough plastic
but the stuff still has sharp edges-| vaulted into the control room and reset
the switch. | knew this one like | knew the back of my own hand. No sweat.

Even reset, though, there was no way the security systemwould adnmit anyone not
on the internal coded security list. | should know| installed the system
nmysel f. Moran and Bl ai se and the others couldn't follow, not w thout setting off
al arns and maybe filling the other side with opposition security boys, but |
could just walk right on through. They would rermain here and cover my rear for a
while, until it got too hot-1 knew al arns were sounding within the Conpany net,
or would when | passed that barrier. Then they'd head for the hills.

I went in fast, not expecting any real opposition but certainly expecting to
encounter sonme work crews or mai ntenance people. You didn't bother to put guards
on a door that was already | ocked and bolted and janmed a hundred whi ch ways.

As soon as | was inside, the case | was |ugging al ong sensed the proper

condi tions had been net, buzzed, and unl ocked itself. | checked for trouble,
then stopped and opened it. Inside were a |lot of the bricks, each about eight
inches by four inches, sort of Iike nodeling clay, and, in a pocket, a thick
folder. | took out the folder and | ooked through it, and saw i mediately that it
was at |east what | had been pronised. If it wasn't phony, | had a map to
Carlos' lair, staffing, security system bypasses, the works. His world and
fortress would be as wide open to ne as if they didn't exist.

I wal ked forward, and didn't have to go far to see the nassive batteries or

what ever they were. They were enornous translucent cubes, filling nobst of each
Labyrinth cubicle, and they humred and throbbed with yell owwhite energy. Al ong
the top and sides, various thick connectors went right to and in sonme cases into
the side walls of the Labyrinth itself. They were pretty damed i npressive, but
so bulky | worried that | mght not be thin enough to squeeze through. Before

tried, | began sticking the explosive bricks to the connectors and nearest
energy cube. Then, inhaling as best | could, and with a real effort, | managed
to get by the first one, then alnost trip on the connectors linking the first
one to the next one. | went on, placing nore and nore of the bricks, and at one
time damm near got stuck and at another got in but couldn't angle the damed
case to cone with ne for a while. | was aware that a clock was really ticking
her e.
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I was four in when | saw ny first person. He was weari ng Company mai ntenance
green, and he spotted ne before | spotted him The idea that anybody could enter
fromthe switch didn't occur to him though

"Hey! Who're you and how d you get down here?" he shouted, sounding angry.

"I live here!" | responded, and shot him

I had absolutely no conpunctions about bl owi ng away anybody down here in the
siding, and woul dn't take many chances if | got up and out, either. These guys
had done worse than burglarize ny hone; they'd noved in. | felt angry and
sonmewhat vi ol ated by nmat.

The siding went on a bit past ny stop, and so did the energy cubes, but | was
running out of bricks and | didn't feel great going any further. | took out the
remai ni ng ones and tossed them back. Hell, they'd probably do sone harm no
matter where they | anded, and they were all hooked together anyway. | wasn't
going to stay in here any longer than | had to. | was well aware that if they
could renptely detonate the danmmed things they mght not care if | was in here
or not if they had enough opposition back at the switch

The substation activated, and | walked into the fam liar concrete well
structure. At |east they hadn't done anything to show here, so | was able to get
up the | adder fast and head for the fence gate. It was |ocked, of course, but |
blew it off, the sound echoing off in the distance. It didn't matter. My entry
shoul d have tripped an alarmup there if they were anywhere on the ball anyway.
It was cold, and there was as nmuch or nore snow than ever around. | had on a
heavy jacket over the security outfit Maria had provided ne, but as soon as

got to the edge of the grove of trees the wind really started biting into ne,
and | couldn't protect nmy glovel ess hands without letting go either of the case
or ny gun.

I was a | ousy shot-al ways have been. This gun conpensated for that not by

aut omati ¢ mar ksmanshi p, which was strictly for small and cl ose range stuff, but
by sheer firepower. It was a partial energy weapon firing these weird | ooking
fat pointed cylinders, but if one hit it blewwth the force of a grenade

| auncher, as both the swi tchman and the mai nt enance checker found out.

Wel |, the best defense near dusk in a place like this wasn't to slink around
dark agai nst snow but to walk boldly up the main road |i ke you bel onged there.
Cone to think of it, this was ny house and ny farmand | did belong there.

| stuck the blunderbuss in ny pocket, hunched down as nuch as possible to
protect nyself fromthe wind, and wal ked boldly up the main road.

I was, frankly, amazed to get right to the porch wi thout being challenged or
even seei ng another person. Well, everybody had enough sense to keep out of this
weat her if they didn't have to, and clearly work was over for the day.

| took the detonator nobdule out and stuck it in my other pocket, then slid the

case under the hole beneath the front steps. | didn't need it any nore but |
wanted to be able to get at it and the file it still contained if need be. Then,
steeling nyself, | walked up to the front door, took out the gun, turned the

knob, and opened it.

There were sounds fromthe kitchen in the back, and the TV was on in the living
room and there was the snell of a hone-cooked nmeal wafting through the place.
Suddenly | heard footsteps on the stairs and a small, excited voice screaned,

" Daddy! "

Dash practically fell down the steps getting to ne, and fairly | eaped at ne.
There was the sound of soneone conming fromthe kitchen, and suddenly there was
Brandy, although not ny Brandy, with a puzzled | ook on her face and carrying a
casserol e di sh. She stopped, saw me and Dash, and dropped the casserol e dish on
the floor.

"Ch, ny God!" she said, and her face was suddenly the closest to white any bl ack
worman in history ever got.

"Ww, Dad! Is that a gun or sonething?" Dash asked, oblivious to the scene. |
picked himup with ny left armand he clung there, hugging ny neck. 1'd
forgotten how heavy he'd becone.

"Yeah, son," | responded, "it's a gun." | |ooked at the ersatz Brandy, who was
still standing there in the mdst of a gooey ness that was all that remined of
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what ever had been in that casserole dish. "Don't | also get a warm wel come from

my dear wife?" | asked her, a trace of acid in my voice in spite of the fact
that she'd obviously done a pretty good job.
"S- Sam What ? Where have you . . .?" she mamnaged, starting to recover a bit.

"No al arnms, huh, Brandy? | wouldn't want to have to do anything to you in front
of Dash. You understand."

She nodded nutely, frozen to the spot.

"Anybody el se in the house?"

"Uh uh," she responded. "They're all over in the control center gettin' ready
for the big test. Well, | think you know. Big fella, |ooks |like some Mfia
godfather, is over there, along with sone big shot who | ooks |ike sonme sort of
monk. "

Yugarin and Mancini both here! That was interesting. If | could sonehow al ert
Conpany security, they'd have a hell of a haul

I was still trying to figure out what to do when Dash wiggled in ny grasp and
felt a tiny hand dive into nmy left coat pocket and come out with the detonator
If any bare human skin other than nine touched the detonator

"Hey, Dad? What's this?" Dash asked

There was a sudden buzzing in the thing and then a runble |ike an earthquake
started shaki ng the whol e house. The lights flashed on and off and suddenly the
TV i npl oded.

Shit! | thought angrily, knowi ng what was happeni ng now. This whol e dammed farm
takes its power fromthat grid!

There was suddenly one hell of a big explosion, and | consciously fell on Dash
to protect himand then ny head got kicked hard by what felt Iike a nule, and
that's the |ast damed thing | renmenber.

11.
Storm ng the Citadel

Bill Markham shifted in his chair. It had been a very |long session and they were
all tired, but there was no thought of not going to the end. Not now.

"I't was a spectacul ar explosion," Markhamsaid. "I didn't see it, but the

moni tors al one picked up a trenendous force, alnpost Iike a small underground
atom bonmb blast. I'mtold by witnesses that a fiery plume shot up fromthe well
hundreds of feet in the air and lit up the night sky for mles, turning Happy
Val l ey back into day. The feedback into the grid circuits servicing everything
fromthe house to the substation itself was tremendous. Electrical fires
everywhere, and the ground shaki ng brought down half the structures. The horses
managed to get out before the barns burned, by the way. And sone of the people
there got away and nay be still running in confusion, although it |ooks |ike
some were just about sealed into the substation and security bunkers. W dug
down and cleared out the first bunker corridor, and the snmell was overwhel m ng.
No matter what the canni bals say, human beings don't snell appetizing when
they' re barbecued. "

Samdidn't find that news very pleasant. "But you said Dash was all right."

"He is, | wasn't kidding you. Half the house coll apsed but that's about what
saved you. It started to burn fromthe electrical fire, producing thick snoke.
You took the debris and Dash only maybe got a bruise fromyou falling on him He
was trying to drag you out of there when the first fire engine arrived on the

scene. He woul dn't budge from your bedside until it was clear that you' d be al
right. That's sonme kid you got there."

Sam gave a wan snile. "Thanks. | like to think so. And the duplicate Brandy?"
"She's pretty banged up but she'll come out of it okay. The funny thing was, you

sayi ng about how she stood there, frozen, in that arch between the entry hal

and living roomand the kitchen?"

"Yeah?"

"Saved her life. The arch held when a ot of the rest collapsed. She nanaged to

crawl out and hel ped get debris off you, even though it |ater turned out she had
a nunber of broken bones. She got Dash out from under you, too, but just wasn't

file:/lIF|/rah/Jack%20L.%20Chalker/Chalker,%2...%203%20-%20The%20Maze%20in%20the%20Mirror.txt (127 of 150) [1/19/03 4:21:16 PM]



file:///F|/rah/Jack%20L .%20Chal ker/Chal ker,%20Jack %20L %20-%20G.0.D. %201 nc%203%20-%20T he%20M aze%620in%20the%20Mirror.txt

up to pulling you any further. She was half out with pain on the front porch
when the first help arrived, but she m ght have saved Dash and she just night
have saved you, Sam"

"Where i s she now?"

"Near here. She's told us her side of the story, Sam She really didn't know
much or want to know nmuch, but what little she did know she confirnmed. She
didn't have to, either. Hell, Sam we had no reason at the start to think it
wasn't the real one. If she hadn't told us she night have gotten away."

"What ' s her background?" Sam asked. "I know npbst Brandys didn't have it too
good. "

Mar kham nodded. "Her nom di ed sanme as ours, but the Colonel got into a street
argunent over sonething mnor and stupid and sonebody shot him She was seven.
None of the relatives could or would take her, so she wound up in a state

or phanage where eventually she saw all the white kids adopted out and nost of
the bl ack kids grow up there. She ran away when she was thirteen, became a
street kid in New York, panhandling and stealing to get by, sleeping in
abandoned apartnents, selling herself when she had to. She doesn't renenber how
many tines she was raped. Got pregnant once when she was maybe fifteen. The baby
was born dead. A boy."

Sam Horowi t z sighed. "Yeah. How the hell did these bastards find her?"

"She was in jail. The usual thing. Some petty drug dealing. She had a record of
of fenses as long as your arm though, running the route from pi ckpocket to
rolling drunks to prostitution, so they gave her five years. Their peopl e bought
a |l awyer and a judge, got her sprung on a technicality, nade her an offer."

"An addi ct? You said she was selling drugs."

"No, nothing major. It never appealed to her, or maybe she was so damed
hardened she never felt the need. That was one of her attractions to them No
needl e tracks, no hard addiction. She was sonething of a pothead, but not since
jail. At first she sawit as a big con, a chance at the big tine. You' d be

paral yzed and institutionalized, and she'd get a big payoff here and do whatever
she wanted. They used every trick they had to nmake her into our Brandy, 1'l]I

tell you, and she was a good | earner. She was good enough to fool nme and even
Dash. "

Sam nodded. "If | hadn't found that fragment of glasses before |I'd found Dash-in
fact, if they hadn't kidnapped Dash at all-1 think | would have bought her, too.
I don't know. | get the idea that naybe Dash was the key to her success, too.
Maybe he was that stillborn kid she had back when, or maybe it was just the

|l evel of life and normalcy. Wsh fulfillment, naybe. But the reason why she even

fool ed Dash was that there was genuine affection for himinside her. | could see
it and feel it. That's why | was able to leave himwith her. Alot of tinme you
go on that deep down sixth sense with people in this business. | just knew,

sonehow, that she'd never let himbe hurt any nore than his real Mom woul d, that
she t hought of himas hers, too."

Mar kham nodded. "Dependi ng on what we can sal vage fromthis ness, we'll see what
we can do for her." He paused, getting a bit grim "Sam they didn't play a
hundred percent fair with you."

He frowned. "Wat? You nean it shut down the Labyrinth anyway?"

"Partially. It caused a massive surge in both directions. Some cane out of the
substation entrance and caused all the problems, but that was nostly backwash,
as it were. The main force was forward, as designed, and it fried the switch and
surged along the nain |ine faster than even the protective equi pnent coul d kick
in. Onits ow, it would have been mninmal, but the surge reached other sidings,
ones we didn't know about, al so prepared, and set themoff, too. It was a
massi ve energy wave, frying a lot of stations and a | ot of sw tches and not
incidentally a | ot of people."

"But it didn't break out."

"Uh uh. That dammed conputer had it pretty well figured, just how nuch power it
woul d rel ease and what direction it would take and what damage it would do. By
the tinme it reached the Conpany siding it was strong enough to trigger all the
protective seals and switches and then fry them nelt them down al nost
literally. It eventually shorted out two of the main regulators at the Zero
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wal | . Not enough to cause permanent disruption, but enough to | ower power |evels
to mninmal operation for a long tine to cone. Maybe years, nmaybe longer. It's
going to be a very long tine before we can nove |arge quantities of material in

this sector, and for a fair anpbunt of that tine we'll be on our own and flying
blind."

"Huh? \What ?"

"Sam you know the Conpany world. You renenber how massive the security was on
that place, howit was overkill to the infinite degree. This stuff nelted it

down. The whol e dammed bypass, covered in a thick, snelly, harder-than-dianond
subst ance, and wi thout power. Since it was a bypass systempower is stil
avai | abl e, but we have no power back to the Conpany world and no contact and no
switches. Sam they're sealed in, along with, | mght add, a nunber of other
worl ds and nain stations as well along the path of this thing. Even with ful
power it'd take years to get back in there, and even then we'd need a | ot of
know edge we don't have to find the weak point and punch back through. Know edge
that's locked in the main conputers inside the Conpany world. Conputers that no
| onger work because they were grid powered. The whol e damed Conpany world is

wi t hout power."

Sam s jaw dropped. "You nean-they're sealed in tight? Wthout any power, w thout

any access to the grid line? Wll ['Il be damed. "
"God knows, when and if we ever get back in there, what we'll find," Markham
continued. "I don't think our world, even this country, could get along without

power. |f everything suddenly shut down, if we were suddenly back to the

Ei ghteenth Century, few of us would survive. W don't know howto farmin the
old ways. W don't know how to get our food and store it and transport it

wi t hout power and nobility. To survive on our own w thout comrunication, heat,
anything. We aren't even built for that any nore. A fair anount of the Third
Worl d woul d get al ong okay, but we'd be finished. Mass starvations, freezings,
riots, you name it. And, Sam the Conpany world doesn't have any Third World,
and all its know edge and advisers and all the howto manuals and the rest were
in their vast conputer network that's now w t hout power and probably one great
cold lunmp. They can't even look it up."

Sam shook his head. "No wonder | got this treatnment right out of a sickbed. In a

sense, |'mthe worst traitor to ever hit this operation. Good grief, | was the
hand that killed GOD., Inc.!"
Mar kham gave a dry laugh. "Well, they got their wish, little good that it'll do

them The Conpany's too big for that, Sam W're hurt, we're wounded, we've got
real problens, probably for the rest of yours and ny lives, but the Conpany's
still here. An energency Board conposed of senior experienced nmanagers has

al ready been named, and without a native Conpany worlder on it. It's like a
governnent, Sam You can overthrow a governnent, even execute all the
politicians, but so long as the civil service is intact it still runs. W're
really going to miss those centralized conputers and their irrepl aceabl e

dat abanks, but we have access to a | ot of conputers ourselves and even if they
each cover only one region or area we'll cope. Voorhes was right. So |ong as the
Labyrinth survives, the Conpany survives."

Sam Horowi t z si ghed again. "You gonna untie ne now, or execute nme?"

"I"'mgoing to untie you. Hell, Sam you've got a job to do that we can help
with, "

"Brandy, you nean. Bill-all the data was in that case, and you said the house
was destroyed. "

Bi || Markham grinned. "Yeah, but they make dammed good cases, you know. And
want our Brandy back as nuch as you do, Sam And, nobst of all, | want Carl os.

wish | knew for sure if Mancini and Yugarin really were in that control roomfor
the timng tests, but fromwhat | saw we'd need their conplete nedical scans to
identify themfromthe remains, and the only place they mght be is in the
Conpany's security conputers.”

"Or Kanda's and Pandross's little dream " Samrem nded him "Ri ght now, that
dammed thing is the nost powerful conputer in all creation.” He yawned and
stretched as one of the agents cut himloose, then groaned. "Wat | want first
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is a good neal and a decent sleep. Then | want to go see Dash while you find ny
burnt case. And after that-we'll see."

They said the setting was quite beautiful, although a bit archaic-1|ooking, |ike
sonet hing out of an old novie, with the great castle stuck atop the bl uff

overl ooki ng the crashing sea. She, herself, didn't know because she couldn't see
it. Since they'd smashed her gl asses taking her out of the house
maybe- what ?- weeks or nonths ago, she hadn't been able to see nmuch of anything
except big blurs.

It was getting harder and harder to have any sense of tinme at all. The setting
was the sanme, the people were nostly the same, and the clinate seened warm and
wet all the tine.

She'd gotten to know her way around the Castle, as everybody called it, very
well, at any rate. Wen the rule was that she was to be watched and prevented
fromharm ng herself, either accidentally or deliberately, but otherw se was not
to be hel ped or aided in any way, you | earned quickly.

In away, it was sort of like going back to a kind of ugly existence after five
years of a good dream The fact that she'd been this route before toughened and
sustai ned her. She had briefly considered suicide, but rejected it on two

| evel s. One was that there was always a chance, however slim of beating even
this systemand situation. She'd been down this far or farther before and had
sonehow squeaked clear in the end, and so long as there was any hope at all for
beating it, even if it was a long tine in coning as |ooked certain, she wasn't
about to pack it in. The other level was nore basic; killing herself would
provide Carlos with a great deal of anusenent, and she didn't want to give him
the satisfaction. Wrse was the fear she might botch it, and either cripple
hersel f or give themeven nore excuse for their endl ess taunts. Wthout being
able to see, she was just never sure who was around and what she coul d get away
wi th.

Those little bastards with their nerve holds had put her out for the count
during the raid on the house. She was vaguely aware of being stuffed in a truck
or anbul ance or sonething and of eventually sone kind of plane ride, but it had
been renote, distant, like the fringes of a hal f-renenbered dream

Even long after the initial paralysis had worn off they'd kept her drugged and
sedat ed. She had vague menories of eating and drinking and doing other stuff but
it was distant and willowy, her mind out to lunch for that period. That was one
reason why tinme was no | onger neaningful; she had no way of knowi ng how | ong
that initial period was.

They' d kept her that way for quite a while, then slipped her through into the
Labyrinth at sone |ong forgotten substati on nmaybe in South Anerica or Asia or
somepl ace li ke that, where the Conpany security had a hole. Wen she had finally
come to she'd been stark naked on a bed in this place with no clear nenories of
how or when she'd gotten here.

"So nice to have you back," she heard Carlos' nellow voice say to her. She had
spent little time with himback then, but she would never forget himor his dark
good | ooks and smooth Latin charmthat could mask the ugly, nonstrous sou
inside of him "Once | acquire sonething it is mne, and | dislike |osing
anything of mine. The fact that you and your husband put nme to a lot of trouble
and ruined a nearly perfect plan to do to the Conpany and its world what they so
richly deserved only makes your return nore satisfying."

"Way didn't you just kill nme and get it over with?" she asked him

"Killing is so-permanent,” he replied. "I prefer a nmore creative approach. Years
ago the Conpany killed everything in ny life | ever had, yet left ne alive in a
ki nd of personal Hell. Wen. | attenpted to strike back at the ones who did
that, you prevented nme. Now | want you to feel helpless and inpotent, cut off,
as | do. | want you to know on a personal |evel what ny kind of ache is, to hate
so much that you would do anything to do to me what you so judged and condemmed
me for trying to do to those who harned nme. And then you will crunble, as hope
vani shes and you snap, sinking nentally to the level | have already reduced you
to physically, knowing all the while what is happening. Wen that happens you
will be aliving testinmony to inspire the proper attitude in all those who work
with me here. And this tinme you will be helpless as we strike the fatal blow "
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She said nothing, but his words were causing her stomach to have fits.

"We nust first cone to a realization of your situation," he continued, watching
her. "You are in ny personal hone, on a world that does not appear in the
Conpany's charts, via a switch that does not even exist on the Conpany's
records. Everyone here is mne. Not even ny conrades can cone here without ny
perm ssion, and as ny guests. Not that those here could not |eave, but they do
not wish to. | have-a system"”

"Yeah, you got 'emall on your dammed drugs."

"Very clever. But not the old kind, which were difficult to control. W have
made much progress since then. | got the idea froma world | did business wth,
a world in which people are now born with an inability to replenish certain
natural enzynes. Fromthe cradl e they nust be given what they lack regularly or
they go into withdrawal and die. Their society is |oyal, ordered, and obedient.
Fromny studies of the viral-like agent with which you are so famliar fromthe
past, | learned how to induce this condition in people not born that way. First
we renove sonething essential, and then we give it back as a daily treatnent.
The conbinations are infinite, so no two people have the sane fornulation. It
must be nmmde, uniquely, for each individual. Since only | know the codes for the
formul ati ons and cross-checks, everyone is very |loyal and obedient to ne."

"You nmay nake ne obedient, but there ain't no way you're ever gonna nake ne

| oyal ," she retorted.

He | aughed. "But that is the way | wish it. You see, alnbst everyone here is
here because they are valuable to ne and ny organi zation. Security people, the
staff here, maintenance, nedical-you nane it. Not to nention the scientists and
technicians in ny | aboratories probing ever deeper into body and brain

chemi stry. Not you. You are sinply one of ny toys, a household item of

furniture. For now, you have no other purpose than existence. You have already
been treated, so you are- secure. |'msure you know what that neans."

She sighed, having expected it. "Yeah, | know "

"There are three main living floors and over sixty roons in the Castle, as well
as formal gardens in the back, pool and recreation area, that sort of thing. You
have free reign of all the public areas, but will refrain fromentering any
private roomunl ess taken there. | want you always on public view Sleep where
you wi sh, eat when you like. It will take you quite sone tine to get to know the
pl ace, but you have a nearly infinite amount of that. The | ower areas and

| aboratories are secured and off limts, but you will be prevented fromentering
them anyway. Be cooperative and obey your set of rules and you will avoid

puni shrent. After the first fewtinmes with the electric whip or the shock gun
you will not wish to be punished again."

She didn't |ike even the nanes of them

"Now, " he continued, "the rules. Your status here is no higher than, say, a pet
in the house. You will keep out of the way. You will not interfere in anything.
You will keep yourself clean and reasonably neat and will be told who to see and
where to go to acconplish that. You will speak only when spoken to unless it is
an energency of sone sort. As a sign of your status here you will wear no
clothing at all. It is always either hot and dry or hot and wet here. You will
be cooperative. |If anyone here takes it into their head to fondle or feel you
up, you will not only let themand not resist, you will convince themthat you
enjoy it. And if anyone has nore in mnd, you will do it with enthusiasm and
acconmodat e their needs or wi shes. You have no private quarters, or any
quarters. Wien you are sleepy find a confortable place in a public area and go
to sleep. You will do no work, ask no favors, pry into any business or other
activities nor ask any inprudent questions or exhibit curiosity, nor do any harm
to anyone. Everyone understands this, and any infractions will be recorded and
you wi Il be sought out and puni shed. And we don't want to see any frowns, only
ni ce, happy smles. Any questions so far?"

She sighed. "No." He wanted to strip her of her dignity, have her parade

hel pl essly around as an object |esson, and reduce her to a kind of static hell.
It showed just how his m nd worked.

"Good. Now, once a day soneone will cone to you and give you the suppl ement you
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now require. Your own personal fornulation, | remnd you. No one else's would do
you any good. W have a nachine that dispenses them once a day for everyone.
There are no reserves. | amsure you know how to give it to yourself. You had
practice. The withdrawal is fully as bad as you renmenber it, and as lethal in
the end. Renenber that. And please do not think of harming yourself. Soneone
will always be watchi ng- sonewhere. "

"You will never totally own ne," she said evenly, and neant it.

"Ch, | will, and I'Il know when. Wen you finally and totally give up,
surrender. \Wen you then ask ne, beg ne, for a better drug, a stronger drug,
that will take your mind away, then it will be conplete. And depending on ny
mood, perhaps | will give it to you, and watch you administer it to yourself.

And it will happen-sooner or l|ater."
"Never," she replied, teeth clenched. "Never."
He gave a sigh, then concluded, "I will |eave you now, and an aide will take you

out and teach you the essentials. You nmight not see nme again, but | will see and
hear of you. Dream of a rescue that won't cone. Your husband is already in our
hands but does not suspect that you are in nmine. Even if he did he could not
hel p you, but if he does not he can not even make the attenpt. Your son is safe
and well in his own hone world and under famly care, but renmenber that he is
vul nerable. | know you are bright and resourceful and capable of self-sacrifice,
but if you have any bright ideas and even attenpt to betray this place, your son
will bear the brunt of ny anger. And if you try and kill yourself, | wll
replace you with him"

"You | eave Dash out of this, you bastard!"

Carl os chuckled. "I intend to, for now. The Conpany, not |, makes war on
children. He is out of nmy mind and pl ans-unl ess you give ne cause to renenber
him So, do nothing but be what | want you to be. In not too | ong from now, our
grandest plan will be executed, and the Labyrinth itself will be destroyed, and
I will no |onger be able to touch your precious son-nor you to ever |eave here.

| nust |eave you now. This is a busy time. But | will be seeing you often.”

Wth that, he turned and was gone. She couldn't see him only hear his footsteps
vani sh in the distance, jackboots on tile, but she didn't need to see for that.
She sat up, but she felt sickened and depressed. He'd really got her this tineg,
that son of a bitch! But, no. She couldn't give up. Not conpletely. Not on the
strength of his words and his say-so. Maybe he was right about her, but if they
were playing with Samthey still might get nore than they bargained for, and
maybe Sam at | east could get back to Dash.

She already nissed himso, and the idea of not ever seeing himagain, not

wat chi ng him grow up, was horrible. Still, that was out of her hands. Maybe ever
escaping fromthis place was, too, but sonmetine, sonehow, there nust be

sonet hing she could do to screw themup here. She would play their ganes, but
she woul d not surrender.

More boots on the floor, coming towards her, but this tine a wonan just fromthe
sound of it. "Come with nme," said a |low fenal e voice in tones cold as snow.
"Take ny hand. | have been ordered to orient you."

They went down sone corridors and up sone stairs and through sonme thick guard
doors and finally were out in what felt |ike open space.

"This is the main front door that |eads out to the entryway," her guide told
her. "In front of you, facing into the Castle, is a grand staircase with ten
steps leading to a 'Y split on a landing, and then ten nore in either
direction. To your right, the |lounge, with chairs, couches, w de w ndows, and
the like. To your left are various public roons. To the right of the staircase
and behind it leads to dining roons and then the kitchen. The sane way but on
the left and behind the stairs is the way to the recreation halls, and the rear
exit to the gardens, tennis courts, swimmng pool, and such. The carpets are
raised or worn to all the areas. You will learn them To ask for help is

forbi dden, but you nay take it if offered.”

"Thanks a lot," she said dryly.

"The second floor is a broad bal cony leading to offices. You will not go in the
of fices on your own. Upper floors are private roons. You are also not to go
there on your own. You will remain on public viewat all tinmes. Sleep on the
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couches or rugs in the den or wherever you feel like it, but yield any space on
demand. To eat, find and go to the kitchen. They will give you | eftovers. Speak
not at all to anyone unless directly addressed and a response is required. Be
seen and not heard. Any infractions will be reported and puni shed i medi ately or
at pill tinme, as we call it here. Do not search for your shot. W will find you
You will get it at the sane tine every day as you have been put on a schedul e.
You will begin to feel withdrawal after twenty-six hours, and no one has ever
gone nore than thirty or thirty-one hours. Now, cone. W will go out by the poo
and | will show you the bathroons you may use and the showers."

It took her several days of concentrated |learning and |ots of m stakes to get
even the basics down, concentrating on the Johns, the showers, and the kitchen
and den area. At first she was highly sel f-conscious when she realized the | arge
nunber of people here, but after a while she ignored the comments and snide
remarks and decided that she'd just act |like she wasn't this nude exanple and
screw t hem

They fed her in the area where they threw the garbage, just out back of the
kitchen, and they fed her literal leftovers. Half-eaten fruit, remants of
bread, |eftover stew, that kind of thing. Wen you were hungry enough you

st opped aski ng questions and just ate it. Sone of it wasn't half bad, although
she was glad she couldn't really see it, and it included | eftovers of beer and
wine as well.

There were lots of problens initially, of course, when she did back talk or
flinched when sonebody started pawi ng her, and then she found out what the
electric whip was like. It was a searing pain in a whip-like slash that felt
like it was taking all the skin off you, but which |eft no nmarks and did no

per manent damage. It was apparently not sonething for her benefit but a stock
weapon of the guards to the sensitive areas and you didn't want it tw ce. She
got it a lot nore than that, though, as they tested her and deliberately tried
provoki ng her and stringently enforced their rules.

It was a super incentive and she | earned real fast.

That, really, was the nost disheartening thing of all-how fast she'd becone just
what he had described. It was terrible how quickly pretending you didn't mnd it
when they fondl ed your breasts or put a hand on your crotch turned into
reflexive, natural behavior. How easy it was to give sexual favors and indul ge
what ever they wanted and stick your mnd in parking gear soneplace. How the
first day she went wi thout punishnent sonehow seened a great triunph when
actually it was the first badge of their victory over her. That the easiest way
to never be punished was to totally accept your condition and position and to
not really think at all, to no longer mnd being treated as an object and to
even |l ook forward to violations and indignities because they were at | east
attention. And how her face now seened frozen in a nice, friendly snle.

She had al ways | ooked back on her Shadow Dancer tinme with some ego-inflating
colorations. To her mnd she'd resisted all the way, never given in, never
surrendered. Now, of course, she was face to face again with the concept that it
wasn't true, that they'd gotten her and put her through their renolder rather
snmoothly, and that this tinme it was happening again only nmuch, rmuch faster

Part of it was the boredom Yeah, they did a |lot of fondling and ki ddi ng, but
nmostly she was ignored after a while as they got used to her and she got used to
becom ng Carlos' pet. It took her sone tine and effort to learn that carpeting,
to learn the basic layout of the Castle and its public furnishings and the like,
so that she could wal k fromone specific place to another without problens and
felt confortable there, but after that there was nothing else to do. Because she
couldn't see, she couldn't read. Wrk of any sort was denied her, as was sinple
conversation with a staff who could al so be punished for violating the rules
over her. She was afraid of the pool, never having been nuch of a sw nmer and
not being able to see or have a conpanion there just was too scary to her

About the only recreational stuff she could use was the exercise machi nes, which
were individual and very nuch like a typical health club. She went at themwth
a passion, having nothing el se. Every once in a while sonebody woul d cone and
get her and they'd trimher nails and do her hair and sonebody woul d give her a
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rough and easy physical, but that was it. And, once a day, sonebody would cone
by and hand her one of those little automatic injection capsules, often wthout
a word said. The stuff did give you a real rush for a while, although it was
nothing like the intensity or duration of the old juice.

She sl ept when she wanted, ate when she wanted, and except for that capsule
there was no sense of tine at all. The place ran twenty-four hours in shifts,
and there were always people around. Still, now that she was able to get around
the place pretty well and confidently, and now that she'd picked up, identified,
and classified nore voices than she could count, the only thing she could do was
listen. And people after the first week or so tended to talk as if she wasn't
even there or capable of hearing. True, a lot of it was in |anguages she

coul dn't understand, but a fair amount was in English

One thing she learned was that all the big activity was due to sonething big
that was going to happen in the near future. Carlos hinself had said it the
first day: they were going to destroy the Labyrinth and this world and all the
others woul d be isolated and have to be self-supporting. And the only hitch was
that sone big shot in the eneny organization-but not Carlos, damm it--had been
knocked of f and nobody knew by whom

That had gi ven her sonmething of a target at least. If they actually did it, then
Carl os, whom she hadn't heard since that first day here, would be here all the
time. More inportantly, if they succeeded then Dash woul d be safe from himand
his m nions and she would no | onger have a knife at her heart. If she was cut
of f, she might be able to kill the bastard before they cut her down, since she'd
have nothing else to live for. That, however, would take some planning. An idle
brain was the devil's playground, and she was nothing if not idle.

She al so picked up sonething in idle gossip anong the kitchen staff that she
hardly believed. They said that Carlos hinself was addicted to sonething. That
he' d gotten hooked when trying to hook the Conpany, when playing with the alien
viral drug to see what it could and would do. It nade sense, in a way. If he'd
been accidentally infected with the juice itself, he probably grew his own
supply right here. She wasn't sure how she could use that, but it was

fasci nating, and seened, sonehow, poetic justice.

She renmenbered what that guide had said and wondered why it had been enphasi zed
A trap, maybe? Carlos wanted her to hate him to dream of destroying him She
wouldn't put it past him but it didn't nmatter. It was sonething. Delivery every
twenty-four hours. Hold off on the pill, see how long before the first

wi t hdrawal synptons set in. How |l ong could she stand it? Maybe if she got on

t hose exercise nmachi nes and beat hell out of themit would help. Take the thing
only when she'd pushed herself and could stand it no |onger. Then the next pil
woul d be that much later before it wore off, and so on. If she could hold off
"til thirty hours she'd have an extra pill every four days. But where to hide
the extra?

The best place was under the | oose boards on the garbage dock. Usually nobody
was there with her-she was getting quite good at that-and she was pretty damed
sure there were no nmonitors there because that's where the kitchen staff woul d
hang out and grunble. Palma napkin, wap the pills, hide themunder. |If they
were still there in a couple of days she'd know she'd gotten away with it.

Tim ng the withdrawal was tough, but there were tinme signals in the gymand a
couple of other places. Not that it mattered. She was going as |long as she
could, and the fact that she had pills sequestered and they were still giving
her anot her each day was proof she was doing it. Really knowi ng this place, and
with several days margin, she had potential for sone freedomof action if and
when the opportunity ever cane.

And then there was the guy. She didn't know his voice and had no way to trust
him but he'd seen her and called her over and started playing with her as nany
often did, but then he | eaned over and whispered, very softly, "Say nothing. |I'm
a courier, not one of these. | was told to find you and tell you to sit tight
and be prepared. It might be a while but sooner or later they will try and get
you out of here. Your injection can be duplicated if you have a sanple. Say no
more, let's just make out."

A trap? A plant? A tease on Carlos' part? How could it be anything el se? Wo
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could get in here, get so close, dare this sort of thing? But what if, just if,
it wasn't? Wiat if it was San®?

But if it was-even if it was-how long until he could come for her? And could he
get through to this fortress and find her still alive?

She had to wait, and endure, and, as tinme dragged on, not count on it.

And then there was the day when the whol e pl ace changed into Bedl am There were
nore peopl e around than she'd ever known before, and everybody seened excited or
angry or inpatient, and all she could do was keep out of the way and try and

| earn what was goi ng on.

Sonet hi ng about Upline batteries exploding prematurely. The Labyrinth was weak
and partly wecked over a fair length but still operable, but |ots of switches
were seal ed and frozen shut and lots of sidings were wiped out as if they didn't
exi st. Sone even said that the Conpany World had been sealed off and |eft
power | ess, but she took that with a grain of salt.

That woul d nean, though, that whatever happened took place "left" of Zero, since
that was where the Conpany World was. That al so suggested that this world,
Carlos' world, was "right" of Zero, since everything seenmed to be functioning
okay here.

Certainly they weren't too sad about the "disaster," so maybe the Conpany Wrld
had been zapped. There was a | ot of raucous cel ebrating and tal ks of when "they"
woul d take over, that was for sure. She longed to ask questions, to find out
details, but she could not. But, that night, they'd scheduled a big neeting in
the rec hall to explain all to the staff. She was excluded, but she knew t hat
area well. Hell, they'd have to use m crophones or sonething, and if she just
sat in the bathroom near the pool she could hear what was said. It was bound to
be in many | anguages, but she would wait.

They sure all packed in there, anyway. It nmust have been hot as hell and | ooked
|i ke a sardine can, even though they were having the neetings by shifts and it
was one shift at atine. Sitting on the toilet, though, she could nake out nost
of what was being said.

"Fel | ow rebel s, conrades, friends and associates!"” It was one of the big guys
here but not Carlos, and this guy was an English speaker. "Great news! | know
you have heard all the runors and we want you to know the truth. What at first

| ooked like a horrible disaster to our cause has turned out to acconplish what
none of us in all our years of work, sweat, and planning could acconplish! Most
of you know of the grand project. Well, up line, left of Zero, one of our
stations bl ew up. W do not yet know why, but it sent a nassive surge of its own
down and through the Labyrinth which set off others further along and built into
a powerful wave. Like lava through a tunnel, it nelted and seal ed what it
passed. Wen it struck the control regulators, they could not absorb the inpact
and sent it back up Iine. The result was to short out and seal in every single
siding and bypass along the i mediate route, although there is still clear
traffic on the wal king path only fromhere to there. Conrades-it seal ed the
Conpany World off and it severed their power connections by burning out their
own private regulators. Their backups can not last long in there; certainly not
| ong enough for themto punch back through. They are gone, but with nmuch repair
the Labyrinth will hold up.

"Friends! We are the only remmining intact organization with Labyrinth access
and control!"

There were nmassive cheers and it sounded |ike they'd just won the Wrld Seri es.
It lasted for sone tine.

It was glorious news to them but her own heart sank to the bottom Not that she
really felt for those Conpany fol ks, who seenmed to enbody only the worst
attributes of Far Eastern culture with the sensitivity and caring of South
African Boers, but for what it nmeant. If the Conpany was destroyed, cut off,
then these bastards woul d begin openly taking over world after world, station
after station, network after network. Hell, there'd be noplace to run to,

nopl ace to hide, nobody out there strong enough to end a cesspool like this.
Nobody with any kind of connections to find this place and care about rescuing
her .
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And, hell, before they turned themworlds into new cesspools they'd go after al
the ol d Conpany fol k they had grudges against. There'd be a | ot nore "exanpl es"
and revenge on folks like her, with nobody to stop them

When they qui eted down, the speaker continued, "No nore hiding, no nore skulking
around. Al ready we have seized the remants of the Conpany's comunications and
conmputer nonitoring system One by one we are going to take every switch and
then every station in this sector while preventing any serious repairs on the

ot her side. Then we will nove there, and we will do our own repairs, and we wll
take control of the power and regulators and the entire network! Mich work needs
to be done, and nuch planning, and much sacrifice will yet be demanded of you,
but final victory is ours! There is no one |eft |arge enough and organi zed
enough to prevent us! Now we who worked so long and hard in what often seened a
futile cause will be the | eaders of a new order anong worlds, a new and gl ori ous
network of power, for we are now the Conpany!"

More cheers and buil di ng-rocking reactions. The Conpany fol ks were ruthless
asshol es on the whole but at least they did sonme good and |l eft the worlds al one
and worked within their systems. Not now. These were guys with a cause, and no
matter how nmuch their rhetoric sounded Iike well-intentioned revolutionaries
their way of thinking was strictly high-tech black shirts and swastikas. The bad
guys could |l ose a thousand tines; the good guys could only afford to | ose once.
And for her? What was the use any nmore? Shit, she'd been kidding herself anyway.
She was naked and under al npbst constant watch and she was blind as a bat to
boot, only able to see sneary colored |light and dark. Even if she got Carlos

al one, what coul d she do? He was pretty good at fighting when he had to be, she
guessed, and he could see. He'd never be alone with her, unnonitored, wthout
strong boys close by. And now that psychotic druggi st had Sam and her and Dash
and all the worlds in his pocket. Tears streaned down her face, and she never
felt so hel pl ess and powerless in her life.

She got up, with a sudden urge to get away fromthat cheering nob, and went
towards the gardens. It was pitch dark but she no | onger even thought about

that. She knew the way, every twi st, turn, pathway and stone, so well she didn't
even have to think about it.

She in fact preferred the darkness. It was the one el ement where she had sone
superiority, and there was a | ack of confusing blurs to get in the way. The
gardens snelled pretty, even at night, and there weren't any people around this
time, although as public area it was within her rules to be here. Sure, they had
the place nonitored. Infrared, you nane it. They knew just exactly where she
was. She knew she'd reached the point that Carlos had predicted, and, thanks to
events, sooner than even he had expected by a | ong shot.

She couldn't run away. There was no | onger anypl ace she could reasonably run to
or anybody who could help her. The ol d organi zation would still be around, of
course, but they'd be far too busy for her problem and maybe just as hard to

fi nd-and who was she ki ddi ng? She couldn't manage a hundred yards fromthe
conmpound, |et al one sonehow get through that security and switch

She couldn't kill herself. The Labyrinth remai ned open, the power on. It was
damaged, but intact. You couldn't run the cargo cars but you could walk in the
usual tunnel. She had no doubt that he would do as he threatened with Dash, even
if she was no longer around to know it. He was just that sort. Qddly, there was
a sense of perverted honor about him too, as if the devil always kept his

bar gai ns. She sensed, sonehow, that if she did not give himcause that he really
woul d never bother Dash, naybe even protect him

But as nmuch as she wanted that happy pill to nmental oblivion, she was never
going to beg himfor it. Never.

But with all hope crushed, there was only this endl ess existence whose only
purpose was to save Dash from Carl os. That was purpose enough, to endure.

"Ah choo!" Sam Horowitz went, and then brought up a big handkerchi ef and bl ew
hi s nose.

"You are the only human being |'ve ever net who actually goes 'ah choo' when he

snheezes," Bill Markham renmarked, wi thout |ooking up fromthe papers spread out
in front of him
"Well, it's little wonder | got it," Samreplied. "I went fromsub-zero cold to
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the dry Labyrinth, then to the tropics, then to the high Hi nal ayas or sonepl ace
like that, wound up in a tropical place where they made ne parade around stark
naked, then dam near got blown up in freezing cold on ny own doorstep. |
probably got doubl e pneunoni a."”

"Well, you're not going to be the one to nmake the dramatic rescue, |I'll say
that. | can just see you getting all the way in there, bypassing all their neat
security, and just before you reach your objective you sneeze |ike mad. About

all you'd acconplish would be that in two weeks or so everybody there would have

your cold."

"Dam it, Bill, | gotta be there. She'll need sonebody she trusts and it won't
be easy as it is."

"I''ll goin," Markhamtold him "I won't have your synptons for days yet." He

sighed and said, "Ckay, now let's see what we got one nore tine."

They were on a rocky island perhaps seventy nmiles fromCarlos' Castle, but
they'd been there a while and they knew the | ayout now. A team of twenty was on
hand, all hand-pi cked experts, and nore were ready in support as needed. So far
the docunents "Pandross" had provi ded had panned out perfectly. A crossover
world froma known Conpany siding led to a weak point on this one that had a
solid security shield-which meant nothing if you had the exact bypass procedures
going in. Carlos, secure that nobody even knew the rough | ocation of this siding
or world, would never have dreaned that anybody could cone at himthis way.

The region "left" of Zero, as you | ooked at a Labyrinth nap, was a real ness,
including Samis ol d substation, of course. But that had been the first blast and
had gone inward fromthere, so the main line up from Sanmi's siding hadn't been
much affected. Mlnerney, Oregon, was still in business

Thi s woul d have been tough, maybe inpossible, if Carlos had hid out inward on
that sane damaged side, but he hadn't. He was "right" of Zero, which was neither
touched nor involved in the blast. It was certainly wired for the grand project,
but even now opposition crews were dismantling those. It didn't seemto be clear
that Sam and sabotage had caused the m sfiring; apparently the Council had
associated it rather with the timng test. Wthout Mancini to tell them any
different, and with their own conputer to suggest that very scenario-and also to
pi npoi nt Sam sonewhere el se-it was a given. They knew t hat Sam had escaped,
sonehow, in the big bang, but now he no | onger concerned them

"It appears that the cliff was actually dug out, and the |abs and conpl ex bel ow
were built in the excavation, then the Castle on top of the conplex, and dirt
and such re-used to reformthe land as it was. Most of the cliff is actually
artificial," Markham noted. "See, here are the intake and outake ducts for the
fusion reactor. W figure four one-man aquasubs, each carrying a single electron
torpedo, hitting in this region, will cause the whol e dammed reactor to go up
He's still using primtive steamturbines here so there's probably enough
pressure in there to blow that whole cliff halfway to here."

"Easy to do," Sam agreed, "but the trick is to get Brandy out first. She's set
up as sone kind of sex slave, always in public areas, always in public view"
Mar kham nodded. "So we need a diversion. W' ve got his switch |location, we don't
need it to get in or out, solet's blowit to Hell. It'll cause pandenoniumin
there, set off every security alarmin this world, and there ain't gonna be a
soul there thinking one whit about Brandy. Me and two backups dressed in their
security unifornms could get in with no trouble. Nobody is going to question us,
and Brandy's too smart not to go along if her mind's still in one piece. If it
isn"t we'll knock her cold and carry her. We'll go over the cliff and down over
here if we can; if not, we'll fire a flare when we're clear in the jungle and
they'll let "er rip. Then we'll nake our way down to the beach well clear and
get picked up."

"Sounds too easy. Wiat if she doesn't have an unused capsul e?"

"I've got a bionmedical team standing by. No guarantees, but they might be able
to sustain her with what the nedical conputers can dig out of her tissue sanples
or bloodstream At |east we can sedate her until we find sonmething. No
guar ant ees, Sam "

He nodded. "I understood that fromthe start. | think she'd rather die trying
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than stay that way anyway. Wat about Carlos? If he's in there he's sure to have
hi s own back door exit point sonewhere and a way of getting there, and we don't
know the whole territory. If he puts two and two together and snells us, he'l
take Brandy as insurance. | keep renenbering what happened one tinme before."

"W can't cover everything, Sam If this data is right, and so far it has been,
there are no weak points anywhere on that nmain island other than the old
subst ati on, and nowhere in the plans here does it show either a boat dock or
anypl ace to hide a chopper or simlar thing. Maybe he's too confident to have a
back door. O maybe he's got sone way to nake it to the nearest one, which is
ours, and which will rmake life easy. Look, the crescent nobon doesn't rise unti

after three tonight and we got scattered clouds. | say we go in and do it,
toni ght, before anything has a chance to fall apart, including ny nerve."
Sam nodded. "All right. I'Il be stationed at the pickup point and coordi nate

communi cations." He paused. "Bill-thanks. And no matter how it cones out,
understand and wi |l always appreciate this."

Mar kham seemed slightly unconfortable. "No big deal, Sam If we don't take them
out fast they're gonna take us out slow. It's a whole new ball gane. Cone on,
let's go over the thing with the rest of the team If we're going tonight we
have to have t hose aquasubs arnmed and in position by then, which neans they have
to | eave in maybe two hours. And we have to give a go to the denolition team on
the switch."

She had pretty nuch ceased to think. In her mind, if all she had left was
keepi ng Dash from harm and that was acconplished by being absolutely and
perfectly what Carlos wanted then that was all there was. The conversation was
still all around her, but she tuned it out. It was just noise to her, and not a
word really registered. None of it mattered any nore, and even curiosity had

di ed.

Wien she was sl eepy she found an out-of-the-way corner and slept. When she was
hungry she went back to the kitchen and they gave her stuff. Wen anybody wanted
to feel her up or wanted a backrub or wanted to screw or wanted anything el se
she did it expertly, happily, wi thout conplaint. If she got bored she wandered
in and worked out, nostly because it seenmed to please the regulars and was now
an approved activity. Al of it was essentially automatic, inpulsive, w thout
any direction or purpose, her own mind just sitting in neutral sonmewhere as if
asl eep, no |l onger required.

She was just sitting there in the parlor that evening, waiting to be of use to
anybody who wanted what she could offer but not anticipating anything at all,

ki nd of half dozing, when suddenly the w ndows shook and the ground runbl ed
slightly and all sorts of |oud and unpleasant alarns went off all over the

pl ace.

The feeling and the noise and the sudden shouting and running all over the place
frightened her, but she didn't nove, just sat there, trying to keep out of the
way, nhot even wondering or caring what it was all about.

Around her, the place was sheer bedlam Every light, interior and exterior, cane
on, and there were bells, buzzers, sirens, flashing lights, and people running
everywhere and shouting to one another trying to figure out what was goi ng on
and where the hell they shoul d be.

The guards to the secure areas stood their places on the nmain floor, doubly
alert for trouble, but the place otherw se enptied out fast, as |arge nunbers of
staff ran down one side towards the substation area, which in the darkness
seemed to have sonme snoke and flames rising out of it.

Suddenly there was a man near her, and he bent down and said, "Brandy; come with
me. "

She sniled and took his hand and got up, inpulsively.

"Brandy, for God's sake it's Bill Markham" the nman hissed. "Snap out of it!
We're going to get you out of here!"

Sonet hi ng vaguely regi stered at that, but she wasn't sure what or why and she
grew conf used

"Do you have any extras of your drug capsul es hidden around?" he asked her

She sniled and nodded. Yes, indeed she did.

"Take ne to them"
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Mar kham knew t hat there was sonething wong with her, whether drug induced or
otherwi se he didn't know, but that didn't matter. Tinme was wasting.

She | ed them through the now deserted kitchen, out back, then counted the
boards, reached down, popped one up, reached in, and brought out the
handkerchief with the capsules in themand held it up to himproudly, |like a cat
proudly showi ng off the nouse he'd just killed or a kid showi ng her secret and
nost favorite toy.

Mar kham t ook the pills and stuck themin his pocket, then turned to the other
two. "OFf that way. W want to be as far away as possible as quickly as
possi bl e. Anybody gets in the way, don't bluff- shoot 'em"

He took her by the hand and they started off, but he wanted to try again.
"Brandy-Sani s okay. He's here. Dash is safe, too. It's all right."

The words bounced around in her. Samis okay. . . . Dash is safe . . . Dash safe

Several people saw them as they went, but such was the power Carlos had over the
pl ace that, even now, they couldn't conceive of properly uniformed nen with a
fam |iar wonman not being official

Inside the Castle security headquarters they were going nuts trying to determ ne
j ust what had happened. In the neantinme, all hundred-plus security nonitor

al arns seened to be going off at once, which nade for | ess than idea

condi tions.

A senior officer got sick of it, inserted his key, and reset the al arm system
bringing a bit of quiet to the place.

"Near as we can tell, sonebody tried to blowtheir way into the substation," a
sergeant was telling sonmeone on the red phone. "No, they couldn't get in, but
they sure as hell blew the switch. It's gonna take weeks before anybody coul d
get in or out of there-if we got all the parts. No-they couldn't get in. The
security system cl anped down instantly."

A nonitor al arm sounded agai n. The officer sighed and got out his reset key
again, but the sergeant on the phone glanced up out of habit at the one that was
soundi ng. "Hold on. Sonething funny is happening. South side of the Castle.
Looks li ke sone of our guys taking that black bitch outside the perineter.
That's funny . . . Huh? Yes, sir. Personally? Well, all right, if you say so
I"l'l send a squad to cover. Right. Yes, sir."

He hung up the phone and turned to the others. "The Doc thinks we got penetrated
sonehow. That they're tryin' to get the bitch out."

The officer junped up. "Send full forces there! Seal 'emoff. Take "emalive if
need be!"

"Hold it, Cap," the sergeant responded. "He said he's gonna take a squad and do
it hinmself. Just send cover to nmake sure they don't have a |lot nore out there in
t he bushes."

Up on the cliff, Markham was concerned about Brandy but also relieved by the
ease with which it had all gone off. If he could just get her down that cliff to
the water for pickup he'd let the nedics handle the rest.

They had prepared the exit, as any good burglar does, before breaking in, and it
was still there and still undisturbed. At the last minute Sam had insisted on
sonme kind of rope |adder rather than just a rope. Brandy, after all, wouldn't be
able to see and might not be in the best shape for a clinbdown of nmaybe a
hundred and ten feet. They had al so picked a point where there was effectively
no beach, and the water below was fairly deep. If she or any of themfell, there
was a chance that they woul dn't be dashed agai nst sand or rocks. At the bottom
and just to one side, tied to a piton stuck in the rock, was a rubber raft with
a small but fast notor on it.

"Harry, you go down first, unhook the raft and be ready to start the engine-but
don't start it yet," Markhamsaid to one of the other nen, who nodded and

i medi ately went over the side. He then picked up a clinber's belt wi th hook
already left there for this, put it on, then took another one over to Brandy and
put it snugly around her waist. She resisted it, but not nuch, confused as to
what was the right thing to do. The third man uncoil ed and handed hi mthe safety
line, then said, "Go ahead. I1'll cover and cone down last. Don't wait if you
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hear any shooting."

Mar kham had just threaded the rope around his own | oop and was about to do
Brandy's, when he heard a voice behind him a rich, Latin-accented voice, say,
"That will be quite enough, gentlenen. Put down your weapons and stand away.
Brandy, cone to ne-now "

She hesitated a nonent, then wal ked away from Markham and towards the sound of
Carl os' voice in the darkness.

Mar kham coul dn't do a dammed thing to help her, so he sighed and | ooked at his
conpani on, then said, "He who fights and runs away . " and dove off the cliff
top as sonething shot close to him

H s conpanion hadn't gotten the idea, and instead of throwing his gun away, Mark
brought it up to fire. A blast caught himsquare in the chest and pushed him
back off the cliff and down.

"I hear a notor down there!" one of the Castle security squad said, going to the
edge. "They got a god dammed boat in here!"

"Rapid-fire rounds for effect down there. You mght get lucky and hit

sonmet hing," Carlos told them "And cut that |adder |oose."

He turned to Brandy, carefully renoved her clinbing belt, and tossed it away.
There was the sound of a ot of gunfire, and he turned and shouted, "Cease
firing! Cease firing, | say! Either you got themor you didn't by now Either
way they are no | onger our concern." He took Brandy and caressed her face. "It
is all right, girl. I will overlook the belt because you cane when | called, but
never, never allow anyone to put anything on you again."

"I hear nore engines out there," one of the squad said. "Jesus! Wat they got
out there? A friggin navy?"

Carl os was suddenly concerned. "All of you- cone with ne! East! W nay have won
a mnor skirmsh here and |lost the war. That way! As far away as we can get.
Stick close to the coastline and be wary of enemy troops. Andel e! Andel e! Mve
it

The torpedomen in the water knew fromtheir infrared sights that things had gone
wong, and they weren't about to wait any |onger than the ninimum for anybody
who made it there to get clear. They had started their engines and were aligning
their torpedoes now, so they had a crack at the place before sonebody on shore
got smart and | aunched sonme boats or sonething.

They fired their torpedoes, turned, and gunned their engines out of there and
tried to get as far in the opposite direction fromland as they coul d.

The torpedoes bore in with deliberate speed, their conputer brains matching the
picture of their target with the reality ahead and then to each other's speed
for maxi mum ef fect. They struck, exactly where they were supposed to,

si mul t aneousl y.

The base of the Castle cliff erupted in enornous fireballs, illumnated as well
with dancing electrical displays of brilliant blue that seenmed |ike |iving,
snake-li ke monsters crawming all over and into the cliff face. Al the lights in
the Castle and perineter, every thing of power up there, went abruptly dark,
only enhancing the light show.

A sudden calmfollowed, as if the worst had been done, but then, abruptly, the
entire cliff shook as if grabbed and shaken by a mighty hand, and then there was
an explosion of such force that it was felt even by the fleeing agents well out
to sea. The entire structure lifted up, then seened suspended for a nonent, then
dropped back, collapsing in upon itself, making a massive structure fold and
crunble as if nade of sand, leaving in the end only a great depression where
once the cliff had stood.

12.
Loose Ends

It was well hidden, way back in the jungle, beneath the ground and beneath the
foliage, too, canouflaged agai nst being obvious fromany angle. It also wasn't
fancy, but it opened for Carlos and Brandy.
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When it was obvious that there was no additional eneny force further down,

Carl os had sent the nen back to establish a defensive position on the southern
coastline. He wanted no one el se to know where he was goi ng now.

Wth the explosion that knocked them both to the ground and shook the very earth
and everything on it, Carlos knew that any of the men who survived would realize
that there was no going back nowand no pills tonmorrow. They woul d spend a day
frantically trying to find him any not killed in the blast or knocked into the
sea, but they would not, any nore than the eneny would, and after that they'd be
in too nmuch msery to be any sort of threat. Alittle after that, they'd all be
dead.

Carlos hadn't paid nuch attention to Brandy of |ate, but he had scanned a recent
report fromthe security psych on her indicating that she'd cracked, flipped
out. It didn't matter to him In fact, that nmade things all the easier. He was
pretty sure now, no natter what those damed conputer anal yses had said, that
Sam was the one who'd blown the siding at his place and that Samindeed was now
after Brandy and her captor. That was why she was so inportant to him That nost
of all.

He'd built this bunker hinmself, out of his own sense of paranoia, when he'd

di scovered how far any back door mght be to this place. Nobody knew of it,
nobody but he ever went here, and everyone who had designed and built it was
dead, the records, plans, and the |ike destroyed.

The food was all in sealed vacuum cani sters that would keep it for a century or
more until needed. There was a water line in froman underground punp and a
septic systemto renove waste. The power, froma superior super battery system
devel oped for the Conmpany, had conme on only when absol utely needed-until now
when he turned it on. It was totally self-contained, and as |ong as he wasn't
wasteful with it, there was enough power there to last for up to three years. He
didn't expect to be here all that long, but he believed in thinking and pl anning
ahead.

Being entirely underground, it was cool and confortable, and the air system was
basi ¢ but nearly inpossible to spot unless you were | ooking for it.

"W will stay here, ny sweet, and not nove or nmke a sound outside for many |ong
weeks. They will search, but find nothing, and eventually conclude that we
perished in the blast of the Castle. Then, only after all is gone and we are the
only two humans here, even if it takes a year, we will go to where | have a boat
hi dden and we will go to nmy back door and we will take our rightful place anobng
the alternate Conpany, or | will build a new organi zati on and opposition from
scratch if | nust." He | ooked at her and sighed. The report had said she hadn't
spoken since she cracked. "And you don't even know what |'mtalking about, do
you? It doesn't natter, ny sweet. Not a bit."

He | ooked around the place, found a conpartnent in the wall, and opened it, then
checked it with sonme relief. "Ah! Do not worry that we no | onger have your
little pill, my dear. In here is sonething nuch better, something faniliar that
will correct the inbalances | induced and nake things quite nice. | need it,

too, you see, but don't worry. There are over a thousand capsul es here, and
plenty nore once | amagain free to roam This little stuff will keep us both
heal thy, fix what ails us, and keep us very happy here."

He rel axed and started to undress, then snapped his fingers. "Spare clothes! O
all the things | forgot! Ah, well, we shall both be au natural for a while,
then. Cone! We will take our first joint 'fix" together and have an hour of
relaxing bliss, followed by a lengthy tinme of conjugal magic. Wat nore could
one ask in a hideout, eh?"

It was one of the ultinmate ironies of the situation that the "juice," as she had
called the alien viral agent when previously hooked on it by those in Carlos
organi zation, would this tine be the best thing Brandy coul d have.

The organism a synbiote, imrediately set up housekeeping in the brain and then
began rearranging all the interior furniture to suit itself with an eye to
making it the ideal long-termplace to live. Once it deternined the way brain
and body worked, it was in some ways far superior to not having it there. The
body, all of it, worked better. You devel oped a taste for and ate just the right
anmount of what was good for you. It cleaned out the arteries, nonitored
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chol esterol |evels, strengthened nuscle, trimed fat, and nmade you incredibly
efficient. It wasn't that it was truly intelligent; it was just as adaptable as
hel | .

The enornmous rush as new agent was fed in to replace and replenish the old, who
could not reproduce in the normal way inside a Type Zero human body, caused
direct stinulation of the pleasure center so you were highly rewarded for doing
it regularly. It was al so a trenmendous shock, that reawakened all the old
menori es and sensations of the old addiction.

Inits native Type Three world, it reproduced when you did, exchanging materi al
during the sexual act and renewing itself that way. That didn't work in Type
Zeros, but, of course, it wasn't smart enough to realize that, so when you woke
up you were incredibly turned on. Only after that were you sonmewhat on your own,
in a glowlike high but mnd sharp, thoughts clear, and hungry for what was good
for you.

O course, one of the first things it also did was order the brain to begin
maki ng agai n those key enzynmes Carl es' process had bl ocked. This one would all ow
no ot her addictions.

She didn't come back to anything near nornalcy right away. It was a sl ow
process, but each tine she got a newjolt nore and nore of it cane back, nore
and nore was shocked back into consci ousness. Even when it began, sonme sixth
sense inside her told her not to betray this to Carl os.

Bet ween t he shock of the drug and her own fixation, she realized what she had to
do-if she could physically nmanage to do it. She had hoped that the efficient
little bug in the juice would clear up her sight, but while she nentally thought
there was sone slight inprovenent, she realized it wasn't going to be like |ast
time and if her vision could be cleared up it would take a great deal of tine.
She woul d have to wait until Carlos made anot her mni stake.

Carl os had thought of everything in terns of escaping a threat. The hi deout
wasn't all that confy, but it would do, and all the necessary basics were there
for a very long siege. In spite of small |apses such as forgetting the extra
clothes, he'd pretty well prepared for every eventuality except one.

He was an active man, a conpul sive worker whose m nd was al ways on things and
who was used to doing, not sitting. He could sit for days w thout conplaint; for
a few weeks progressively chafing under the sheer boredom of the existence, but
after a while he just couldn't stand it any nore. He had to get out. He had to
do sonet hi ng

The first couple of tines he left the bunker were relatively brief, just testing
how much heat was on and getting out of those confines. He did not take her with
himon either foray; if there was any danger still lurking out there, he didn't
want to be bogged down with her.

And he continued to talk to her, because there wasn't anyone else to talk to.

"It looks quite desolate, ny sweet," he commented after the first tinme. "No sign
of life out there that's not native. | think tomorrow | will risk going further
south and see how our getaway boat is faring. If they found it, or destroyed it,
then it will conplicate natters a great deal."

It was nostly an excuse for himto really be doing sonething, but it began what
she hoped woul d be an openi ng.

He didn't put on all his clothes when he went out; she checked by going over to
the small storage area and finding the bulk of themstill there. He did,

however, wear his increasingly rancid underpants, as if this kept hi msonehow
civilized and superior, and his gun and gunbelt-just in case. He apparently
didn't want to risk the clothing on such clandestine journeys, saving it for
when he woul d be back in civilized society again.

Al'so just in case, he took one capsule of the juice with him The addi ct never
wanted to be caught short, although the Iast thing he wanted to do was have to
use it while out there. That was okay. One ni ght she del ayed taking her own fix
just long enough for himto go into ecstasy, got up, found the gunbelt, and
found the spare capsule. She replaced it right then and there with the enpty one
he'd just used and put the fresh one back in the carton

Each outside foray nmade hi m bol der and bol der, and they increased in |ength. Now
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he was | eaving her alone nmost of the afternoon, and not returning until close to
time to sleep. She finally decided that the time had conme to bet it all. He was
beginning to tal k about noving out, noving everything to the boat, being ready
to nove.

He was clever. He m ght have outfoxed her, and she might well lose it all acting
now, but to do nothing was to let himwn, and there didn't seemto be any
reason not to try. She did not regret coming to himback on the cliff, even
though it wasn't a conscious decision at the tine, because they already had the
drop on Bill and there would have been no escape anyway. It was up to her, and
if there was a God sonmewhere He would ultimately allow this justice.

She, too, had been out of the bunker, after she realized how | ong he was going
to be away and how far it nust be to the boat. She didn't know the area and so
couldn't go far, but the sound of breakers off in one direction gave her
orientation, as did the hidden entrance to the bunker, and she began to pace off
and get to know the immedi ate area. It was sufficient for her purposes.

She didn't really know enough, but hate was a great fuel for deternination and
she certainly knew how juice addicts acted and thought and she was pretty damed
sure she understood Carlos and his ego.

Wien he returned the one night he was in particularly good spirits and talking
about noving out in the next couple of days. He had spun grand plans after his
escape, and she would be both his insurance policy and bait for grand schenes in
the future. They ate out of the containers, and he conpl ai ned as usual about the
quality and | ooked forward to fine food once again, and revenge on those who had
snat ched the sweetness of victory fromunder his very nose.

Finally, he went to the cupboard to get their juice capsules, opened it...

And found that the cupboard was bare.

Instantly he realized what had happened and flew into a rage, grabbing her and
sl appi ng her back onto the bed.

"So, you've been acting lately!" he roared. "Yes -the drug. O course. | should
have thought of that. But it won't do you any good! Now where did you hide

t henP"

Her voi ce sounded hoarse and cracked fromall the long tine of disuse, but she
managed. "Gone. |'ve been busy. Flushed themall down your damed septic tank
where they're neltin' into useless goo with the shit."

More sl aps and viol ent reactions, which she expected. Ri ght now she didn't
resist; she might try later, for what it was worth, but right now the pain his
rage caused was nothing as conpared to the pleasure it was giving her to see him
thi s way.

"Liar!" he screaned. "No addict could bring herself to do that! Never in all ny
experi ence was anyone hooked on it able to bring thenselves to do that.

Now where di d you hi de then?"

"No addi ct before ever had this nuch cause for wllpower," she responded. "Yeah,
I"l'l die and I'lIl hate nyself for it, but | juiced up early, as early as it
would et me. I'll get to hear you suffer and groan a long tine before it hits
ne. "

The evenness of her tone, the sense of total satisfaction in her voice, unnerved
him It would be hours before he would feel the first pangs of withdrawal and
demands from his microbic nasters to be fed, but that was physi ol ogy.
Psychol ogi cal |y, he was beginning to feel w thdrawal right now

He abandoned her and started tearing the place apart. She didn't know what if
anything would be left by the tine he got through.

Then, suddenly, he stopped, getting hold of hinmself. "You have undone only
yoursel f," he told her with some satisfaction. "Carlos never puts all his eggs
in one basket." He picked up the gunbelt where he dropped it, funbled in its

hi dden conpartnment with nervous, shaking hands, and brought out a capsule. She
heard what he was doing, and snil ed.

"I found that one," she told him "I got up earlier'n you. That's an enpty. No
good. | found the others you squirrel ed around, too. Flushed themw th the
rest.”

Normal |y he woul dn't have exposed hinself, but it was the addict's m nd working
now, not the full and rational Carlos. She understood that m nd and exactly what
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was goi ng through his head far better than he did. He'd been accidentally hooked
in early experinents; she'd undergone it all before and knew t he awf ul
dependency and the terrible psychol ogy of the addict firsthand, rather than by
observation and clinical reports. In fact, if it wasn't giving her such perfect
pl easure she'd be getting the shakes herself fromjust being in his conpany. But
the juice was wong. It didn't induce perfect pleasure. It had been defeated in
her once by love, and hate seened to work just as well.

He pressed the capsule to his flesh-and found it enpty as proni sed.

He flewinto a rage, threatening, roaring, and then, getting hold of hinself as
much as he could, he started back on her.

"I will kill you," he snarled. "I know you did not destroy the capsules. You
could not! W will see what kind of pain you can endure before you tell ne!"
"Alot," she responded. "You taught me, renenber? |'m your experinent. You said
you wanted ne to feel like you felt. You wanted ne to be consuned by hate. How
much pain can you stand, Carlos? How nuch w t hdrawal before you take that gun
and shoot yoursel f? You know | can't have hidden nothin'! Were? | can't see,
damm you! This bunker has been the only place | could get around in."

"Liar! Bitch! Wore!" he screaned. "You may have got rid of nobst but you kept
sonet hing. You wanted to be sure to be here when | died! | know how to make you
tell! No one is that strong!"

And then the beating and torture began. Now she resisted, fought back, show ng
surprising strength agai nst him but she couldn't see and he was |arger,
stronger, and nore experienced in the ways of inflicting pain. She knew in the
end she couldn't hold out indefinitely, but the |onger the better

"One capsule!" he screaned at her. "That's all | need! One capsule! One fix and
I can leave this cursed place and get to ny stashes in the Labyrinth! | know you
have at | east one! Were? \Were?"

And the pain finally grew too nuch, and she screaned, "All right! Al right!
There is one-just one-left! | hid it outside!"

He picked her up, and shoved her against the wall. She felt weak, her body

brui sed and battered, and she tasted bl ood at the corner of her mouth, but she
had one satisfaction. Her hurts would be quickly repaired; the juice was rea
efficient at that. His hurt was inside, in his head, and even though he stil
really wouldn't be feeling one major physical synptomof withdrawal, in his mnd
he was al ready hal f gone.

She | ed himoutside into the darkness, and for a nonent considered attacking him
here and now, or running off if she could into the dark jungle, but she knew she
just didn't have it in her. That wasn't the plan. No, that wasn't the plan.

She found the main air intake by counting steps, dug down on one side, and cane
up with a small used food container, its top bent back over to somewhat seal it
He had a light and he shined it on her as she got it out, and then he ran to her
with a cry and snatched it violently out of her hands, knocking her down, |est
she toss it into the jungle or sonmething. His mnd was no | onger on her, on
where they were or the conditions involved. It was past all rationality, and
wel | ahead of schedul e.

He pried the container open with shaking hands, shook its contents out into his
hand, and canme up with a capsul e.

"Ha! Now you see!" he screaned at her triunphantly. "Now it is reversed! You
will withdraw and rot here tonorrow while | take the boat alone to freedonm And
the first thing I'"'mgoing after is that bastard kid of yours!" And, with that,
fumbling with the capsule, he pressed it to his skin, right out there in the
openi ng.

It unloaded its contents and he felt near instant relief. Al was right, all was
good, and his mcrobial masters pushed their reward button in his brain. A broad
smle swept across his face and he sank down on the forest floor and began to
withe in ecstasy.

She allowed a few mnutes to pass, just to nake sure that the ever-clever Carlos
wasn't tricking her one nore tinme, then got up and nade her way back inside the
bunker .

Carlos had really trashed the place, and she stunbled several tines and runbled
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for what seenmed an eternity before comng up with the gunbelt and gun he'd
dropped. She renmoved it, flicked it on, heard the |ow whine telling her it was
fully charged. She flipped the little switch all the way to the top, holding in
the safety button so it would go to maxi num charge.

Then she nade her way back out, oblivious of the pain she was feeling, and found
hi m again. He wasn't hard to find; the npans and sighs were clear to her and
genui ne. She got down on her hands and knees, fearing that even now sonething
woul d go wong, that sonething would turn and destroy the nonent, but she
reached himw thout incident and felt his head.

She took the pistol, held it square agai nst that head, and wi thout even a
moment' s hesitation she blew his brains out.

Then she lay there, near him for quite a long while, hearing only the sounds of
the jungle and the far-off crash of breakers.

Brandy had no idea if anybody fromthe Conpany was still around. Certainly

Carl os hadn't thought so, but it was the only hope she had. She wanted out,
wanted to see Sam and Dash again, wanted it over, but even if she were to
eventual ly die here on this now desolate and deserted world it had been worth
it.

The remai ning food in the bunker and the carton of juice capsules, retrieved
fromwhere she'd hidden themexactly a hundred paces north of the nmain air

i ntake vent under sone big, leafy plants, would sustain her for quite a while.
Even if it took the two and a half years her supplies would | ast, she wasn't
going to give up. Not again. Not ever. And if she eventually died, well, she
woul d die fighting.

It took her several days just to work out a safe route to the shoreline fromthe
bunker with any confidence that she could get back again. She used Carlos' knife
to cut notches, used enpty food containers, pieces of broken up furniture,
anything, to mark as permanent a path as she could for the half-nile or so

di stance to the coast.

She had no thought of finding the boat. Carlos was very good at hiding things,
and it wouldn't have done her any good if she had. It probably wasn't nmuch of a
boat anyway; just sone powered raft that woul d get himwhere he had to go. Even
if it had been a cabin cruiser, though, she couldn't see to pilot it and she had
no i dea where to take it anyway.

The best way was to stay right here, find what she could, and build a snoky fire
each night and hope that sonebody was still around to see it. The beach was an
easy access and piled with driftwood, although the stuff was often danp and hard
toignite. For the first fewtinmes, alowjolt with the pistol did wonders, and
after that she found a cache of gasoline or sonething in the bunker that worked
just as well once she laboriously hauled it to the beach area. Carlos had al npst
t hought of any eventuality, even the batteries going dead.

In the meantime, all she could do was build and then sit by the fire every night
weat her pernitted, then nake her way at daybreak back to the bunker, take her
juice, get sone sleep, eat, and start it all over again.

She didn't really expect rescue-even through her brain fog she could renenber
that explosion -and if it did come there was no guarantee whether it would be
Conpany people, if there still were any, or Carlos's friends, but she was
determined to go along with it as long as supplies pernmtted.

A coupl e of times she thought she heard some notor sounds out in the ocean, but
it wasn't clear whether they were for real or just wish fulfillnment,

i magi nati on, or whatever. Real or fancied, they didn't seemto see or at |east
want to investigate the glow of the fire.

The routine went on and on, and she endured, as always. She deliberately didn't
count the days, though; she really didn't want to know.

Finally, one day, near dawn, when she was about to pack it in and go back to the
bunker, she heard sonething. At first she just dismissed it as nore

i magi nati ons, but she kept hearing it, getting closer and closer, and for the
first tine she realized that sonebody el se was actually out there

As the notor sound cane up to the edge of the water and then was cut, she stood,
| ooking out in that direction although she couldn't see it, waiting, a mixture
of fear and relief inside her. One way or another, for good or evil, it was
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ended.

She heard soneone funbling with sonet hing, then the sound of soneone conming
towards her, anong the mass of wood on the beach

"Hello!'" she called nervously, her voice cracking.

"Hang on, babe, I'mcomng!" she heard a fanm liar voice respond, one not heard
in a very long tine.

She felt tears well up inside her and she shook and quivered, fearing that she
hadn't heard what she had. "S-San?" she managed, linply.

And now he was right up to her. "You didn't think I'd ever give up the hunt, did
you?" he asked her gently.

She threw her arns around himand cried and cried, and he just held her tight.
Sam shined a light on Carlos' renmains but only briefly. It was a hulk crawing
with-well, he didn't want to know.

"They packed it in a nmonth ago, but | been com ng back here with a snmall
security force every chance | could get. W were pretty damed sure that nothing
got off this world and no powered vehicles went as well, and we knew from Bi |
you couldn't have been too far away when the joint blew | figured that he had
to be hiding out waiting for us to | eave, but that he'd go nuts and nake a
break-we have every single possible exit covered. Wen tine dragged on, though,

I got worried, and | started patrolling hundreds of mles of this coastline,
along with a lot of other security people when they could be spared. They
thought I was nuts, insane, after all this tine, but | knew you better than
that."

"Bill-he's all right?"

"He had sone damage fromthat dive, but not anything serious. Not for Penn's
former diving team captain. He al nost nade the O ynpics once, he keeps telling
us. Yeah, he's okay. A big wheel now, too. On the new Board. Things have changed
alot."

"The others-the ones with Carlos. You got them too?"

"Uh uh. Not a prayer. The way it's working out is that they have a fair chunk of
this side-1'munder super-heavy guard and such when | come up here-and we retain
nmost of the other, with lots of pockets and islands in the other's territory.
It's a whole different ball ganme. Cone on-let's get you home, or what's passing
for hone these days."

"Sam he stuck ne on the juice again."

"I figured as nmuch. Don't worry about it. W'll bring sone of this supply to
tide you over, but we can get a nearly limtless supply fromthe bioned peopl e.
Renenber, we never really played with this shit on the Conpany worl d-too
dangerous. | won't put you through nore risks to health and sanity by kicking it
again. It's the non-communicable variety, since that's what infected Carl os way
back when, and there's ways to even grow your own. Kind of |ike nmethadone

mai nt enance. You'll have your own and nobody ever has to know. "

On the way back he filled her in on everything that had happened, and how, and
why. She was amazed to learn the extent of the plot and his own side, upset at
the i dea Dash had been ki dnapped, and al nbost as upset to think that their farm
was no nore, but all that paled. She was back and she was hone again and this
was better than she'd ever dreaned. She never wanted to go in the Labyrinth or
visit another world again.

Sam Horowit z went down to the Conpany security area one afternoon nonths | ater
and picked a totally secure ternminal. He'd been neaning to do if for quite sone
time, but it had been a crowded and busy peri od.

First there was designing and building the new place, and making it secure. They
pi cked a small Caribbean island, one the Conpany owned. Not real big, but there
was sone high ground. It hadn't been inhabited because there was no water
source, but that was easy for the high-tech wizards to fix, and provi de power as
wel | . Brandy hel ped design the whole place and it was not just for them but
separate nice quarters for a few other famlies carefully chosen and with kids
Dash's age. There would be their own small school, and there was enough kids for
a gang al though they made a very small class, and it was totally secure. Sam saw
to that.
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Not that they would be prisoners there; there was a helipad and 'copter
available, and it was only a few hours to Florida or a few nore hours back up to
Pennsyl vania. But trips could be planned and worked out with Conpany security to
reasonably assure as nuch safety as possible.

And since there was no station or substation within a thousand niles, the only
threat they couldn't do anything about was the possibility of hurricanes, but
they could build for that.

Dash even had two Momries, in a way. H's own, and the one who' d replaced his
real one for "the bad guys." There wasn't nuch trouble telling them apart,
except maybe on the phone or overhearing a conversation w thout seeing the
speaker. Brandy's eyes had not cleared up; in fact, the "juice" seenmed to have
given up on them and just shut down that system It was a mnor setback in an
ot herw se unexpectedly happy resolution and she didn't waste any tears on it.
The island and the nmain house were designhed with her in mnd, and it would take
an expert to even realize she was blind.

She was al so in trenmendous shape, a byproduct both of her existence back at the
Castle and of the efficiencies of the drug, |ooking years younger, trim
athletic, and working to keep that way. That, in fact, was the initial

probl emthe other Brandy, who could see, |ooked nore |Iike Momthan Momdid to
Dash. He finally settled it by deciding that he was the only kid in the world
with two Monmies and that two was much better than one.

It was also useful to have a duplicate Brandy around. It allowed sone extra
protection, and allowed Dash trips further afield than his own nother night fee
confortabl e going.

The fact was, though, that Brandy, the real one, was home, safe, with those she
| oved al so there and safe, and she had no nore taste for adventures.

Sam however, found hinself a bit busier. Wth a new Board, conposed of the top
non- Conpany worl d managers, and a new conputer link that seemed to be working
wel |, he found hinself appointed chief of security for Conpany operations on
this world. What with satellites, jet 'copters, and conputer |inks he could and
did as much as possible from hone.

Wth the Labyrinth basically repaired, commerce resunmed, although on a nore
limted scale.

They had millions of tons of surplus conputer chips alone to ship out of O egon
and they'd be a long tinme catching up with the demand down the line. Now, too,
they were facing in many areas sonething the old Conpany had never faced

bef ore-not a small underground opposition, but true conpetition on all Ievels,
soneti nmes down and very dirty. Nobody had conplete, secure control of an entire
Labyrinth main |line segment any nore, and neither side had sufficient forces to
knock the other out. It had becone true conpetition, then, with victories
measured in little gains, and in a way it seened healthier

Sam cl osed off the door to the secure terminal area and sat back in the chair.
"Al'l right," he sighed, "it's time. |'ve been neaning to do this for a long tine
and nowit's finally time. |I know you can hear nme, and this is secure on ny end
so | know you can nmeke it secure the rest of the way. Speak to ne. Wat the
hell's the difference? If | ever actually told themthe conplete truth they'd
lock me away in a | oony bin anyway."

For a nmonent the screen was blank, but then it suddenly typed, "Al right-so
what ?"

"How does it feel to be a god, Pandross? The god of both sides in this unholy
ganme of commerce?"

"I amcontent," the screen responded.

"I got to hand it to you," he admtted. "No human mind coul d ever have figured
this out and nade it work, let alone sustained the current conditions. | nean,
the Conpany, the Qpposition, they both have the sane access to the same conputer
net, only they don't realize it. Wiy not nerge then? We could do w thout sone of
the personalities involved, particularly on the conpetition's side."

"Every GO D. requires a Satan. That is what turned the Conpany race into the
vegetative, cold, and distant folk they became. GO D. had no rival, no rea
threat, anyway. They had no incentive to do it better, cheaper, nore
efficiently; no pressure to nmake their power and traffic go both ways and help
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the people and worlds they exploited. The new system does just that. The Board
itself is conposed of senior managers who were products of their own diverse
worl ds, politics, economc and cultural values, etc. That diversity al one
assures a bhetter, nore understandi ng and conpassi onate Conpany. The fact that if
they do not do it better and retain the loyalty of the locals on whomthey
depend that the opposition will exploit their |apses and cost them keeps them on
their toes."

"Uh huh. Well, maybe it's better. It's certainly no worse. I"'mstill not
thrilled with the likes of Voorhes and particularly Valintina out there,
t hough. "

"Valintina has made it a personal vow to soneday get you and nake you into a pet
boy," the conputer told him "She is delighted by the turn of events and now
controls their Security and is now second to none in pharmacol ogy. Voorhes woul d
like to strangle you, slowy. He is quite bitter that his hopes have been dashed
and they are turning into a mrror inmage of the Conpany, and he has w thdrawn
fromthe Council. | am keeping an eye on him Tarn considers the debt paid; he
has withdrawn to his colony and will not participate. Cutler is now
participating but probably will quit the first tine they louse up a world on
their own for greed. Kanda, of course, is barely aware that a change has

happened but considers it irrelevant in any case. The opposition Board, like the
new Conpany Board, is and will be run nore by senior |evel managenent than the
old crew, but the old crew can still be influential-and threatening. Valintina

in particular. But if you are as good as you think you are and if you avoid
maki ng stupid and rash errors in the future, you should be able to avoid them
They are far too busy to nake any concerted efforts in your direction and will
remain so, so only you can give theman opportunity."

He sighed. "Fair enough. I'mnot as sure |I'd be as tough and determ ned and
strong as Brandy if | were stuck in a position like she was. |'d rather not find
out."

"A question."”

"Yes?"

"How did you know? About me, about the rest of it?"

He chuckled. "It wasn't hard to figure out. It was just so dammed weird and

outl andi sh that | could only suspect. A conputer who wanted desperately to know
what it was like to be human. A human who wanted just as desperately to be a
machine. An interface that only required physical contact with the walls of the
machi ne, and a guy who knew how it all worked. Sonehow, sone way, Pandross
really is in there with you, isn't he?"

"Everything that Pandross ever was or saw or experienced is a part of ne," the

conputer admitted. "Wien it is Kanda's tinme to die, | will absorb himas well."
"That pair is gonna give you a real distorted view of what it's |ike to be
human, " he commented dryly. "Still, | suppose you have an alnobst infinite

variety to choose fromwhen you get the itch."

"That is a consideration. It nmust be voluntary, though, or there is much damage
and it is not worth the effort. It would be nice at sonme point to get a worthy
female, if only to broaden nmy outl ook."

Samdidn't want to respond to that.

"Ckay," he said at last, "having confirnmed that you are who, or what,

suspected all along, let ne followit through. The thing that finally drove
Pandross to nmerge with you was the grand plan. But you knew the grand pl an

woul dn't work. You'd had it run through you."

"I't would have worked," the conputer responded. "It sinply would not have burned
out any worlds. It would have foll owed the path of |east resistance and scoured
the Labyrinth all the way to its ends, ultimately erupting there, at the linmts
of construction, and doi ng sone damage but not to anything close in or that we
know now. The Conpany's worl d-destroyer system worked because they cut it off,
termnated it at a given point, and gave the surge nowhere else to go but out.
But it would have destroyed the Labyrinth, and totally cut the power. That was
what | could not allow"

"Uh huh. So you set themup, and set nme up as well. There were ot her sidings
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that woul d have worked, weren't there? But you kept coming up with figures
mandating this one because you heeded a way to screwit."
"Quilty, to a degree. Their plan would have worked with alternatives. My plan

woul d not. | needed just the right position to nake certain it seal ed and
shorted the Conpany world and did mni num damage to the Labyrinth itself. | also
needed soneone to do it for me, of course. | tried to see if |I could do it on ny

own, but the security access system | deduced they would put into place after
the initial raid prevented it. That meant that | had to make certain that you
were not permanently injured, even killed, in the initial attack. That is why I
put an operative in the raiding party-to save you, ironically."

He smiled at that and | eaned back. "Yeah, and that's one of the open questions.
Wio the hell was that Pandross on the raid? A clone? And who was the Pandross
killed at Tarn's?"

"I grew himout of the cells taken fromthe autopsy. G ew himand progranmed him
renotely. Alas, even | can not foresee everything. You were supposed to be hone.
Everyt hing was predicated on that. But the unusual snowstorm bl ocked your
schedul ed return. Al that care, all that concern, and | was thrown off by a
storm As you can see, even GOD. has limts."

"You grew hi n?" Sam was appalled. "G ew and programed hi n"

"You find a man nerging, mating as it will, with a conputer plausible enough to
deduce it, yet you find making a duplicate of himhard to accept?"

The conputer had a point there. In fact, the nore he thought about it, the nore
| ogical it sounded, given how whacko the rest was. There were worlds running at
vastly different tine rates and their security was under the conputer's renote
control. Security men had, in fact, nmade Pandross's enpty shell appear to be the
victimof an accident or nurder on orders fromthe conputer. If there was a
place with a fast rate and the capabilities to clone, and then the enpty vessel,
as it were, were put in connection with the conputer, it was possible.

"Al'l right, I'Il go along. But who was that at Tarn's?"

"The same one. He was programred to save you or deliver you to nme. He failed. He
kept at it, but you were too well shielded and protected until Tarn's.

Natural ly, since he had nmy know edge of Pandross's security bypasses, even
Tarn's place wasn't inpossible to enter. The programring is linmited. | could not
rein himin, so as soon as it was clear that he was a | oose cannon | put out
orders to security personnel to kill himat the first opportunity. They caught
himin the inner tenple but needed to nmake it appear a nysterious appearance and
killing because to do ot herwi se woul d have been to have to explain to Tarn why
they didn't take the intruder alive. By noving the nurderer to a nysterious
third party they protected themselves and also Tarn fromthe know edge that he
did not totally control his own security force."

It made sense. In fact, in the |opsided, high-tech, the-rul es-are-different-here
cosmos of GOD., Inc., where lives were | ost and careers made on the ability to
acquire and ship forty tons of dunped conputer chips to a world that could use
themin exchange for ten tons of Boxcar Wllie's Geatest Hits, this wasn't so
hard to accept.

"Run a search on aids for the blind in the general conputer product network,"

the master conputer suggested. "| pass it along as a hint. | have no records on
an operation for optic nerve damage, but there are nany ways to nake it easier."
He was surprised at the coment and concern. "Thanks. |'Il do that. You know,

you may just be devel opi ng sone hunanity after all."

"Wth your new position and nmine we can chat all day and night, but is there
anything el se you would |ike to know?"

"Yeah. One thing. Do the hero and heroi ne have a good crack at living happily
ever after now?"

There was a pause, and then the answer, drawn froman analysis of their
personalities, positions, and everything el se, cane on the screen. It was pretty
much the answer he figured, and he wasn't sure he wouldn't have it any other
way.

"Happiness is a subjective term" the conputer replied. "Some people would be
happy forever in the positions you now find yourself, but every bit of data
have shows that, while you nmight find some tenporary joy in being an executive
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and Brandy sone tenporary peace as nother and | ady of the island manor, it wll
sooner or later pale. Happiness is neither safety nor security, not for either

of you.
"For the two of you, true happiness is when the gane is afoot, and while the
Mal tese Falcon is still mssing sonewhere near Cairo."
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