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      Enter the SF Gateway …


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


      

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


      


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


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


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


      Welcome to the SF Gateway.


      




1


The plump woman was nervous.


She shifted her weight, trying to find a more comfortable position on the carpet. She tugged at her pink leotard, sat up, crossed her legs, and looked down through the almost transparent surface of the floor next to her. As she watched the darting rainbow flashes of the small fish swimming in the water underneath the glass panels, she took a deep breath. She imagined that she was with them, gliding lazily across the room toward the base of the large rock jutting up through the surface of the open pool. She took another breath and felt the muscles in her diaphragm relax. She closed her eyes.


Liquidy coolness caressed her skin. A sudden floating vertigo caused her to open her eyes. She was in the water, looking up through the milky substance of the glass at a round pastel smear above her. She swam up closer to the glass, moving with luxurious, weightless, ease. As the giddiness subsided her vision cleared and the pastel smear focused into a rippling image.


A woman with red frizzy hair that framed her wide, florid face.


The woman was wearing some pink, skin like material that folded and bulged with the curves of her body.


She realized, without surprise, that the woman was herself.


A looming shadow darkened the water nearby. She flicked away, reacting with instinctive swiftness to the intrusion. Then she saw the angular face and long, lean body of the man coming toward her and the anxiety was replaced by a sense of joy. The man lifted his arms and held something out to her: a statue of a cupid figure, with a clock in its belly. She swam closer to the cupid statue and saw that the hands were set at six-twenty. The focus blurred into blackness as a flush of dry warmth poured over her skin like sun-baked sand. “Perfect.”


She opened her eyes. She was inside her body. She saw the rock across the room, the floating green vegetation, the strip of transparent glass panels along the edge of the running pool of water. She looked across the carpet at the man sitting facing her. The man she’d just seen swimming underneath the glass.


“I think you’ve got it,” he said.


Sybelle uncrossed her legs and leaned back on her hands. “You were holding an absolutely grotesque clock. Why you chose that cupid I’ll never guess.” She smiled at him. “But it was a lovely swim.”


“Anything else?” he prompted. He hugged his bony knees against his chest and waited.


Sybelle let him wait. She suppressed the glow of satisfaction rising within her and pretended to be confused. He wasn’t going to get his answer without making a deal, she decided. She deserved it.


His green eyes watched her face and a slight smile lifted the corners of his wide mouth. “Well?” he said softly.


“Do I get a decent meal if I tell you?” she demanded. “I feel like Oliver Twist for heaven’s sakes!”


“Did you see anything else?” he repeated, ignoring her offer.


She shook her head slowly. “Owen Orient you are the most stubborn man. But not today. A full five-course meal. With wines. Or no time.”


When Orient grinned, the bony angles of his sculptured face softened with boyish delight. “So you did see the time on the clock,” he chuckled.


“I’m not saying another word.”


“Don’t worry about your food,” he told her, “this is an occasion. Sordi’s getting everything ready now.”


“It was six-twenty,” Sybelle muttered, not convinced she wasn’t being tricked out of her dinner.


“Tell me something.” Orient leaned forward watching her intently: “Did you have any particular emotion when you saw the time?”


Sybelle furrowed her brow. “Not clear. Perhaps a kind of worry. As if I was late or something.”


Orient nodded. “Great. The intent of my mental image was to let you know we were running late.” He smiled. “Sordi doesn’t like to warm his meals over.”


“So that was all there was to it,” Sybelle mused. “After all that hard work and exercise it came down to just relaxing my mind.”


As Orient stood up, Sybelle saw his long, corded muscles, flexing in sharp relief against the stretch fabric of his gym tights, and wondered if she wanted that five-course dinner after all. Since she’d started training with Owen, her own weight had dropped twenty pounds. Her body still retained its lusty curves, but now they were firm and her skin glowed with vitality, almost as pink as her tights.


“All that physical exercise helped establish a vital harmony between your mind and your senses,” Orient was saying. “A balance. To keep perfect balance it’s important to continue the exercises. But now that you’ve located the fulcrum point of that balance, you’ll be able to use it whenever you wish.”


“You mean that’s really it?” Sybelle whispered as the full significance of his statement spread through her understanding. “Do we have full communication?”


“You’re a full-fledged telepath Sybelle,” Orient said. “Welcome pilgrim.”


She took his extended hand and pulled herself easily to her feet, reveling in the new smoothness of her movements. “Well then,” she said, “what’s for dinner?”


Orient’s face was blank. “Fish, I think,” he murmured.


Sybelle thought of the graceful, languid moments her mind had just passed beneath the surface of the water and decided she wasn’t hungry after all.


To Sybelle’s relief, she found that Orient had been sending her up. There was no seafood. Instead Sordi served tomatoes stuffed with wild rice and herbs, a flaming Grand Marnier omelet garnished with orange slices and resting on delicate crepe’s, green salad with lemon dressing, candied yams, various cheeses and dark, fresh-baked bread. For dessert he had made a buckwheat cake layered with sour cream and juicy strawberries. And all through the meal, Sordi kept her long-stemmed glass full of chilled champagne.


“Just divine,” Sybelle cooed, batting her violet-tinted lashes at Sordi. “How is it such a talented man decided to waste his time working with this awful vegetarian?” Distinguished, too, she added silently as she gazed at Sordi’s blue-gray eyes. They were sensitive and soft in contrast to his sharp features. His gray-streaked hair and elegant dress gave him the air of a visiting diplomat. She wondered if he’d ever been married.


“Glad you like my cooking Sybelle,” Sordi murmured. He wanted to say much more, but he was seized by a rush of embarrassment.


“Sordi’s help has made the big difference in my being able to continue research,” Orient said. He shook his head. “But we may have to cut off operations for a few months.”


“There must be a way to keep going,” Sordi blurted. To his surprise the intensity of his feelings seared through his momentary shyness. “It’s too important; you can’t stop now.”


Orient shrugged. “No choice. The upkeep on this place is too heavy. If I don’t sell the house, I’ve got to sell the equipment. It makes sense to stop now and look for another place to setup shop.”


“It does seem a pity to let this place go Owen, darling,” Sybelle scolded. She sipped her champagne and looked around at the large room that served as Orient’s library, studio, equipment area, media lab, and living quarters. Situated on the second floor, it spanned the entire length of the three-story townhouse, and the high stretch of crossed-beam ceiling was unbroken by walls or partitions. Instead the huge space was divided by functions. The rolltop desk stood next to the bookshelves in one corner; the stereo audio equipment extended past the study area into the center of the room, becoming part of the video and film complex. The lights, cameras, and wires stopped short of a pillow-lined conversation pit in the near corner. Tools, furniture, and occasional objects of art all merged to form a flowing environment of possibility, where form and function could stimulate creativity. Paintings, graphs, bulletins, diagrams of projects, posters, and ribbons of exposed film coexisted on the walls, their shapes and colors pulling the disparate elements of the room into scattered harmony.


“It’s perfect for your work,” Sybelle reflected. “A little busy for my taste, but I think Sordi’s right.”


Orient started to say something, but she wasn’t listening. She was thinking about the rest of the house; the meditation room upstairs, the biochemical lab next to the “garage, and especially the oversized kitchen on the first floor.”


“No,” she said firmly, interrupting him, “it just won’t do to sell this place. Not when you’re on the verge of a significant discovery. Besides, there isn’t a kitchen like yours in the entire city. No darling, it’s out of the question.”


“Exactly what I’ve been telling him.” Sordi glared at Orient. “I’m glad somebody appreciates that fact. Not to even mention the herb garden.”


“The meditation room Owen,” Sybelle persisted, “the lab. There must be some way to keep the house. Let me help you. I’ve got some loose cash tucked away. I’ll lend it to you.”


Sordi sighed. “He won’t take any money Sybelle. I tried too. He’s too stubborn.”


Orient looked at them and smiled. “No use ganging up on me. I like this house myself. Money’s just a temporary solution. When that runs out, I’ll be left with the same problem.”


“What problem?” Sybelle asked.


“No way to Continue research until I find a way for it to support itself financially. Not only current expenses, but a way to cover the costs of another eight months. That would give me time to develop the telepathic technique further. Since the overhead here is too high it’s simple logic to sell the house and use the proceeds to set up another lab. Perhaps somewhere in New Jersey.”


“New Jersey?” she lifted an artfully plucked eyebrow. “Darling you can’t be serious. That’s like going to Pittsburgh. Just listen to me for a moment.”


Orient folded his arms and listened. He knew it was useless to argue with Sybelle when she was enraptured with a cause. And he had the distinct impression that she’d just taken up the colors of a righteous crusade: saving his house.


“Today in your meditation room you did something absolutely historic. You taught me how to communicate telepathically. And you told me yourself that my telepathic potential wasn’t even evident before you snowed me the technique.”


“Only partially true,” Orient reminded her. “You were already a professional medium. The barriers to developing your natural telepathic faculty were already partially open.”


Sybelle paused. “True,” she said finally, flashing a smile at Sordi, “I am exceptionally gifted.”


The smile faded when she looked at Orient. “But you forget that being able to communicate mentally is still quite an achievement. For any human being. Surely there must be scientific foundations or grant foundations that would sponsor your work.”


“Sordi and I spent two solid months looking up research grants. The only program interested was a Pentagon unit that wanted to investigate telepathy for possibly military application.” He shook his head and grinned. “Even if I agreed to get involved with that absurd choice. I wouldn’t even be able to make basic muster. Any security check on me would bounce.”


Sybelle waited for him to say more, but he just shrugged and reached for his glass. She was very tempted to pursue his last remark. Even though she’d become very close to Owen Orient she knew very little about his life—past or present. But something in his wide green eyes stopped her. They glinted with amusement over the rim of his glass, but the jade centers of his pupils were dark and very private. “Are you sure you’ve tried everywhere?” she asked instead. “Perhaps darling there’s a few things you don’t know about,” she added, frustrated by her inability to feed her taste for savory gossip.


Orient set his glass down arid looked at her. “Appreciate hearing some,” he said calmly. “Sordi and I hit every name on the list.”


Sybelle felt a sudden rush of remorse at her snappish attitude when she saw the quietly attentive expression on his face. He looked very young, despite the white streak that shot through his shaggy black hair. The lean, high-boned features were as earnest as those of an inquisitive boy. “There’s one good possibility,” she said softly, “if you want to save the house. It’s exactly the kind of foundation that can help you. And I happen to be a member of the board.”


“What board is that Sybelle?” Sordi prompted when Orient didn’t answer.


Sybelle gave him a grateful smile. “It’s called SEE,” she told him. “Society for Extranorjnal Exploration.”


“I’ve heard of it,” Orient said slowly. “It’s backed by Bestman Corporation. But when I tried to get in touch with Anthony Bestman, his office told me he was unavailable. And they had no information about an organization called SEE”


“There, I knew it,” Sybelle gushed enthusiastically. “You tried to contact the wrong man.”


“I checked the corporation listing myself,” Sordi protested. “Anthony Bestman is President.”


“Oh, he runs the business,” Sybelle said, patting his hand, “but most of the stock is controlled by his brother Carl. Carl Bestman is the inspiration and financial benefactor of SEE. Anthony is a horrible man. Of course, he wouldn’t speak to you. He considers us all a crackpot club out to fleece his brother. All Anthony knows are money and big-game hunting. But Carl is a biologist; he’s quite different. I knew there was something I could do.” She picked up her glass and drained it. “Simply perfect.”


Orient drummed his long fingers on the table. “Sounds good,” he said, “as long as Carl Bestman understands that the telepathic technique has nothing to do with SEE’s interest in the occult.”


“I told you Carl is a biologist,” Sybelle sniffed. “And all five members of our board approach the study of extranormal phenomena scientifically. Don’t be such a snob, darling. I recall you also having a morbid interest in the occult your own self.” She sat back in her chair, adjusted the pink lapel of her satin pantsuit, and gave Sordi her most devastating smile. “Give us a try.”


Sordi shifted uncomfortably in his chair. “You think this Carl Bestman will give Dr. Orient some money?”


“In a month,” Sybelle said, lowering her voice. “SEE is going to meet at Carl’s estate. At the conference each member can present a candidate for the approval of the board. The person who, in the opinion of SEE’s board, is most deserving takes a prize of fifty thousand dollars.” She looked at Orient. “And when we show them the results of your research I’m positive they’ll award you the prize.”


“Sounds great to me,” Sordi looked hopefully at Orient. “What do you think?”


Orient’s smile relaxed the jutting contours of his face. “Sounds like just what we need to keep us going,” he said softly.


“Now stop being such a conservative, darling,” Sybelle said. “I’ve decided it’s just the thing. It’s about time you started meeting people. You’ve practically become a hermit.”


“Just what I’ve been saying all along,” Sordi put in, unable to restrain his enthusiasm. “He needs to get out more. He works too hard.”


Orient beamed at Sybelle and Sordi. “Seem to be outvoted and out-diagnosed. Tell me what to do and I’ll do it.”


“And you won’t regret it.” Sybelle extended her glass over the table. “To the new Dr. Owen Orient.” She looked at Sordi and lowered her lashes. “And to new friendships,” she added softly.


Later, as Sordi drove her home, Sybelle curled down against the deep, leather upholstery and regarded him carefully. He certainly was a good-looking man, she noted, going over his assets. And very loyal to Owen. She liked that quality in a man. She decided to wait for him to make the first move. But after only a few seconds of watching him maneuver the large limousine through the traffic, her curiosity won out. “You drive so well,” she said, “and it’s such a huge machine.”


Sordi snorted and shook his head sadly. “This monster. Dr. Orient spent a lot of time and money getting this tank together.” He remembered how he had tried, tactfully, to convince the doctor to get himself something more modern.


Orient had explained patiently but firmly that the coachwork on the Rolls Ghost had been done by a special designer. An American called Brewster. Orient also told him that the car had been specially built in America. Sordi shook his head. Lots of cars were made in America. “It runs great, he made sure of that,” Sordi muttered, “but he should have something with more styling.”


Sybelle agreed. The polished wood and dark leather interior were very tasteful, but she preferred the lush convenience of a newer car. However, she didn’t intend to discuss automotive engineering. “How long have you been with Orient now?” she asked casually


“About six years,” Sordi’s gaze was fixed on the wide windshield, but his voice betrayed his interest. “How about you?”


“Ten years,” Sybelle admitted with a trace of annoyance. It occurred to her that in all that time she had discovered very little about Owen Orient. They had become good friends in the time they’d worked together, but she still hadn’t managed to crack that quiet, deceptively mild exterior. The thought irked her.


When she’d first met him he’d been just twenty, a very brilliant and very eager student who asked her hundreds of questions about her work as a medium. Then when he began practicing psychiatry he continued to come to see her, occasionally taking part in some séances and readings. He watched everything that was done very carefully, as if he was trying to memorize the procedure. Being bright, handsome, and rich he’d become a great favorite at her gatherings, but he always remained reserved. At first Sybelle had thought it was shyness, but she gradually came to understand that it went deeper than that. Owen had some other preoccupation beyond social success. He seemed extremely restless for a time, then he left New York and was abroad for two or three years. She lost touch, but she heard he’d been seen in Paris and Beirut. Finally, someone told her he’d gone to India. When she saw Owen again she sensed a complete change in him.


His manner remained reserved, but it couldn’t be mistaken for shyness any longer. He radiated an aura of serene assurance. He told her that he’d been in Tibet for nine months and was back to begin research. They had maintained occasional contact, but it wasn’t until this year, when he’d asked her to help him with some experiments, that she discovered that his research concerned telepathic communication. And just recently she’d come to realize that Owen’s knowledge of her own field, the occult sciences, was as extensive as her own. “You must know Owen very well,” Sybelle prompted sweetly, “being his assistant all this time. It was right after he came back from Tibet wasn’t it?”


Sordi nodded. “Working with the doctor has been great for me. I studied science in Italy, but he’s taught me things I didn’t think were possible.”


“Has Owen taught you his technique?”


“Not yet. My Psi factors are still blocked.” He squinted through the windshield. “Maybe after you get the project on its feet.”


He was charming, Sybelle thought as she nestled deeper into the seat. “Doesn’t Owen see any girls?” she purred sleepily.


Sordi hesitated. “There’ve been a few.” He was silent for a moment as he braked for a light. The oversized disc brakes that Orient had installed brought the long, heavy car to a gentle stop. “He’s been working too hard,” Sordi confided. “He hasn’t been seeing anyone except you and some other old friends.” He fell silent again.


“He never wanted to get married?” Sybelle prodded.


His shift into first and the slow acceleration of the car were both noiseless. He pursed his lips for a moment before he answered. “Well, he was interested in a couple of those girls,” he said slowly. He glanced at her then stared straight ahead. “But it didn’t work out. One girl, especially, I think he was serious about. He was with her for a few months in Europe. They stayed at my house in Ischia. But that was almost two years ago. These days the doctor’s been trying to keep the house operating. It hasn’t been easy.”


“What happened?” Sybelle sat up in her seat, her interest totally activated. “To the girl I mean.”


“It… didn’t work out. They broke up in Europe.”


Sybelle remembered something else she’d always wondered about. “Has Owen ever conducted any experiments in the occult?” she asked.


Sordi opened his mouth and then closed it. “I really don’t know,” he said after a moment. “But someday you should visit Ischia. It’s in Italy and it’s very beautiful.”


“I’m sure I should.” Sybelle slumped down again as she realized that Sordi was as close-mouthed as his employer. It was frustrating. “Perhaps you’ll show me Ischia someday,” she suggested, deciding to try another tack.


“I’m sure you’ll be crazy about the place,” he said, ignoring the direction of her remark.


Sybelle sighed. She would have to cast her lines patiently, she told herself, if she hoped to land Sordi at all.


When they reached Sybelle’s brownstone, Sordi parked the car and came around to open her door.


“Thank you so much,” she flashed her brightest smile and extended her hand. “It was a lovely evening. And your cooking was divine.”


“Anytime,” Sordi mumbled. Impulsively, he bowed and kissed her hand. “Good night,” he said, edging back to the automobile.


How simply marvelous, Sybelle thought as she hunted for her key. There’s nothing like a European man to make a girl feel feminine. She would definitely have to pursue this matter. After all, she wasn’t getting any younger.


Sordi waited until Sybelle was inside before starting the motor. That’s some woman, he observed as the Ghost pulled away. She was heavy-set, but he liked that. She reminded him of the strong, healthy women of his birthplace. Not like some of those American stringbeans who never ate anything except Jello and cottage cheese. He began to sing softly over the resonant vibration of the engine as the car floated smoothly across the deserted streets. Things were looking up. Just as long as she wasn’t looking for a husband.


As he climbed the stairs to his room, Orient wondered if he’d made a wise move in accepting Sybelle’s offer. SEE was known as an organization more concerned with random occult matters than laboratory sciences. It was possible that association with the group might tend to put the telepathic techniques in the category of witchcraft.


No other choice, he reminded himself, just be grateful for old friends. As it was he could make it for another three months before the operation folded. A grant from SEE would keep them going for at least another year. It was the only game in town and he was lucky to have a chance of playing. He went into the bedroom and took off his clothes. The important thing, he decided as he walked across the hall to the meditation room, was to make sure that his presentation would deserve a prize. He slid the doors apart.


He sat down cross-legged on the soft carpet next to the pool. On one side, beneath a clear glass strip on the floor, he could see the bright flashes of fish in the water below. Across the open pool, on the other side of the room, was a large black rock. Its massiveness, contrasted against the rippling water and soft spots of light, created a sense of emptiness in the long room. Orient stretched his naked body on the carpet and began the physical exercises. He began with the Yang movements, twisting and bending his spine and giving up all thoughts of money, prizes, and problems to the vibrating absence around him.


He narrowed his concentration to his body, pulling his consciousness across his muscles, lungs, and blood vessels as he increased his efforts.


He went into the Yin series, the breathing patterns which expanded his awareness until he was in communication with every cell of his chemistry. He drew his mind through the millions of connections until he found the source of the energy. The code gene, the tiny organism that spun the web of his being. He suspended and let the gravity of that tiny universe within him draw him into an orbit where all present, past, and future time was compressed into one atmosphere.


He soared around a primary chemical sun, feeling the magnetic heat of its presence charge his senses with new possibilities of existence.


Then a high wind came across the glittering void, subtly altering the ecstatic pattern of his flight. A flash of color entered his field of vision and he realized he was. passing a large, crudely shaped structure. A shape from a forgotten reality. A room.


A man was sitting erectly at a table. The man’s face seemed far away yet loomed up large against his consciousness.


The face was unknown.


It was triangular in shape and the steely gray eyes were accentuated by thick black eyebrows that angled sharply around them. The long, thin nose was set above full, smiling lips. The narrow chin made the broad forehead seem very wide and high….


All form shredded and the wind faded away, leaving Orient hovering free in the timeless gravity.


He spun effortlessly through the magnetic emptiness, listening for the soothing pulses of energy radiating from the source of his time.


Orient came out of his meditation with a refreshed awareness of the harmonies within himself. The relationships between his mind and body were supple and new. But this time something else remained: a lingering sense of disturbance.


He went back to his bedroom, took a shower, and went to bed. He tried to channel his thoughts to the editing job he had waiting for him in the morning.


He had to cut and arrange the footage of his work with Sybelle into something usable. He only had a month.


Just before he went to sleep, however, the smiling face he’d seen during his meditation flickered across his memory like a recurring television image, rolling monotonously over a badly tuned screen.
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After two weeks of steady work, Orient managed to put together the first ten minutes of what he hoped would be a thirty-minute visual demonstration of his work in telepathy with Sybelle.


As he went through the tedious hand process of marking the tape, cutting and splicing, he thought of the CBS Automatic Editor he once planned to add to the studio. Just mark the special screen with an electronic pencil and the computer does the rest. Handy but very expensive, and there was other lab equipment more crucially needed:


He had cut a full twenty-one minutes of the film by the time Sybelle called to tell him SEE had agreed to consider his project. “In two weeks,” she told him breathlessly. “Isn’t it marvelous?”


“Great.” Orient cradled the phone between his neck and shoulder as he spoke, hands moving restlessly over the strips of tape on his worktable. “Should have our visual finished by then, with luck.”


“Well, of course you must. This is your chance to educate the public darling. They’re going to be astounded.”


“Have you been keeping up your routine?”


“Like a drudge. And my powers have never been keener.”


“Who else is competing?”


“Just some sort of girl prophet. But that’s old hat. I’ve been known to have my moments myself. The conscious transmission of thoughts is something new. I’m positive we’ll absolutely stop them dead.”


Orient laughed. “Going to need your help to do them in, so keep on your diet. Anything else I have to do?”


“No, I don’t think so. The conference lasts for a few days. They’re supplying the tickets so you won’t have to worry about that end, and—there was something else—oh yes, bring lots of warm clothes.”


“How come? It’s only September.”


Sybelle giggled. “Didn’t you know darling? Carl Bestman lives in Sweden. That’s where we meet every year. It gets very cold, very early. Better bring long Johns.” She giggled: again and hung up.


Orient’s luck proved to be running lame during the next couple of weeks. He was plagued with underexposed images, overheated power packs, inferior skills, and an increasing desire to forget the whole thing.


An hour and a half before he was due to meet Sybelle at the airport, he found himself still running the last three minutes through the screener. Sordi stood behind him, alternately checking his watch and giving last-minute instructions. “I packed the cashmere blazer and a couple of extra sweaters; I left the leather trench coat out. You’ll need it when you reach Stockholm.”


“Okay, thanks,” Orient murmured, intent on the screen images. “Do you like the close-up of Sybelle here, or do you think I should splice in a medium shot?”


Sordi glanced at his watch. “Keep the close-up. It’s more personal. The tux is packed, too.”


Orient’s attention was still distracted as he began winding the tape. “What?”


“Your tuxedo. It’s right on top. Hang it up right away when you get there,” Sordi explained.


“What makes you think I’ll need a tuxedo?”


“Sure you will, when you win the prize.” He waved away Orient’s protests and pointed at his watch. “Don’t worry about anything. Just make your speech and collect the money. Go get your coat. I’ll finish packing this stuff. We don’t have much time. We still have to pick up Sybelle.”


When the Ghost pulled up to Sybelle’s brownstone Orient saw her sitting in front, on the sidewalk. She was perched on the largest of four pastel green suitcases that matched the color of her Laurent lapelled, shantung pantsuit. She waved and picked up a hooded, red fox fur coat that complimented the orange highlights in her hair.


“We’re late,” she called, as Orient and Sordi started loading the bags into the trunk.


“Don’t worry. We’ll make it.” Sordi held the door open for her. “You look great Sybelle.”


“Why, thank you.” She smiled and lowered her lashes, silently grateful that the Rolls’ large door made a graceful entrance possible. She began to appreciate Owen’s fondness for the vintage car.


She was bubbling with anticipation as Sordi sped along the East River Drive toward Kennedy airport. “It’s going to be a fascinating trip, darling,” she told him. “You’ll meet the biggest names in the psychic field.”


“Looking forward to it,” Orient grunted. He was stretching the truth. Groups, gatherings, and academies made him uneasy. He preferred to work alone and avoid the inevitable politics. He took a silver case from the pocket of his coat and looked at the oval design on its surface. The swirling figure was his Mandala, his meditation scroll The case had been given to him by the master Ku many years ago in Tibet. It was a sign that the time had come for him to return to the cities after months on the mountain. It was also a reminder that he had to take part in the affairs of his time to fulfill his destiny. Orient opened the case and extracted a hand-wrapped cigarette. He looked at Sybelle. “Smoke?”


She made a face. “You know I hate the way those things smell.” She took an envelope from her purse and fanned herself vigorously as Orient struck a match and the pungent odor wafted back.


Orient reached over and pressed a switch. A small exhaust fan near Sybelle quickly cleared the air in the car.


“What a good thing to have,” Sybelle said approvingly. “This museum piece of yours has its advantages.” She handed the envelope she was holding to him. “The tickets. We connect to a train when we reach Stockholm. Carl will pick us up at the station. You’ll love it. His place is so beautiful and secluded. A marvelous place for our meetings.”


Orient nodded. “What happens during the meetings?”


“We discuss various ventures the members bring up, examine new findings, bring up projects. Carl’s donated a lot of money to setting up a library in Amsterdam.”


Sybelle stretched out her legs. “We all contribute. A wonderful project. The first library of psychic science. And then, of course, after the meetings, we judge the merits of the applicants.”


“Are you one of the judges?” Sordi inquired hopefully.


She smiled prettily into the rear-view mirror. “Not for Owen. It wouldn’t be fair. I’ll sit it out. But he won’t need my vote.” She patted Orient’s shoulder. “His research is a real breakthrough. Carl will probably want some notes for the library.”


“I’ll give him a copy of the tape,” Orient said, staring at the burning tip of his cigarette. “And that’s it? No other business at the conference?” He looked up.


Sybelle wavered under the steadiness of his wide green eyes. “Well,” she smiled nervously and sat back, “of course there’s the séance.”


She glanced at the back of Sordi’s head and lowered her voice. “Carl is very interested in contacting the dead. I usually assist. We all do.” Orient nodded, vaguely uneasy at the prospect.


“Now I don’t have to be a mind reader to catch that stern look of disapproval,” Sybelle chided. “Don’t be such a purist darling.” She pouted at him. “I would have told you sooner, but then I’d have to sit through one of your dreary lectures about caution. And you’d probably have made a fuss about coming.”


Orient smiled. “No fuss unless your chums try to pay us off in ectoplasm instead of cash.”


“That’s the spirit,” Sordi said dryly. “Make your speech and collect the money.”


“I must say your attitude is marvelously festive; pity there isn’t anything in this fancy car for a pre night celebration.”


“Just pull the handle in front of you,” Orient told her. “Glasses, ice, soda, and Scotch. Sordi restocked it specially for you.”


“How thoughtful. When we get back, we’ll have to have a nice dinner. Just the three of us.”


“A victory dinner,” Sordi said. “And I’ll cook.”


Orient said something, but Sybelle wasn’t listening. She was absorbed in calculating what she would wear when she next saw Sordi.


Sybelle decided to stay with Scotch on the plane. After an hour of flight and three more drinks, she was ready to spend the next eight hours talking.


Orient kept her busy for a while, reviewing the procedures they would go through. “We’ll screen a thirty-minute documentary then finish with a live demonstration,” he explained. “Think you’ll be able to communicate in front of an audience?”


“I always have before darling,” Sybelle winked. “We’ll floor them. It’s just the kind or thing Carl’s been looking for. Proof of your telepathic technique will finally justify his fight to keep SEE going.” She held up her empty glass as the stewardess passed.


“Two more,” Orient said.


“Doubles,” Sybelle corrected. She leaned back in her chair and closed her eyes.


“Did Carl Bestman have much trouble organizing SEE?”


Sybelle opened one violet-shaded eye. “His brother,” she whispered, “hates SEE. He even tried to get a court order to take over Carl’s estate. But Carl had it thrown out.”


“It did seem strange that Anthony Bestman wouldn’t normally refer me to his brother.”


Sybelle smiled grimly. “He’s like that. I met him once and he was terribly rude. Count Germaine told him to his face that a true sportsman never killed except for food, and never insulted a lady.” She took a mirror from her purse and hastily checked her make-up and curly halo of bright red hair. “European men are so gallant—like your friend.” She put the mirror away and leaned closer. “About how old is Sordi?”


Orient grinned. “Any special reason?”


“Of course not. It’s just that he reminds me of the count: distinguished and very kind.”


“Who is this count?” Orient asked, avoiding her question.


She sighed. “He’s a lovely man. Count Germaine is the leading member of our board. A remarkably gifted hypnotist. Very tall. Stately. He’s the head of the library in Amsterdam. And so kind, so gallant.” Her reverie was interrupted by the arrival of the stewardess with the drinks. She plucked a glass from the tray and handed it to Orient.


“The count devastated Anthony,” she said, relishing the moment.


“Carl and Anthony seem to have a messy time of it.”


“Oh, it was awful. For a long time. It was especially hard on Carl. He’s such a gentle soul. But after he lost the court suit Anthony went back to his silly big-game hunting.”


“Now that you mention it, that coat you’re sitting on looks like a big-game trophy,” Orient said.


“Damn right, darling.” Sybelle winked. “I begged a dear French furrier who was mad about me.” She patted the red coat draped over her chair. “Isn’t it marvelous? It’s the warmest thing I have. And it’s perfectly legal. It’s an antique that was made pre-ecology.”


Seven hours later, when the plane landed at Arlanda, near Stockholm, Orient discovered that his own trench coat was poor protection against the sharp North wind cutting steadily through his clothing, Sybelle, wrapped to her pink ears in red fur, was ecstatic. All during the long cab ride into Stockholm, she continued to chatter. Orient half-listened and watched the scenery, grateful for the comparative warmth of the taxi. Sybelle’s words filtered through his thoughts as a splendid parade of trees, their gold and rust leaves brilliantly arrayed against the dark green foliage, flashed past his widow.


“Maxwell is a dear. He’s a genius. Only twenty-one and he’s been a member of our board for three years. Marvelous boy. I’m sure the two of you will have a lot in common.”


“Who?”


“Maxwell Andersen. You must have heard of him. He’s the British chess champion.”
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