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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.









Oh, that magic feeling,


Nowhere to go


—John Lennon









CHAPTER 1


New York, 1969


Sordi still couldn’t believe it.


He shook his head sadly as he looked around the room. The gold afternoon light poured through the terrace doors and filtered through the dust, illuminating the particles. That relentless New York grime he had come to despise in the three years he had lived here. Tonight he knew he would even miss the dirt.


He liked this room.


He liked the dark brown wood beams that stretched across the ceiling. He liked the open sweep of partitionless space extending from the front terrace facing the Hudson Palisades to the rear balcony overlooking the herb garden. He liked the taste of fresh fish grilled on his circular chrome fireplace. He liked his private entrance. He liked everything about the place.


And he didn’t like having to leave. He couldn’t comprehend the necessity. It had happened too quickly.


His ticket was in his pocket and his money had been deposited in the Bank of Naples, but he couldn’t understand why it had to be done.


If there was some good reason for destroying a perfect way of life, perhaps he could feel better about leaving. But there had been no explanation. Finished, that’s all.


Survival was no problem. The doctor had provided him with enough money to live on for a few years. There was still his family home on Ischia. A little investing and he’d be all right. But he just wasn’t ready to retire so soon. Working for Doctor Orient had given him a taste for learning. Serving as his secretary had been like being an assistant to a university scientist. The doctor had taught him how to use his mind. And he had taught the doctor how to cook. It had been a warm, stimulating experience. And now it was over.


He shrugged his shoulders. He would never understand.


He walked slowly across the inlaid wood floor to the terrace. The darkening red sky over the river was streaked with violet. Lights were beginning to appear in the windows of the high-rise apartments facing the city.


He had known something was wrong last summer.


Doctor Orient should have gone to the house on the Cape as usual instead of staying in the city and becoming involved with that project. It certainly would have been better than getting mixed up with Doctor Ferrari. That man had brought trouble with him the first day he arrived.


First it was the detectives poking around everywhere, upsetting the routine. During the four months Ferrari was there they came every day to search the house. It was just as well that he hadn’t been allowed near the laboratory or the study during those months. He’d been kept so busy making coffee and fixing snacks for the cops that he wouldn’t have been much help to the doctor anyway.


Then it was the way the doctor was working. Ferrari kept him in the laboratory for two and three days sometimes. The doctor stopped eating and got too thin and nervous. Just when he thought he’d succeeded in teaching Doctor Orient something about food.


And finally the arguing every night.


Sordi shivered and went inside as a cutting wind blew up from the river. He closed the terrace doors carefully. He’d never heard Doctor Orient raise his voice in anger until those last few months.


Sometimes, in spite of the security of the Secret Service men, he had seen the young girl in the wheelchair arrive. Five men would surround the car and take her inside so quickly that he could catch only a glimpse of them from the stairs.


After the first month everything had become relaxed and the detectives began spending more time in the kitchen. But even they didn’t seem to know very much about what was going on. The girl was the daughter of some big politician from California and was getting special therapy for her legs. They called the girl Judy but he didn’t believe that was her real name.


The detectives had become friendlier toward him as time passed, helping him around the house and always commenting on his clothes, but the cold, flat look in their eyes was always there. There were some kinds of Americans Sordi found it difficult to like.


He had known the girl was cured even before they had told him. One day he saw her coming out of the study. She was walking very slowly between Doctor Orient and Doctor Ferrari. They helped her into a wheelchair that was outside the door. Three weeks after that, the detectives told him they were going to miss his cooking.


On the same night that he had seen the girl come out of the study, the doctor and Ferrari had their first argument. He had gone to the head of the stairs to see if something was wrong. He could hear Ferrari’s infuriatingly coarse voice interrupting the doctor’s words, the sounds becoming progressively louder. They went on like that for two hours. Finally Ferrari stormed out of the study and left. The doctor slammed the door shut and stayed in his study until the next night, refusing to eat or open the door.


After that, there were many more arguments.


Then Ferrari, the detectives, and the girl stopped coming to the house. The doctor had spent three weeks just sitting in his closed study day after day. Until the day Doctor Orient came and told him it was finished, he was selling the house.


Sordi picked up his Louis Vuitton suitcase and walked toward the stairs. No matter, he reassured himself, tonight I’ll be in Roma and it will be a new beginning.


When he came down the stairs, he saw Doctor Orient waiting for him outside the study.


He was so thin these days, even thinner than the time he had the trouble with the crazy girl. His dark skin was getting sallow from being indoors so much and his green eyes were washed out and dim.


Doctor Orient was tall and usually carried his frame with the alert poise of an athlete, but now his wide shoulders slumped and his long hands dangled unenthusiastically from his wrists. Even the white streak


in his long black hair seemed to have gotten wider in these last few months. He had always been a private man, but lately he’d become unreachable. Sordi dropped his bag and looked into his face. Six months ago the doctor had looked like a boy of twenty-five. Tonight the lines stretched deep under his jutting cheekbones, pulling down at the upturned corners of his mouth. He looked burned out.


But his hand was firm and, when he spoke, Sordi could hear something beyond the words of farewell. The sincere awareness of three years of friendship.


Suddenly he wanted to take the doctor by the shoulders and shake him. Ask him point-blank why the hell all this stupidness.


But he didn’t.


Instead, he picked up his bag, put his hand on the doctor’s arm and said, “It’s a nice night, should be a good flight. You know where to get in touch with me.”


The doctor nodded and Sordi knew that he wouldn’t forget. He jammed his hand into the pocket of his long leather coat, pulled out a small ball of tissue paper and handed it to the doctor. “That’s yours,” he said.


At least on Ischia, he reminded himself as he walked away, you can depend on people.


Orient stuffed the ball of tissue into his shirt pocket as he watched Sordi leave. He felt depressed. Sordi’s craggy expression was always a masterpiece of innocent diplomacy but it wasn’t difficult to see the confused hurt in his face.


He turned and went into the study.


The room was completely empty except for the desk and two chairs. The books that had once stuffed the shelves, overflowing into every corner of the room, had been crated and taken away. The paintings, star charts, and diagrams had been taken down from the walls. The microfilm reader, film projector, slide projector, screens, videotape equipment, and editing table were gone. Everything had been stripped away from the long room except for the massive rolltop desk under the high, slanting skylight.


The man who bought the house had insisted that the desk be included as an item of contract. Orient had agreed; all he was concerned about was cutting all ties as quickly as possible.


Right now Andy Jacobs was hovering over the desk like an impatient old bullfrog, his tongue flicking nervously as he waited to snare the remaining signatures required to liquidate the estate.


“Let’s get goin’, Owen,” Andy croaked the sole but persistent bit of wit that he employed every time he saw Orient.


Orient walked slowly over to the desk, picked up the gold fountain pen lying on the blotter and began signing his full name, Owen Orient III, wherever the attorney pointed his blunt, hairy finger. And with each signing, Andy would repeat another variation on his position.


“Do you think it’s fair tribute to everything your parents, and you, worked so hard for?” Reasonable, never angry, pausing patiently for Orient to scrawl another initial. “There are ways I could handle the estate. You would never have access to a single penny, but you could pass it on to an heir. A son perhaps. Could happen, you know, Owen; thirty-one is time enough to find the right woman. Everything is change.” Gruff but gentle, even throwing in a bit of Eastern thought to lure a response.


“Owen, you could take some more time to consider the house on the Cape.” Chiding but patient, asking only for rationality. “Why, I spent many summers there with your parents before you were born, boy.” Firm. Appealing to his sense of heritage.


Orient grunted, nodded, and kept signing.


When it was finished, he slowly screwed the cap on the pen and straightened up. He felt a quick pang when he saw the expression of genuine concern on Andy’s face; a sense of loss that


began to widen when he recalled Sordi’s wounded smile. Perhaps he should have gone to the airport with his friend. He tried to shake off the emotion. It was all the way it had to be.


“You know, Senator,” Orient reflected, “I’m willing to bet you never would have lost that seat in Washington if you hadn’t decided to retire.”


Andy Jacobs carefully arranged the papers into neat piles. “Leaving yourself with nothing isn’t funny, boy,” he said softly. He began separating the assets from the liabilities.


“Getting rid of the books and manuscripts with a big chunk of your life to begin with. But you give that radical school”—Andy gave Orient a moment to ponder the responsibilities of tradition—“all your immediate assets”—he paused again to give Orient time to consider the gravity of money—“to establish a school of psychic research.” He scratched his lumpy nose while he tried to find some emotional connection to the words. Finding none, he continued.


“Throwing the income from your father’s films into establishing neighborhood hospitals was a magnanimous but unnecessary gesture,” he said, his hoarse monotone floating calmly on a righteous current of reason. “Your estate had always been set up to donate more than its share to charities.”


Orient sat down on the edge of the desk and folded his arms. At least he had to let Andy have his summation address.


“I personally fail to understand why the property income couldn’t be used to provide some trust for your later years.” The senator moved his bulk regretfully so that he could peer directly into Orient’s face.


Andy may be getting on, Orient noted, but there’s still plenty of brimstone in those bloodhound eyes. He began to become uncomfortable under the old senator’s persistent scrutiny. Andy had been his friend, adviser, and attorney all his life. He had arranged his affairs after the death of his parents, and had always tried to protect him. Now there was no way to prevent disappointing him.


“Owen, I’m telling you as an old friend who wants to keep you from a grave mistake.” Andy came closer. “Getting rid of your estate is one thing, but giving up all claims for your medical research to Ferrari is morally disturbing to me, boy, and it should be to you.”


He glared at Orient.


“Throwing away your money is foolish, Owen, but throwing away title to your work is destructive. Your unique contribution to humanity. The fruit of all your labor and sweat and brains. And don’t tell me your name had anything to do with it,” Andy squinted triumphantly, his voice rising to a heavy growl. “I drew up the original papers myself. Ferrari had agreed to your wish that Project Judy never be published until you gave the word. Why turn around and hand the whole thing over to him now? Including the rights to your discoveries? Why, Owen?”


Orient examined his fingers. The senator must have unnerved plenty of witnesses in his heyday. And right now he had another fish squirming.


“Why hand your work over to Ferrari?”


Orient waited, not sure that Andy expected an answer.


“Curing the daughter of the Vice President is a great step in what could be a magnificent career. Burn your bridges if you must, but don’t demean your profession.” Andy turned his back and walked to the window. The prosecution was at rest.


Orient sighed. “Listen, Senator, all I want to do is remain anonymous on that project. The bulk of my experiments will be carried on in my name by the universities. And they’ll also have access to the neuropsychic techniques I developed for Judy. It’s the knowledge that’s important, not my name. I’m doing this precisely so that the resulting publicity from Ferrari’s papers won’t overdramatize the other fifty projects. That would demean my craft.” Orient had come to his feet and was punctuating his words with short jabs of his finger.


“You’re letting Ferrari appropriate and exploit your work.” Andy came back to the desk and stood directly in front of him.


Orient sat back on the desk and shook his head. He was becoming excited too easily these days. He’d have to begin getting back to his meditation routines. “Ferrari is getting only his rightful share of Project Judy’s success,” he said slowly. “Don’t forget that his neurosurgical results were just as important in effecting a cure as my therapy.”


“He’s getting the whole pie. Everything. Including publishing rights, research grants, recognition, and who knows what else.” A crafty look came over Senator Jacobs’s face as he pulled still another card from his overstacked deck. “He might even take a Nobel Prize one of these days.” He offered the prospect casually.


Orient frowned. “I didn’t discover a universal cure, Andy, I just helped heal one person. It’s not the same thing.” He stood up and began pacing the floor. “This isn’t something I’ve done impulsively, Senator,” he said quietly.


“All right, Owen.” Andy moved his ponderous body to the other side of the desk. He slowly put each stack of paper into separate compartments of his briefcase and then, with great effort, pulled out a thick document from the bag. He tossed it onto the desk. “This one does it. Sign that and you’re worth absolutely nothing in terms of tangible property.”


Orient looked at the senator and grinned. “You were holding out. You thought you could talk me out of it.”


 “Always a chance when you know you’re right, Owen,” Andy intoned sorrowfully. Orient signed his name six more times, initialed two corrections, and it was done. “Hate to see an opportunist like Ferrari get you so worked over,” Andy ventured as he zipped his briefcase.


Orient winced. “Let it be, Andy,” he said softly.


Senator Jacobs took Orient’s arm as they walked to the door. “You’re a good man, Owen. Tough customer to talk down.” He stopped at the door and plucked his hat from the rack. “Guess it’s foolish to ask if you want to borrow some money.”


“There is one thing.” Orient went back into the study and returned with a reel of videotape and a leather-bound notebook. He handed them over to the senator. “I’d consider it a favor if you held onto these for me.”


“Of course,” the senator rumbled as he unzipped his briefcase.


“Now, are you sure you don’t want me to keep these papers for a month or so?” His face remained impassive.


Orient shook his head.


Andy Jacobs nodded, jammed his hat down on his head and opened the door. “I think your father sired a damn fool,” he said amiably. “Good luck.”


“Andy.” The senator wheeled, still hoping for a change of decision. Orient held out the gold pen he had used to sign the documents. “You may as well keep this,” he said.


Senator Jacobs snatched the pen out of Orient’s hand and lumbered across the pavement to the waiting limousine.


Orient smiled as he waited for Andy’s car to pull away. It would be at least thirty days before those papers moved from the senator’s desk drawer. He closed the door and walked slowly back to the study.


He sat down at the desk and stretched his long legs out full length. So that was it. The stillness in the house was amplified by the muted whine of a siren somewhere outside. He half-turned in his chair, trying to unloosen the uncomfortable knot in his lower back. He’d been bending over signing papers for at least an hour. He must be out of shape. During these months with Project Judy he had been away from the meditation room. Just as well. He’d have to learn to achieve release without the aid of artificial environments. Orient snorted and sat back. Exactly the point. He was living inside an egg.


He had been fed, clothed, rubbed, and rested like some prize cat for most of his life. Even when he made the penniless journey on foot to the monastery high above Nepal, there had been advisers, dons, letters of introduction—all greasing the solitary path to Ku.


Now he would have only what he had learned. If he had learned anything.


He remembered something. He reached into his shirt pocket and drew out the ball of tissue Sordi had given him. He unwrapped it slowly.


There was a rectangular silver object inside the paper. A case of some sort. He looked at the design on its surface. It was an exact replica of the oval figure etched into his silver cigarette case.


Orient shook his head. The cigarette case was something he carried with him everywhere. Sordi must have had a terrible time getting hold of it for long enough to copy the design. Especially with the Secret Service men all over the house.


He opened the case. Neatly tucked inside a silver pocket was a pack of Bambu cigarette paper. His favorite brand. Orient smiled. Sordi.


He examined the design again. He remembered the untroubled sense of achievement, the confident acceptance when Ku had given him the inscribed cigarette case. No question then of his purpose or his worthiness. He snapped the thin cover of the holder shut.


Putting the silver case back into his shirt pocket, he stood up. He wouldn’t wait until morning, he decided, he’d take a shower and leave the house tonight. As he walked up the stairs to the bedroom, he tried to free his mind of all his regrets. He wasn’t getting anything he didn’t want.


He finished his long hot shower with a hard spray of cold water from all nine nozzles, enjoying the fresh tingle of stimulated blood racing under his skin.


Afterward, as he brushed his long wet hair back away from his face, he had an urge to visit the meditation room once more before the new owner converted it into a bedroom. Still naked, he padded up the dark stairs to the third floor and went to the door at the end of the hall. He slid the door aside and switched on the lights.


Different areas of the room lit up; sections of the high ceiling, portions of the textured walls, parts of the translucent flooring around the now empty pool. Some areas glowed a soft white, others a deep amber. In one corner an indirect blue spot and a yellow patch of light combined to create a hazy green focus. All of the lighting had been carefully arranged by Orient to entice a tension between light and shadow. The only object in the room was a massive rock standing on the floor at an angle to the pool. At one time the pool had been the home of a swarm of brightly hued fish which swam through constantly running water.


Orient had a faint feeling of pride as he looked around the room he had designed. His purpose had been to provide an environment which would serve to lull its occupants into a receptive state of awareness. The rock, the pool, the light, the shadow, had all been juxtaposed carefully to create an atmosphere of dynamic serenity. And even without the fish it still worked.


He sat down on the carpet, between the stone and the pool, and began the physical movements that were the first stage of his meditation.


At first the stretching and loosening of his stiff muscles was awkward. He stopped, rested; then began again.


He concentrated on limbering his spine, focusing his energy on the delicate network of nerve endings woven through the socketed flex of bone and fleshy fiber. As his body started to respond, he began the breathing. The very first patterns. The nose inhale. Opening the solar plexus and igniting the first connections. Focusing tighter with each cycle of breath, fusing his mind to the rhythms.


He swam back through his being, toward the light, the chemical spark of his presence. The luminous combinations of his reality were an infinite swirl of shifting shapes around him. They began to separate, revealing geometric clusters of memory. The flash of birth. A childhood toy. His parents. The Dream.


His energy fluttered, twisting to avoid the pain. He deepened his breathing patterns, trying to recapture the glittering calm.


The Dream. His parents. The plane crash making the dream real.


Suddenly the swirls were blurred with thoughts.


Ferrari. He remembered the man as a thrust of appetites; ever-expanding lusts for learning, pleasure, fame, and emotion. Enormous capacities for love, hate, and competition. A driving, brilliant child who demanded to taste everything available. Orient had worked with, learned from, and fought with Ferrari, but he had never been able to match that consuming hunger.


The thoughts shattered his concentration. He began again, trying to fuse his breath to his will.


He floated back and the swirls loomed, unfolded, and became the incandescent imprint of the mountain. He went back to the first hour of the first day. The first momentary glimpse of the cave. The tiny tent where he had lived during his apprenticeship to Ku of the Fourth Level. Entering into the second, by second, existence of that splendid isolation—the Serene Knowledge… The focus slipped again and whirled him back to the turmoil-the confusion—Ferrari…


Once again he went back to the primary pattern—controlling his breath—his energy yearning for the pure soaring awareness of the mountain…


He continued the pattern over and over, like some solitary swimmer diving for a lost tool, until he fell into a dreamless sleep there on the soft carpet.









CHAPTER 2


The sound of heavy thumping and men shouting downstairs woke Orient. He looked around.


Excellent.


He had fallen asleep in the meditation room. His great decision to leave the house had faded. He rubbed his eyes. When a man has nowhere to go, he told himself, it makes no difference what time he begins. He stood up and stretched carefully. Another shout jogged him fully awake. The movers were delivering the new owner’s household.


Suddenly aware that he was naked, he left the room and went quietly down to the bedroom. He washed, brushed his teeth and hair, and began to get dressed. He was buttoning his shirt when a squat, muscular man with a dirty white handkerchief tied around his head opened the door. He took a well-chewed cigar butt out of his mouth and pointed it at Orient.


“Who the hell arc you?” he grunted.


“I’m the old owner. I’ve been packing some last things.”


“Old owner been out of here two days already.” The man moved closer. “He’s a doctor. You don’t look old enough to be no doctor.”


Orient reached into the pocket of his suitcase and handed the man his identification.


The man put the cigar butt into the corner of his mouth and wiped his hand on his shirt as he studied the passport and driver’s license.


Satisfied finally, he passed them back.


The man lingered while Orient packed some towels into the bag Sordi had prepared for him. He looked around for his pigskin windbreaker. He tried to take his time but the man’s presence made him uncomfortable. He suddenly wanted to get as far away as possible from the house. He picked up the suitcase and started out.


The man went ahead and opened the door. As Orient passed him, the man broke the long silence. “You look like a kid, you know that?” he confided.


“It’s the vitamins,” Orient said, moving quickly to the stairs.


The sun was shining and even though the air coming across the river was cold, Orient could feel spring only a few weeks away. He stood on the sidewalk and took a long breath. He looked at the river for a moment, then began walking downtown.


He maintained a steady pace for twenty or thirty blocks until he became extremely thirsty. He tried three luncheonettes before finding a sidewalk stand that sold fresh-squeezed orange juice. Over his second glass he began to approach full consciousness. He was standing just off 86th Street on Third Avenue. He wondered where it was that he’d turned east. He ordered another glass and tried to get his thoughts functioning. He’d have to find a place to stay. Then he would decide what to do after that. He looked at his watch. It wasn’t there.


Then he remembered. He had left it in the bathroom along with his toothbrush, razor, herb shampoo, pine-tar soap and the other essentials in his toilet case. They were lost. He wouldn’t be going back for them.


He’d been born in that house and this morning he had been an intruder. He set his jaw as he realized how final—and how impersonal-were the transactions of change. There had been no real possession. Merely the illusion supported by time. He was learning already.


Orient was mildly dismayed by the bill for three glasses of orange juice. Four dollars. His hundred-dollar stake money wouldn’t take him very far. He was so out of touch that he had no idea how much it cost an ordinary man to live for a few weeks. He decided to go to the park.


As he walked slowly west toward Fifth Avenue, he pondered how ill-prepared he was for life outside his hothouse. Ever since he had entered Stanford at fifteen he had been isolated from contact with people on a normal human level. There had been girls, even at sixteen, but he was committed to work and there had been little time for developing relationships. There were studies in mathematics, science, and languages. Then medical school, his psychiatric specialization, and the great transition after he comprehended Jung and Reich. During that period he had begun his experimentation with ultranormal phenomena.


After that he had pursued an intensive study of the occult, that period closely followed by his immersion into yoga. Then came the journey to Tibet and the development of the telepathic technique.


And with all that training he had absolutely no idea of how he was to live like an ordinary man. How to find the channel between his awakened consciousness, and mankind’s simple karma. He snorted. Perhaps he should try a mind-reading act.


At Fifth he crossed and turned uptown, walking for a few blocks until he found a small entrance to Central Park. He walked the curving pathways for awhile, then sat down, still only half-aware of his surroundings. He looked around.


He was sitting by himself. A short distance away, a man with red shoulder-length hair was sitting on a bench across from him. The man had a magazine in his lap and was rolling a cigarette. He was wearing a black cowboy shirt emblazoned with silver eagles on each shoulder. Rodeo must be in town, Orient mused. He went back to his thoughts.


Through all the experiments with his communicants, he had been unable to bridge one vital gap. Common understanding. Probably that was why the tape was a failure. A twinge of defeat scratched at the memory of the uncompleted reel of videotape he had turned over to Andy.


His definitive statement.


His intention had been to make a visual presentation of everything he had discovered concerning human telepathic potential. He had also had a further ambition; he set out to blend science and art so skillfully, that not only would the viewer understand telepathic technique, but his own dormant powers would be stimulated to awareness in the process. Ultimate communication of communication.


He hadn’t been up to it. He had completely scrapped most of it. Pretentious footage of colts being born, birds in flight; a worthless cliché.


Still, the tape project was the one thread of his life he intended to pick up and use again. He smelled burning leaves.


He automatically turned toward the source of the scent. The cowboy was sitting head back, looking at the tops of the trees, smoking a cigarette. He became aware of Orient watching him and slowly got to his feet. He bent down and carefully adjusted his jeans over his high brown boots. Then he straightened up and gave Orient a long deliberate stare.


Orient felt a vibration of recognition. There was something familiar about the red-haired man. The cowboy turned and began strolling up the path, the smell of burning leaves fading after him. A wave of comprehension washed over Orient’s mind. The cowboy was a potential. Orient watched him disappear around a curve. And the cowboy hadn’t been smoking tobacco.


A few months ago he would have done everything possible to recruit the cowboy’s telepathic talent. Help him understand and develop it. Today the man was just another stranger. He had his own potential to develop.


He’d have to find some kind of work he could do. Medical research was out. It would be another form of removal. He needed something that would put him in touch with people. He stood up, picked up his bag, and started walking through the park.


His mind jumped back to the cowboy. Potentials weren’t commonplace after all. In the past four years he’d found only eight. And five of them weren’t able to complete their training. Maybe he should have tried to talk to the man.


He veered off the path and walked across the grass to a group of rocks. He climbed up onto the lowest ledge and leaned back against the stone, gazing at the distant 59th Street skyline.


He needed some place to stay. Perhaps a hotel with weekly rates.


But even that was only a temporary measure. In a few days he’d be out of money and in the same situation. Nothing to do. Nowhere to go. He picked up his bag and began walking slowly south toward the skyline. By the time he reached the zoo he was hungry.


In the past he often enjoyed long walks along the Hudson and through the park, but he had always avoided this section, with its cramped cages and musky stench of animal flesh moldering in captivity. Today, however, he saw the gaudily decorated outdoor patio of the cafeteria and decided to stop for something to eat.


He went inside, took a tray, and looked for some food that approximated his own special diet. The closest he could come was a jar of yogurt, honey, a carrot and raisin salad and chocolate malted with a raw egg. He was pleased to discover that the whole meal came to less than he had paid for three glasses of orange juice that morning. He made a mental note to eat here more often.


Carrying his full tray and suitcase proved to be an intricate maneuver so he sat down at the first available table. He set the bag down next to his chair and looked around. The long-haired cowboy was sitting at the next table, grinning broadly at something his companion, a pretty blond girl, was saying.


When he saw Orient, the only change in his expression was a slight narrowing of his clear blue eyes. A moment later, however, he leaned over and whispered something to the girl and they both got up from the table. As they passed him, the cowboy glanced at Orient while continuing his conversation with the girl.


Orient calmly ate his salad. Potentials usually experienced an unexplained sense of agitation or anxiety in his presence. During his experiments he had discovered that this was due to an increase in the amount of electromagnetic energy produced by the brain, disturbing the field. Like static on a radio or the extreme fluctuations produced when charging a dormant battery.


He speculated again on the possibility of contacting the cowboy, then shrugged off the thought. He had to do something positive about his own battery before he could develop someone else.


When he was finished, he sat watching the crowd, regarding it with a mixture of admiration and curiosity. The profusion of balloons -and colors complemented the vitality that emanated from the people strolling through the area. It occurred to him that all of them appeared to be holding a definite claim on their life, and that they fully intended to keep possession. He wondered where it was they found their title.


He picked up his bag and moved off the terrace toward the interior of the park, deliberately avoiding the cages.


He wandered for a time, trying to free his mind of all thought, allowing his instincts to guide his direction. When he got to Central Park West, he veered downtown, continuing on to Columbus Circle. He saw a subway entrance, went down the steps, bought a token, and took the first train that came, still letting fate call the turns.


The subway was crowded and Orient, unused to the ground rules of public transportation, was pushed aside and stifled in the jam before he decided to get some fresh air a few stops later.


He looked around. He was at the Fourth Street Station at Washington Square. Interesting. He had always had an affinity for Greenwich Village but his visits there had been limited to brief excursions with friends.


He walked up the stairs to Sixth Avenue, he ambled slowly to Eight Street and turned east. The street ended at the entrance to a small, barren-looking park, and a sign informed him that he was in Tompkin’s Square. He crossed the street and entered the park.


A large group of old people lined the benches at the entrance. As Orient passed, he noticed they had strong-boned Slavic faces; his ears could pick out here and there a few words of Ukrainian.


A short distance ahead he saw the fenced recreation areas teeming with Puerto Rican and Negro youths doing gymnastics on high bars, playing softball and handball, or just standing in groups of four or five, smoking and talking.


Across from the playground a fantastic swarm of young people were sitting on the grass talking, sleeping, eating, playing musical instruments, or watching passersby. They all had the same ragged élan Orient had noticed in the neighborhood of the zoo. Both boys and girls were dressed in exotic mirrored vests, velvet tunics, chain belts, Arab robes, renaissance gowns, fringed buckskin jackets, swirl-dyed sweatshirts, Indian headbands, flag-striped shirts, Foreign Legion uniforms, and embroidered musketeer capes. For a moment Orient was reminded of the marketplaces of the Middle East and India. The whole scene had a wild tribal quality.


Orient sat down at the edge of the grass.


As he leaned back and relaxed, a small group of bearded young men dressed identically in flowing oriental shirts and blue jeans arranged themselves nearby. They were carrying guitars and crude drums made by stretching goatskin over large cans. They settled into a circle on the grass and began to play; first softly, then gathering increasing intensity.


A thin boy of four or five dressed in a green suede Robin Hood outfit, complete with feathered hat and buckskin leggings, ambled over to where he was sitting, plunked down beside him and calmly rested his chin on Orient’s knee.


Orient was momentarily uncomfortable. He looked around to see where the child had come from. “Don’t be uptight, it’s all right,” a pleasant feminine voice called out. Orient looked up and saw a young girl at the edge of the circle of musicians beaming at him. She stood up and walked toward him.


She was barefoot and dressed in a mini-skirted version of the child’s Robin Hood costume. Her wavy chestnut hair hung almost to her waist and Orient saw that a large silver Ankh, the loop-topped Egyptian cross of life, was dangling from her wide belt. She sat down next to him and looked directly into his face with her wide brown eyes. “You must have a nice soul,” she said seriously. “Julian won’t sit down with just anyone.”


Orient smiled. Something about her manner dispelled any discomfort he felt. “I’m not very used to children.”


“Children are more aware than adults,” the girl said. “They feel pure vibrations, you know.”


Orient nodded. “Perhaps I do.”


The girl wasn’t conventionally pretty, but when she smiled, her small, sensitive face radiated a deep sense of joy. She studied him for a moment. “Perhaps you do at that,” she said finally. “I’m Sun Girl.”


“Sun Girl?” Orient repeated.


“That’s my name,” the girl laughed, delighted at Orient’s confusion.


Orient thought it over. “My name is Owen,” he said.


“That’s weird.” Sun Girl leaned back on the grass.


“Hello, Owen,” Julian said gravely.


They fell silent, listening to the music as it built in volume and force. Most of the young people on the grassy area gathered around the musicians, until they were packed into a tight semicircle around them, swaying and moving with the escalating rhythms. Julian had gotten to his feet and was jumping about in imitation of the twenty or so couples who were dancing to the insistent sounds. Sun Girl began to clap her hands in time to the loud, throbbing beat.


Orient saw that some of the neighborhood athletes had joined the garish crowd. Most of them, however, were still standing behind the wire fences of the recreation areas, watching the revelers impassively. A few—very few—were moving to the music.


The old people on the benches were gone.


Someone passed by and dropped a cellophane-wrapped sandwich and a few apples into his lap. Orient looked up. A dozen boys and girls dressed in overalls and carrying shopping bags were circulating through the crowd distributing food. He looked questioningly at Sun Girl.


“Pig People,” she shouted over the noise. “They always show up when something groovy is happening. Like magic.” Orient munched his sandwich, too amazed to answer. He felt like a visitor to a curious new country. The air became pungent with the smell of burning leaves, and the driving music was nudging more and more people up to dance. The crowd was moving and laughing ecstatically.


Orient caught a glimpse of the cowboy. The man was smiling broadly, snapping his fingers and swinging his long red hair from side to side. Orient stood up to get a better look and suddenly noticed that the athletes who had been standing in the play area were in full-scale exodus from the park; scrambling up fences, dropping to the sidewalks on the other side and running down the street like a small army of well-trained guerrillas.


A moment later the music and noise was split by the sounds of sirens, whistles, and tires screeching against asphalt, as the park was surrounded by wailing squadrons of police cars and trucks. Helmeted police leaped out of the cars and covered the exits.


The music stopped. For a long time everything was still except for the dying whine of the sirens. No one moved. The rotating emergency lights on the cars flashed in the lowering darkness like electronic heartbeats.


A policeman with a bullhorn awkwardly mounted the roof of a squad car. His voice came to Orient as a disembodied echoing rasp. “This is an illegal assembly. Please move out of the center area NOW!”


No one moved. “Everyone will MOVE OUT of the park NOW!” the voice repeated without emotion for all of its emphasis.


Orient felt the tension in the crowd stretching tight. He began to perspire as a stifling blanket of claustrophobia wrapped itself around him.


The crowd began inching forward. For an instant it seemed to be heading straight for him. Then the tension snapped, unleashing a rush of fury that literally staggered him with the force of its rage.


Everyone was yelling and shoving. The young people shrieked obscenities and incomprehensible phrases of hate, partially drowning out the repetition of orders from the bullhorn. The police advanced quickly, shouting directions to each other as they moved.


Everything was a jerky m61ange of movement. He was whirled around in stumbling circles, his arms and legs twitching like a puppet dangling in a high wind. The young people converged and pressed forward. Orient was pulled along with them, trapped in the surging crush.


“Off the PIGS!… Motherin’ Pigs… MOTHERS!”


“Get 12 working… Unit 12 over THERE… DAMMIT, MOVE!”


“RAMSHACKLE THOSE PIGS… Gimme somethin’—gimme SOMETHIN’!”


Girls and boys began ripping concrete chunks from the sidewalks and hurling them at the police; bending and rifting frantically as they clawed at the ground for some weapon. Bottles made heavy arcs in the air, shattering at the feet of the police. A policeman went down and was quickly surrounded by three others who shielded him with their bodies as they helped him back toward the squad cars. The rest of the police split into groups of four or five and began charging toward the crowd. A series of flat POPS exploded dully and clouds of dank, stinging gas erupted from the ground near Orient, searing his eyes and sending him reeling backward.


He was stunned by a sudden blow against the side of his face. He tried to move forward but he couldn’t. He was on the ground, his face pressed against the dirt. He realized that he hadn’t been hit but had fallen down. His leg was lying on top of something soft and writhing and wailing to get loose. He rolled over. Julian was lying next to him.


Tears had cut brown furrows through the dirt caking the boy’s face and he’d lost his hat, but now that Orient’s leg was no longer pinning his body he was quite calm. He crawled up to Orient’s chest and looked into his face. When he saw that Orient’s eyes were open, he leaned over, “Let’s get out of here,” he whispered.


Orient sat up, pulling Julian close to him. He saw two policemen chasing a boy who had an American flag draped around himself. The boy stopped short, spun around and changed direction. One policeman staggered off balance but managed to grab an edge of the banner. The boy jumped away, shedding the flag and leaving the policeman holding an empty piece of cloth. But then the other policeman rushed up to the boy from behind and swung his nightstick against his neck, knocking him down. He dug his fingers into the boy’s long hair and began dragging him toward the exit. Two girls leaped on the policeman’s back. He continued to drag the boy by the hair, jabbing his free elbow back into the body of one of the girls who was pulling on his arm.


The other policeman, the flag still clutched in his hand, whacked the girl’s bare legs methodically with his club, each blow raising long red welts on her shins and thighs. Three more policemen ran up to help and carried the still struggling young people away.


As the area cleared, Orient saw a small building about twenty yards in front of him. He got to his feet and went toward it, moving in a half-crouch, holding Julian against his chest with both arms. The boy started kicking.


“Mommy. Wait for Mommy,” Julian cried out. He pointed back to the area they had just left.


Orient turned and saw Sun Girl peering through the dust and fumes, squinting through inflamed, tearing eyes. Her hands were stretched out in front of her as she moved haltingly through the melee. She was half blind and yelling hysterically for Julian, her voice raw as she called his name again and again.


Still crouching, Orient went back and tugged at her arm. She pulled away. “I want my boy—my boy—DON’T TOUCH ME,” she screamed, her face contorted with desperation.


“He’s here,” Orient yelled, pulling her toward him.


“I’m okay, Mommy,” Julian called out.


Orient grabbed Sun Girl’s hand and began moving toward the building. A whirling crowd of people moved across the grass threatening to cut them off from shelter. Sun Girl fell heavily toward the ground as Orient began to run. He let go of her hand and sprinted the last few yards to the building. He deposited the protesting boy against the wall and ran back to the grass. Then he pushed his way through the scuffling throng, pulled Sun Girl to her feet and guided her to the side of the building where Julian was waiting.


Sun Girl held Julian close as the boy gently touched his mother’s eyes with his tiny fingers. “Are you all right, Mommy?” he asked over and over.


Orient saw a door. He pushed against it and it opened. He came back and led Sun Girl and Julian inside, closing the door behind them.


Silence.


Orient blinked hard, trying to focus through the stinging blur of his sight.


They were in a public lavatory.


Sun Girl sighed and sat down on the floor, leaning her back against the wall. Julian sat next to her and put his head in her lap. He tried to rub his eyes, but she held his hands firmly. “If you rub it, it gets worse,” she said softly.


Julian nodded and closed his eyes.


Sun Girl looked at Orient, screwing up her face as she tried to see clearly. “It’s you,” she said, “the one with the funny name.”


“That’s right.” Orient looked around for the washbasin. He washed his hands, then put his head under the faucet and let the water run over his eyes. “Come over here,” he said to Sun Girl, “and bring Julian.”


Sun Girl tore a strip from the sleeve of her blouse and held it under the water. She took the wet cloth and carefully washed Julian’s face. Orient started to speak but a familiar tug at the base of his brain interrupted him. The gentle probe of telepathic communication.


The picture formed.


A confusing streak of movement. Orient felt a quick snap of anxiety. The picture faded, then formed again. A policeman. The picture drained away. Orient looked at the door. Someone was trying to contact him.


Automatically he went receptive and felt another alien pang of anxiety. It was someone nearby. He headed for the door. “Policeman, policeman,” Julian was saying. “Help! Help!”









CHAPTER 3


When Orient opened the door, he was assailed by the screams and stinging fumes. Using all his concentration, he emptied his mind and went receptive, reaching out for the strange sense of anxiety, using the presence to guide himself through the tumult.


As he crossed the grass, a policeman charged toward him, his gas mask and upraised club giving him the unearthly look of a giant insect waving some deadly antenna. Orient dodged and began to run.


The policeman sprinted after him but was bowled over by the body of a girl who fell kicking directly under his feet.


Orient looked around wildly. His nose was starting to run and his eyes were overflowing with burning tears. He blinked hard as his mind tried to hold firm to the fluctuating anxiety signal. He felt close to the source of the call.


Then he saw the cowboy. The potential. He was lying face down next to a tree. Nearby two policemen were trying to subdue a girl who was shrieking curses and a boy whose face was streaming blood.


Orient ran to the other side of the tree and, keeping his body low, pulled the cowboy next to him against the trunk, unnoticed by the policemen who were still struggling with the couple.


Orient made a fast check for broken bones. There were none. The cowboy must have involuntarily called out when he was injured. A series of short metallic explosions unloosed fresh billows of gas over the field.


Orient grabbed the cowboy under the shoulders and began dragging him toward the building. Halfway there his path was blocked by a trio of youths who were heaving stones at a group of police. The police charged them, heading straight for Orient. He dropped to the ground, protecting the unconscious cowboy with his own body.


Something heavy cracked against Orient’s wrist, numbing his arm to the shoulder. A foot came down on his kidneys, sending an excruciating jolt of pain through his midsection. A surge of nausea came up bitter in his throat and his knees jackknifed against his chest as he tightened his body against another kick.


It never came.


Orient opened his eyes and saw that the police had converged on the rock throwers and were driving them back toward the exit. He slowly got to his feet, the pain in his lower back preventing him from straightening up completely. He looked down at the cowboy. The man’s eyelids fluttered. He was conscious.


“Get up,” Orient yelled, pulling the cowboy to a sitting position. The cowboy shook his head and tried to see through the hair hanging in front of his face. He brushed the hair away from his red, swollen eyes, revealing a shallow gash on his forehead. When he saw Orient, he tried to grin.


“Well, goddamn,” he drawled. “You again, huh?”


“Come on.” Orient helped the cowboy to his feet and headed for the building, his body still bent from the pain in his side.


When they reached the lavatory, Orient dropped to the floor and lay very still until the agonizing knot binding his back and stomach diminished to an uncomfortable throb. He flexed the fingers of his injured hand, sending a fresh shock of hurt through his bruised wrist.


“That’s gonna hurt for a while, man,” the cowboy said from the washbasin. “You better stick it under this cool water here.”


As Orient painfully and slowly got to his feet, Sun Girl came over to help him.


“Well, well, well, you meet the damndest citizens in ladies’ johns these days,” the cowboy chuckled. “Sun Girl, what are you doing in here with trash like my buddy and me?”


“Only trash around here is some loudmouth dude,” Sun Girl smiled. Then she saw the gash on his forehead and the smile faded.


The sound of loud voices pulled everyone’s eyes to the door. The voices rose and there were the shuffling sounds of a struggle outside.


The cowboy went to the door but Sun Girl’s voice stopped his hand on the knob. “Not yet, Julian’s here.”


The cowboy looked over and saw the little boy, asleep next to the wall, wrapped in his mother’s green suede jacket. He took his hand off the knob. The sounds faded.


“You’d better let me take a look at that cut on your forehead,” Orient said. The cowboy ambled over to the basin, and stood impatiently, shifting his weight from foot to foot as Orient washed away the coagulated blood matted with hair and dirt from his forehead.


When the wound was clean, Orient examined it closely, checking for signs of a fracture.


“You got a real touch there, man,” the cowboy congratulated.


“You should have been a sawbones or somethin’.”


“I am a doctor,” Orient muttered, “and you should probably get your skull x-rayed for a possibly hairline fracture.”


“Ain’t no billy club hard enough to crack this bean,” the cowboy snorted. He extended his hand. “I’m Joker, Doc,” he said, “and this female here is…”


“I’ve already introduced myself, thanks,” Sun Girl snapped.


Joker released Orient’s hand and lifted his arms in surrender. “Damned if I don’t apologize to you, ma’am,” he said with exaggerated courtesy. He winked at Orient. “Women’s Lib, you understan’, Doc.” Then his blue eyes narrowed. “Now you wouldn’t be some kind of nark or something, would you, Doc?” he said, his voice light and bantering. “You been doggin’ my trail all day now.”


“A what?”


“You know man, a cop’s stool.” Joker leaned casually against the wall but Orient could sense the cowboy tensing with suspicion. Then he remembered.


“My bag,” Orient said.


“Right, man.” Joker touched his forehead gingerly and winced. “What’s your bag is all I’m asking.”


Orient turned to Sun Girl. “I left my suitcase out there.”


“Anything important?”


“Some clothes, but mainly my passport and other identification.”


Orient looked at the door.


“Now, now.” Jolter moved to the wall and sat down next to Julian, “Like Sun Girl says, it’s no time yet to go out there after anything.” He reached into his pocket. “Since you ain’t no nark, why don’t you just help me get rid of this evidence here?” His fingers came out of his pocket holding three thin cigarettes.


“Well, that makes sense.” Sun Girl sat down against the wall on the other side of Julian. Orient hesitated, then sat down cross-legged on the floor facing them. Joker passed him one of the cigarettes, gave another to Sun Girl and put the third between his tips. He looked through his pockets for a match, the cigarette in his mouth jerking up and down as he continued to talk. “This stuff will get you into trouble around here. And by the way, Doc, I wanna thank you for pullin’ me out of there. Wouldn’t do for the man to bust me for disturbin’ the peace and incitin’ to riot or somethin’ and find me holding this reefer.” He struck a match. “Uh, uh, Doe,” he muttered, lighting his cigarette, then holding the flame out to Orient, “I’m truly beholden.”


Sun Girl blew out the match Joker held in front of her. “Not three on a match,” she said firmly. Wearily Joker lit another match. “Sun Girl, you just got a head full of notions,” he said, shaking his head as he watched her light her cigarette. Orient took a deep drag, letting the smoke linger in his lungs and ease the tightness in his chest. It had been a long time. Since before Project Judy.


The smoke tasted good in his throat and he felt warm and easy, like taking a hot shower after being caught in the rain. He looked up and saw Joker staring at him.


“Hey, Doc,” Joker said quietly, “you look like you’ve smoked that stuff before.”


Orient nodded. His mind was slipping into a receptive state and he could feel the serious probing under Joker’s words.


“Well, who’d you score from?” Joker smiled. “I can’t know every head in this town, but I sure know most every connection.”


“Score?” Orient asked. He looked at Sun Girl.


She was staring at him curiously. “He means where did you get it,” she said, “and Joker, you’re being a drag. Owen helped us out, remember?”


Joker started to laugh out loud, remembered their position, and clapped a big hand over his mouth. He looked sheepishly at the door.


“You got to pardon me, Doc,” he stage-whispered, “Just professional curiosity, you understand.”


Orient smiled. “A friend of mine used to bring me a supply every month.”


Joker nodded wisely. “Was he giving you a good price?” He turned to Sun Girl. “Just talkin’ a little straight business now, that okay with everybody?”


“Business,” Sun Girl pouted. She leaned her head back against the wall. “He didn’t charge me anything.” Orient stared at the burning tip of his cigarette. “He knew it was for religious reasons.”


Joker gestured at Orient. “Now that’s the biggest bushel of crap or the most interesting thing I heard today.” Something occurred to Orient. “Tell me,” he said, looking up, “do you two know each other?”


Sun Girl smiled. “Joker knows every available female on the eastern seaboard.” Her features were plain, but the extraordinary alertness of her large soft eyes and the expressiveness of her small face made her something more than beautiful.


Joker shook his head slowly and grinned. “Nothin’ wrong with that.”


Orient put the small nub of his cigarette out on the floor. When he lifted his head, he saw that Sun Girl was staring at him, her wide eyes appraising.


“You’re a pretty man, Owen,” she said.


“Now that’s somethin’ special, Doc,” Joker said. “I been trying to get this girl to admire me for a whole year, you understand.”


Orient smiled. The throb in his body was still there, but it was no longer uncomfortable. His body felt whole and supple and he unconsciously began the process of charging his mind. His brain tingled as the rigidity that had built up over the months eased and his consciousness started to absorb energy instead of blocking it. He agreed with Joker that Sun Girl was special.


“Well, maybe you two want to hang out in this here john all night but I got things to do,” Joker said, rising stiffly to his feet. He carefully stretched the kinks out of his knees before going to the door and opening it slightly.


“Can’t see nobody,” he announced. Orient got to his feet as Jolter opened the door wider. He followed him outside.


It was dark and silent in the tiny park. The air was still prickly with the chemical stench of gas. Sun Girl came to the door carrying Julian in her arms.


“Everything cool?” she whispered. “Everything’s fine,” Joker answered, moving toward the grassy field. “Now let’s see if we can’t find that bag of yours, Doc.”


All they found at the end of a half-hour search through the scarred, littered area were a few gray tear-gas canisters and odd articles of clothing. They went back to the building where Sun Girl was waiting for them.


“Find it?” she asked Orient. “I guess it’s gone.” Orient thought of the time and effort it would take to replace the identification. “No bag in sight.” Julian lifted his head from his mother’s shoulder. “Ralph the Rat took Owen’s bag,” he said. “I saw him.”


“Well, that makes it easy, Doc.” Jolter started pushing Orient and Sun Girl toward the far gate. “You just come with me and we’ll straighten the whole thing out.” Joker took Julian from Sun Girl and led the way two blocks east to Avenue C. As they walked, Sun Girl held onto Orient’s arm.


Joker took them to a renovated building in the center of a block of tenements. They went up three flights until they came to a blue door painted with a golden eagle identical to the ones embroidered on his shirt. Joker unlocked the door and switched on the lights. The room was large and simply furnished. The floor was covered with a blue rug, and one wall was completely pasted over with posters representing various sporting events including football, basketball, boxing, yachting, karate, horse racing, and bullfighting. The other walls were paneled with deep brown cork. Three mattresses covered with madras fabric and placed on the floor against the walls served as couches. A mosaic-colored Tiffany lamp hung over a heavy wooden table in one corner. A turntable and amplifier rested on a low wooden plank supported by tapestry bricks against the poster wall. Two speakers hung on the wall on either side of the plank. Orient saw that there was another eagle-blazoned door across the room.


Joker waved toward the couches. “Why don’t you people just set while I take care of this bag business.” He opened the door and went inside the other room. Orient sat down on one of the couches and watched Sun Girl make a very sleepy Julian comfortable on one of the other mattresses. When she finished she came and sat next to Orient.


“I’ve never thanked you for helping Julian and me,” she said. She leaned against him. “Thanks, Owen.”


“What was that all about anyway?” Orient asked softy. The warmth of her body felt comforting and good next to his. “I heard it was just going to be a free concert. If I knew it was going to be trouble, I would have taken Julian somewhere else.” J


Joker ambled back into the room. “Boy, that was some rumble.”


 “We were just talking about that,” Orient said. “Do you know how it happened?”


“Same old story, Doc. The man told the freaks in the neighborhood to stop congregating on the premises so naturally they want to know why. When the man couldn’t lay no good reason on them, I guess they figured their rights were being gorilla’d by the authorities. Unfair, y’understand.”


“I get the drift,” Orient said. He realized he’d have to replenish his vocabulary.


“Hell, I just went down to the park to groove on some sounds and hang out with some of my people. If anybody told me there was gonna be a scene, I’d a taken one of them tours to the Statue of Liberty or somethin’.”


“Speaking of your people,” Sun Girl said, “did you call Ralph the Rat?”


“Easy now, don’t go associatin’ me with that street snake.” Joker glared at her. “He’s got the bag all right. It’s all set.”


“Good.” Sun Girl nestled her head on Orient’s shoulder.


“Well, uh, don’t let me disturb nothin’ around here,” Joker said pointedly.


“We won’t,” Sun Girl said sweetly.


Joker grinned. “Maybe I should have listened to my pa and been a sawbones at that.” He moved to the door. “Just give me a holler when the Rat shows,” he grinned again.


Sun Girl stayed huddled close to Orient for a long while. They were just falling into a genre doze when a knock at the door roused them. “Joker,” she called lazily, not moving her head from Orient’s chest.


“Okay, comin’,” Joker called through the door. He emerged shirtless and barefoot, wearing a pair of tan leather jeans. He had a damp towel draped around his heavy-muscled shoulders and his hair was wet and plastered close to his head. “Takin’ a bath, y’understand,” he said to no one in particular and opened the door.
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