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MINDWAR

by
Dardl Ban



Todl of our teachers, and in particular to Patricia Pass, Colleen Cargill and LindaWard, the threein our
immediate family. Teachersaren't given nearly the recognition and rewards they deserve.



BOOK ONE
CHAPTER ONE

The operation was designed as adirect hit to one of the most vulnerable indtitutionsin the United States:
the public school systems. In the age of terrorism, the thunderous clap of explosives, scenes of airplanes
crashing into buildings, and suicide bombers were epidemic, but such events had become increasingly
hard to bring to the North American continent. Explosives could betraced. Commercid arcraft were
well guarded. Lone gunmen or car bombers simply couldn't cause enough casuaties at one timeto make
amaor impact on the psyche of the United States of Americaas 9/11 had achieved. Something better
and easier to deliver was needed. Something that would make an even bigger impact.

Jamail Akmuhd thought he had the answer. He had studied the history of the precursor to the weapon he
planned to use. It was developed a hundred years before in World War | when mustard gas and chlorine
gaswerefirst used on the battlefiel d—chemica warfare. Such weapons were refined further and became
much more letha during the long cold war between communism and democracy in the latter part of the
previous century. Hideous biologica and chemical weapons such as mutated smallpox, lethd viruses, and
nerve gases o deadly asmdl amount might suffice to kill millions were devel oped but never used.

Jamail waswedll aware that the problem with most of those agents wasin the delivery. Gases dissipate.
Viruses mutate and die out, and vaccines may be created to negate their effect. Nerve agentswere nice,
Jamail had found, if only they didn't have to vaporize and be inhaed, or skin contact wasn't necessary.
Fortunately, for his purposes, there was arenegade Mudim chemist from Russia on the loose who had
previoudy worked in the devel opment of the nerve agentsfor the defunct USSR. He had managed to
make hisway to the Middle East where his path had fortuitoudy crossed with Jamalil's.

Jamail had more than adequate financing and the meansto get into the United States. Boris Androvsky
had aburning hatred of the West and was in desperate need of money in hisold age. He dso had
knowledge of a perfect agent for terrorist warfare, one which would strike fear into the very soul of The
Great Satan. The two men seemed to be made for each other.

Boris had devel oped aformulafor a pernicious nerve agent that, when added to food or drink, became
effective upon ingestion. Itstiny individua molecules were ableto resst digestion long enough to reach
the bloodstream and could, therefore, be carried to the brain. The molecules had a specid affinity for the
neurons of brain tissue. Thereit caused symptoms mimicking those of viral diseases such as Saint Louis
Encephditis, West Nile Virus, and the like, but this agent carried amuch higher morbidity rate than the
viruses. It worked by an entirdly different physiologica process. Andovsky had never produced more of
the agent than what was necessary for his experiments while working in the USSR, nor had he brought
any notes on manufacturing methods of the nerve agent out of the country with him. However, Andovsky
had something just as good as awhole book of notes: anear eidetic memory. He didn't have to commit
the information to paper or digital format. Or so he thought.

When the treaty that banned biologica and chemica warfare was signed into law by the new Russian
government, Boris Andovsky was suddenly without ajob and with no means of support. Hiswhole
career had been focused on nerve agents. When the terrorists began to redouble their efforts after 9/11,
he began to make cautious inquiriesinto severa of the most prominent terrorist organizationsin the
Mudimworld.

What Jamail redlly liked about Boris nerve agent wasthat it was so incredibly effective that it could be
efficiently concentrated for the couriers and later diluted back up to diquots till easy to handle and
trangport. It was amost perfect in that it could be easily smuggled across the porous borders between
Canada or Mexico by human mules. They didn't even have to know what it was, only whereto leaveit



once across the border. One smal vid could be diluted and disguised as cologne or mouthwash and il
retain sufficient strength to be again diluted to parts per tens of thousandsin food or drink.

Borisand Jamail came to ameeting of minds. For the moment, they both were unknown to authorities
and were able to travel without difficulty. With Jamail's money, they set up shop in acorner of asmal
pharmaceutica factory in Mexico that manufactured lega cough suppressant, aspirin, and other generic
medicines. The company aso produced someillega non-generic drugs, which it had no license for, but
underpaid inspectors and policemen were very cooperative. All the products were doppily produced and
of varying degrees of effectiveness, but the packaging was very professiona and dmost impossibleto
distinguish from the legitimate variety. Jamail Smply provided enough money for spacein the factory and
the use of afew of their technicians. While thiswas going on, Jamail set up his deeper agentsin the
United States. Kitchen workers were dwaysin demand because of the turnover was so high in the low
paying jobs. Within afew months, he and Boriswerefinished at the pharmaceutical company, the deeper
agents were ready, and the plan moved on.

Borisflew to England, quite legitimately, while Jamail made hisway across the border into the United
States by less gpproved methods, however, he arrived there neverthel ess, aong with his covey of mules
who transported the supply of nerve agent. A few were caught, but their cargo was adequately disguised
and so innocuousthat it would never be andyzed even if confiscated. The very few muleswho were
caught dropped their cargo to the ground and left it to mingle with the rest of the detritus littering both
sdes of the border.

The lagt stage of Jamail's journey took him to Houston, Texas where he quickly became lost among its
multiethnic population and met with hismules. He collected the concentrated nerve agent from them and
cautioudy began histravels, contacting his deeper agents. He passed out his supplies of the nerve agent
along with ingtructions on how and where to useit on the target date. Jamail wanted it al to happen as
near to that date as possible. Boris had suggested that it be insnuated into milk supplies of schools, but
that proved too difficult; Jamail settled on pudding. That would work just aswell, and it was dmost
always served once aweek. He passed that bit of information on to his agents and went on hisway,
happy in the knowledge that the Strike couldn't be halted now. Soon, he thought. Soon, and the Great
Satan will know the pain | felt when my children died under the bombs of the cursed Americansin
Irag. The pain will berepaid a hundred, a thousand times, and if | remain free, | can do the whole
thing over and over again. It was such awonderful fedling that he even went to amaosque and prayed
for thefirg time gnce helog hisfamily. Perhaps Allah was merciful after dl!

After that, Jamail waited. Even after thefirst few schools were seeded and the poison ingested, it would
be days before symptoms began to appear. That was what was so wonderful about it! By then, other
schools would have been struck. After al, who ever inspected the pudding in schools? Just thinking
about the havoc and deeth and the idea that he could inflict the tears and pain he had suffered upon
others, caused him to hug himsdf in the delicious agony of anticipation. All indl, the pudding in four high
schoals, three middle schools, and one primary school were laced with the chemical. They werelocated
indifferent citiesin Texas, Louisana, and Arkansas. Jamail could hardly wait to see how many degths he
caused.

When thefirgt children began falingill, he was dmost beside himsdlf. After awhile, his enthusiasm waned
and then vanished altogether.

The children weren't dying! In the name of Allah, why weren't they dying? They weren't even becoming
serioudy ill; they just became sickened enough to merit outpatient medica attention. Only some of the
youngest primary school students required hospitalization. The older ones were treated by doctorsin
their offices and were back in school aday or two later. If it hadn't been for the fact that the same



symptoms were evident at so many different locations, terrorism wouldn't have been suspected at all; it
would have been passed off as an unidentified case of mild food poisoning.

Jamail became so deep deprived and deranged because of the failure of his great plan that he loaded his
machine pistol and went on asuicidal shooting rampage at aprimary school parking lot just as classes
were |etting out. He daughtered a dozen children and severa adults before he was gunned down by the
lone policeman on duty.

Had Jamail Akmuhd stuck around to see the ultimate result of his greet plan he would probably have
remained divelong enough to look up Boris Androvsky and persondly torture him to degth. Asit was,
Jamail's cohorts did the job for him despite the Russian's pleas for mercy. Even though it wasthe old
chemist's memory of the chemica formulathat went dightly wrong, failure on that large ascade, which
resulted in the eventua arrest of many of Jamail's cohorts, was not tolerated. He was shot fivetimesin
the belly and left in alocked room to diein agony.



CHAPTER TWO

Sean Casey hadn't expected any resistance to his presence when he arrived at Mountain Grove
Memoria Hospitd. After dl, hewasan FBI Speciad Agent investigating the terrorist attack at the primary
schoal inthislittle city. They should be grateful to have him hereinstead of questioning his maotives. Damn
the woman. He had been looking forward to interviewing her, hoping there would be a chance of seeing
thelittle girl, perhgps done. Maybe ... he shook the thought away. What was he thinking? Not the place
for that.

"Youll be getting an officid letter,” Casey explained. “Werejust visting selected parentsin the
meantime, collecting additiond informetion.”

Pat Morrison raised her blond, untrimmed eyebrows at the FBI agent dightly. “Uh huh. And how are you
deciding which parentsto select? It's not arandom process, | tekeit."

In the little conference room Memoria Hospital had provided for them, Doctor Bailey Jones smiled
slently insgde at the way Mrs. Morrison had jumped on the lgpse. No fooling this young lady, he
thought with apsychologist's perceptiveness. Joneswas also aphysician, aneurologist. He had joined the
woman in the conference room at her request.

"Widl, you did have a child who came down with the food poisoning. And you are ateacher at the
school. That makesyou abit special. Now..."

"Other parentsfit in that category. Why me?’ PatriciaMorrison didn't mind answering questions so much
as she did the attempt by the FBI Specia agent to deceive her.

"Believe me. It'sjust routing, Mrs. Morrison.” Casey said.

Bailey noted the way the agent's face had colored alittle and the pulsein histhroat speed up. Dead
giveaways.

"No, it'snot routine. Y ou're asking me questions because my daughter was one of the sickest children
who came down with this stuff and because I'm ateacher. Why didn't you just say s0?’ Pat felt her
irritation level being breached. Special Agent! What's so damn special when every one of them was

“ Joecial Agent so and so?" she wondered. She crossed her long dim legs and smoothed her skirt back
out. It still didn't reach her knees. She met the FBI agent's bland countenance with a steady gaze from
her blue eyes, forcing him to either stare back at her or look away. Finally, he looked away. He wasn't
used to such reticence—or such astuteness.

Bailey admired her attitude. “Why don't you just tell her, Casey?It's not like you're going to endanger the
country, nor isit abig secret. Anyone with alick of sense would want to know why afew kidswere
sicker than others, and it's natural that teachers would be questioned. 1sn't that right, Mrs. Morrison?”

That drew a smile when she answered Bailey, looking directly a him and ignoring Sean Casey. “Cdl me
Petricia Or better ill, Pat. | don't like formality. And, of course, | want to know why. So would Mdlissa
Johnson, for that matter. We both teach second grade. Her little boy got red sick, too, just like Amber
did. They'rethe same age."

Bailey gave her asmile back with hisnod, thinking to himsalf what a pretty young woman she was, her
blond hair tumbling in casud wavesto her shoulders and her face enhanced with the dightest amount of
makeup. The only thing that even partidly marred her beauty was the noticegble tiredness on her face



from long hours spent at the hospital with her daughter. For thefirst time, he noticed the lack of aring on
her finger.

Specid Agent Casey smply looked disgusted. His officid face couldn't hide that emotion. “Maybe
psychologists know more about thisthan the FBI,” he commented sarcastically.

Bailey switched his amile to the agent, though he wasn't feding particularly friendly toward the man. He
didiked bureaucracy and secretiveness as much in investigative agencies ashe did in medicine. “In this
case, perhaps| do. Did | mention when | introduced mysdlf that I'm a physician aswell as psychologist?!

"Areyou in charge of Amber's case?"

"I've been gppointed Charge Physician for al the cases at Memorial Hospital. Look, Agent Casey, dl
Ms.... dl Pat isasking for is honesty. Be straight with her, and you won't have a problem.”

"I have my orders,” Casey sad tightly.

"Then dlow me,” Balley said and began speaking without waiting for permission. “Pat, we—and the
infection control specidists—have pretty well settled on pudding as the causative agent. Perhapsthey ate
more than others?"

"I could ask the children but | rather doubt it. They usualy eat their own desserts,” Pat said.

"Then it's probably just their age. Less body mass for the same amount of poison ingested. That's what
wethink,” Balley sad.

"Doctor Jones, is ... have you found any more out about what the disease is?"

"Not exactly, other than the pudding was contaminated by an odd chemical. | think you can rest easy,
though. | looked at Amber's chart before escorting Mister Casey here. She's doing well and should make
afull recovery.”

"That's Specia Agent Casey, Doctor Jones.”

Bailey made acynicd tilt to one side of his mouth. “Asyou wish. However, I've dwaysfailed to
understand why you're al caled Specid Agents—other than by order of Mister Hoover. It would seem
the designation would digtract from the truly specia ones.”

"Wered| specid,” Casey argued, not very convincingly.

Pat laughed at the doctor voicing the identical ideathat had entered her mind, but seeing the look on
Casey'sface, she dtifled it. No sense in really antagonizing the man, she thought. “ Specia Agent
Casey, | have no objection to answering reasonable questions. After dl, I'm as anxious as anyone elseto
find out dl we can about thisthing. Amber was very sick for atimethere.”

"Yes, it ssemsasif the younger the child, the more serious the symptoms were,” Bailey commented.

Casey didn't add anything. He took out his recorder, went through the formalities of ascent from the
subject, time, date and place, and then began.

"Doctor Jonesis correct in the assumption that pudding was the causative agent. Or rather contaminated
pudding. What we need to know is how much your child ate, what unusua occurrences...”

"Amber,” Pat interrupted him sharply.



"Yes, Amber. How much did she eat, and did shedoiit al a once?’

"It wasdl at once. Areyou adoctor? Those seem like medical questionsto me."

"We want to compare how theterrorists did it at the other schools, too.”

Pat sighed. “Okay, go ahead.”

"Fine. Now, how long afterward wasit that your child, Amber, began devel oping symptoms?’

"I noticed the next morning when | woke her up at six. She was a couple of days ahead of the most of
the other kids."

"Good. She'show old?"
"All that'sin her chart,” Bailey said impatiently. “1 told you that you could have accessto it."

"I haveto follow set procedures, doctor, just as| imagine you haveto in your line of work.” He turned
back to Pet. “Could you tell me what €l se she had with themeal and...” He went on to solicit an
interminable amount of information, most of which Bailey couldn't seethe point of.

"I think that will bedl for now,” Casey said ahdf hour later. “ Thank you for your cooperation.”
"Y ou're welcome. So when will we know what the agent was?"

"When Homeand Security decidesto release—that is, when we discover dl the congtituents of the agent
and itsreactionsin the body. Y ou'll be notified, aswill the other parents. | may have occasion to visit you
again.” Henodded and | ft.

"That man is probably a good example of why people sometimes don't cooperate with FBI agents,”
Bailey said. “I'm sorry you had to go through al that.”

Pat examined the doctor. Sheliked him aready. He was on the edge of being thin and not terribly
handsome, though he did have nice brown eyes and afriendly smile that compensated for his somewhat
substandard appearance. Glassesin wide black frames distracted attention from his balding forehead and
gave him ascholarly appearance. “It'sdl right. | guess bureaucrats are the same no matter which agency
they work for. Did | hear you right, that you're a psychologist aswel as adoctor?

"Yes, though | limit the number of patients| see. Mostly | teach and write and do consultations. Very
aull.”

Pet wrinkled her brow. “I'm curious. Why were you put in charge of the cases here?

"Probably because the administration thought it would go over well to have a psychologist aswell as
physician overseeing the cases of food poisoning since it's gotten out that it was indeed aterrorist attack.”
He grinned appedingly. “ And with me, they get two for the price of one"

"Areyou going to try psychoanayzing al of usor recommend counsdling?’ She spoke asif shedidn't
think much of ether option.

"I'm not a psychoandy4t, just a psychologist. And no, I won't recommend counseling unless the parents
ask for it. | don't seeawhole lot of need other than afew cases where the parents became hysterical.
Thereésno cause, redlly, at least, not that | can see. All the kids are making afull recovery, eventhe
young ones like Amber. I'm very glad of that, by the way. She's been agood patient.”



"Thank you. When can Amber leave?’
"That's up to your regular physician, but o far asI'm concerned, tomorrow will befine"

"Good. Our medical insurance at school doesn't cover everything. Not that anyone can understand all the
paperwork and provisions anyway."

"Right you are. Our medical system has become so convoluted that the only way | seeto ever fix itisto
junk everything and start over, which is neither here nor there. Unless you have some questions, we need
to finish up. The next set of parentswill be here momentarily, and | imagine our friend Casey will be
waiting, too."

"No, no questionsright now. Will | seeyou again?"
"If you like, | can drop back by tomorrow."

"I'd likethat. Thank you.” She smiled sweetly at him.
"Umfine"

My God, he's blushing! Pat thought as she | eft the conference room to go back and be with her
daughter. Maybe | ought to find out if he's married or not. It's been long enough.



CHAPTER THREE

"It wasintended to kill them dl,” Ray Hetrick, SAIC in charge of the investigation into the school
poisoning, declared. “No doubt about that, it being a nerve agent. It'sjust our good luck that they never
tested it in pudding. Our |ab thinks the combination of some of the short chain moleculesin pudding
atered the chemical binding propertiesjust enough so that it lost itslethal effectiveness. However, it did
pass into the bloodstream and apparently bonded with some neurons that caused the typical symptoms of
twitching and dizziness or stupor, depending on the age of the kids. Unfortunately, we failed to find the
ingtigator before he killed himsdlf. That just camein, by the way. From what | read, he was so pissed
when the nerve agent didn't work like it was supposed to that he went berserk and shot up a schoolyard.
However, he didn't bother emptying his pockets and hiswallet gave us an address. If were lucky, we
may find evidence taken from his home that will lead usto other of the terrorist organizations. All of those
goddamned fanatics are associated with each other these days.”

"So what do we do now?" Sean Casey asked. Hetrick was winding down an hour-long debriefing of the
team that had been assigned to investigate the attack.

Hetrick shrugged. “Weve done about al we can, at least for now, and some of our specidistswill follow
up. The peoplein charge of nationa school security will take care of implementing alot of new
precautions to prevent such athing happening again. Testson dl drinks and so forth. If they can prevent
it, which I doubt. In the meantime, welll ask for extrafunding to try getting advance leads on any other of
the terrorists who may be working on chemical agents. Schools aren't the only places where our food
supply isvulnerable. They could just aswell have posed as day |aborers at dairy farms and began the
contamination there. Or wherefruit juice is processed. Or cafeterias. The possibilities are boundless. Any
more questions?"

There were none.

"Okay. Thetask forceisdisbanded. You'l all receive letters of commendation that will be placed in your
personnd files. Y ou're aso being given acomp day off to make up for the overtime you put in. Check
back in with your assgnment supervisor after you leave hereto find out what you'll be doing next. Thank
you."

Casey thought they might have done better had they been alowed to lean heavier on the ones, like the
Morrison bitch, who had given the FBI trouble. No wonder she was divorced, aball buster like that.

* k k %

Pat thought it was afortunate that Melissa Gomez and she owned homes right next door to each other
and each taught second grade at the big primary school in Mountain Grove, asmdl city in southern
Arkansas. It wasn't even stretching coincidence that Mdissa taught Amber and Pat taught Melissa's son
Jmmy, asecond grader in one of the other of the three second grade classes.

"How's Jmmy doing?’ she asked when she saw Mdissadriving up in her Toyotajust as she had been
taking Amber from her own car. The small garage was till too cluttered with unpacked boxesto
maneuver her car into it, so she parked in the driveway.

Melissa's face brightened. “Oh, Immy came home yesterday. He's doing great. No problemsat al now.
Hi Amber!” Shewaved at Pat's daughter.

"Hello, Mrs. Gomez. I've been to the hospital! 1s Jmmy home?"



"He's here, Amber, but the doctor said to keep him quiet for the weekend. Y ou can play after school
Monday. Okay?'

"Okay."

"Thank you,” Pet instructed her daughter.

"Oh. Thank you, Mrs. Gomez. | forgot."

"That'sal right. Y ou get well now and I'll seeyou at school Monday. Okay?"
"Yesm."

"I'd better get her into the house,” Pat said. “ The doctor told me the same thing. Keep her quiet for the
weekend."

"I'll call you alittlelater after. Joeleaves on hisroute today,” Mdissa Gomez said.

Pet took Amber on into the house and to her room. After unloading her car, she prepared aquick med,
and she and Amber ate. Throughout the meal, Pat smiled fondly at her daughter who was chattering
away just asif nothing had happened. She Sghed, findly letting dl her worry disspate. One more crisis
behind her. She wondered idly how many more she would have before her lifefindly settled back down.
The divorce had been traumatic and expensive, more from having to pay off debts run up by Tony's
gambling than anything else. She wondered briefly, not for the first time, how she could have been fooled
s0 badly and then pushed the thought away. It was over, damn it, and there was no sense going back and
reliving the experience. She gazed again at her daughter's serious brown eyes and long brown hair and
thought about the fact that Amber was one of the few good things that came from the marriage.

* * % %

Pat kept a close watch on Amber for the next few weeks, looking for signsthat she had been changed or
damaged by the chemical she had ingested. She remembered very plainly how scared she had been when
Amber's doctor had at first suspected encephditis after the food poisoning. The terrorist attack, she
amended mentally, That's what the media outlets are calling it now. Occasionally she shivered inside,
thinking how closeit had been.

She wondered, Suppose they had poisoned the water instead of the milk? How many would have
died? Or would any have? No one really knew since it was an unknown nerve agent that had been
used, but if it had worked as it was meant to ... Suddenly a horrible thought occurred to her. Maybe
what happened was exactly what the terrorists had intended? Was there a delayed effect not
apparent yet? She shook her head asif trying to wave away the thoughts that plagued her like acloud of
gnats. Surely not. No, it was just luck that pudding had been used, and more luck now that it was being
reported that the Russian scientist who had concocted the nerve agent was dead, killed by the very ones
he had been working with. Reporters were saying he had been traced through computer filesfound at a
terrorist's home, the one who had shot up that school.

Serves himright, Pat thought. Every damn terrorist on earth should be sent straight to hell! She put
the episode firmly out of her mind. She had to get on with her life. It wasn't much yet, but that would
change. The divorce from that damned irresponsible Tony wasin the past, too. Perhaps she would mest
another man she could love and still have agood life for her and Amber. Though, for now, Amber was
her firgt priority. She didn't even intend to date again until Amber could fully accept the presence of
another man besides her father in their lives. Not that he had been around much in the last year or so
before she threw him out, but ill...

* k x %



Bailey Joneswasn't as completely satisfied at the outcome of the terrorist attack as everyone else seemed
to be. While dl the students survived, he was till puzzled at the distinctive age/severity corrdation,
amogt agtraight line when it was graphed. Why should it have attacked young children so much more
severely than older ones? Thefirst through third graders were the ones he was concerned about. Most of
them had gone into a stupor-like comafor two days before gradualy coming out of it. Three of the
children had been very ill indeed.

He pulled up the CAT scans again. Unfortunately, there wasn't much basisfor comparison; al looked
more or less dike except for the one where an undiagnosed tumor had been discovered. Just likethe last
time he had compared them. There had only been two PET Scanstaken of the children at Memoria
Hospita beforeit was discovered that not only did the medical insurance not pay for themin this case,
but the Chief of Neurology had ruled them unnecessary. Bailey had just discovered them in thefiles.
Now he pulled those two up and examined them for the first time. They had been ordered by two
different doctors.

Bailey wasintrigued. Right now he dearly wished he had been placed in charge of the children right away
and had ordered PET scans on each of them though he knew he probably wouldn't have done so until
after examining the encepha ographic sudiesfird. By the time held gotten around to PET Scans, the
patients were aready recovering. However, if he had seen something like the images being displayed on
the big screenin front of him right now, he would have become highly excited.

Positronic Emission Spectography showed physiologic images of tissue, enabling doctors to sometimes
evaluate tissue function rather than just gross structure. The two PET scans had been ordered after the
physicians noted that even though the stupor the children fdll into resembled encephdlitisin some ways, it
was digtinctly different in others. Like here.

Theimages clearly showed increased activity in the brain behind the temples on the left Side, the superior
tempora sulcus and just aboveit, apart of the brain called Broca's Area. Those were the same areas
that were being intensaly studied by the neuroscience community. They were occupied by mirror
neurons, aspecia type of brain cell which mirrors not only the actions, but aso the sensations and
emotions of othersin close proximity.

Bailey had been interested in mirror neurons ever since he had gotten his psychology degree and kept up
hisinterest asaneurologist. They had been touted as the “empathy cells’ or the“mind reading cells’ by
the press, though Bailey knew they were no such thing. Or if by some remote chance mirror cells enabled
peopleto read minds, it was avery long way from being proven yet. Most of the newest research was
being done with autigtic children after it was discovered they had adeficit of mirror cdls, which lead to
ther falure in understanding normal human behavior.

Of course, genetic and environmental factorsinteracted with mirror cells, as he knew was dwaysthe
case with genetic traits, but scientists were dowly untangling the morass of what mirror cells actualy did
and did not do. But why had that nerve agent stimulated the portion of the brain containing mirror cells?
And why had the phenomenon even been observable while the patients were unconscious, when
normally mirror cells only showed activity when one person was observing another? Were the two PET
scans Smply flukes and perfectly normal for those two children?

It had been six months, and it was timefor a psychologica follow up of the children, at least for those
who were willing to comein. There was certainly no requirement that they do so. Perhaps, during the
evauations, he could think of legitimate reasons for ordering PET scans on more of them.



CHAPTER FOUR

"Pat, are you going to take Amber in?’ Melissa Gomez asked her friend. Her dark complexioned face
clearly showed her worry and confusion that arrived with the letter she had received from Doctor Jones
suggesting apsychologica evaluation asafollow up on the children who had been hospitaed after the
terror attack. Mdissawas a Pat Morrison's home the same evening she had received the | etter, already
Spping coffee. Pat dways had some ready.

"Let mesee.” Pat scanned the formal letter quickly, looked up at Melissa, and handed it back. “It'sthe
samething | got. | hate to take Amber out of school for aday, but she'sdoing so well | doubt it will hurt

anything."

"Jmmy's grades have improved, too,” Mdlissasaid. “Hewasjust an average student before, but now
hes making amogt al outstanding.”

"Hmm. | guess he's sudying more. | wish | could say the same for Amber. She'sreading and using the
net more, but it's hardly ever related to her school subjects.”

"But Immy's not studying more! Hedid &t firgt, but now ... | think his English hasimproved alot. Maybe
that'sit. | think maybe Joe made amistake trying to keep him speaking both English and Spanish. Maybe
it was confusng him, huh?'

"Could be,” Pat conceded, but she wasn't so sure. “Y ou know, Immy is much brighter than you give him
credit for; he'sjust interested in subjects we don't teach a school, but he does pay more attention in class
now. Hewatches me alot. He watches the other kidstoo, but it ssemslike he's much quieter than he
used to be. Sois Amber, for that matter.”

Melissas brow wrinkled with thought. She knew she wasn't nearly asintelligent as her friend, but it had
never made a difference between them. Besides, Joe was smart enough for both of them, and she knew
shewas agood teacher. Pat frequently commented on how well her students did in her friend's class
when they team taught. Melissa knew she wasn't very good with math, and Pet didn't care much for the
crafts classeslike she did. It worked out well for them. “Do you think it means anything?”

"I'mnot sure,” Pat said dowly. “1 think | will make an gppointment, though, and see what Doctor Jones
hasto say."

"l guess!'ll do the samefor Immy, then. | hope nothing iswrong.”

"Sodol,” Pat agreed. “But relax. I'm sureit'sjust routine.”

* k k %

Pat dressed carefully, wondering why at first, but then remembering that despite Doctor Jones not being
very good looking, he had impressed her in some fundamental way that made him seem attractive.
Nothing had come of the second meeting with him, but she suspected it might be shyness on his part, that
or thefact that he didn't want to become involved with a patient's parent. Perhaps his appeal has
something to do with how he handled that FBI agent so cleverly, shethought. Or perhapsit was
the twinkle in his eyes behind his dark framed glasses. I've dwelt on both long enough, for all the
good it'll do me. Nevertheless, she eyed hersdlf in the bathroom mirror to seeif she ill approved of the
pastel blouse and pants she wore and went to dress Amber.

"Why are we going to the hospital, Mom?’ Amber asked, her long-lashed brown eyes watching her asif



waiting to gauge her answer.
"To see the doctor, sweetheart. He wantsto talk to you."
"But not Doctor Henry,” Amber stated, asif reciting afact.

How did she know that? Pat wondered. “No, you haven't met this doctor.” Pat smiled winningly, glad
that thiswould just be atalk session so far as she knew.

"Okay, Mom. It's not going to hurt. That's good. Will you fix my hair, please?'

Once again, Pat was shocked at her daughter'sintuitiveness. She must be sensing my attitude, Pat
thought. She's getting good at that. Pat dismissed her fears; if there was anything wrong with her
daughter, Doctor Jones would let her know. Hewouldn't try to disguise his opinion in abunch of medical
gobbledygook like some doctors did. At least she didn't think he would.

"There, sweetheart. Turn around now and let me see how you look,” Pat said after brushing and
aranging Amber'shair.

Amber turned, alittle smile playing on her face, but she said nothing.

"My goodness! You're prettier than Mom! Y ou're so pretty I'm going to have to tie you up with abig
bow and put asign on you that says‘ To Mom. From your pretty daughter.’”

That findly drew alaugh from thelittle girl, but it died as soon as her mother's back was turned. She
waited for amoment and then reached for Pat's hand. Amber smiled up &t her as shetook it. Anticipating
what Mom would do was afun game.

* k k %

"Hello, Pat, Amber. It'sgood to seeyou again,” Bailey said. Hetook Peat's hand briefly, then Amber's,
just asif shewere an adullt.

"Hi. Say hdl...” Pat began to instruct Amber.

"Hello Doctor Jones,” Amber said politely before she could finish.

"Y our mother must have told you, Amber. We haven't met before. 1've only seen your medicd charts.”
"Yes gar."

"I must have mentioned your name once, though. She's developing avery good memory.”

"Well, there's certainly nothing wrong with that. Have aseat.” Bailey waved to asmal couch with end
tables and a coffee table covered with neat stacks of the latest magazines. They were meeting in his
office. “ Something to drink? Coke? Coffee?!

"Amber's dready had her quota of sodafor the day. She can have alittle coffeeif you haverea creamto
diluteit. Samefor me, but | take mine black.”

"Happensthat | do have cream. | don't carefor that artificia stuff.” Bailey brought acarafe and cupswith
the accessories dl on atray and set them on the center table. “I'll let you fix Amber'swhile | do mine.”

For ten minutes Bailey taked generdities, mentioning nothing pertaining to the terrorist attack half ayear
ago, but findly, he set his cup down and prepared to discuss the subject. “ Tell you what, if Amber is
agreeable, I'll spend about fifteen or twenty minutes with her and then the same amount of time with you



while my nurse finds something to keep Amber busy. After thet, welll al have achat together. Okay?!

Pat nodded, liking the way he voiced the proposd in direct, even tones without being condescending like
so many authority figures did. She thought she might have walked out if he had said okay in the manner
some doctors and nurses did, “ Okaayy?', asif it took baby talk to make anyone understand asimple
request.

When he was ready, Bailey nodded at Pat. “Well go into the other office now. There's reading materia
hereor | canturn onthetdevisonif youlike."

"l have abook,” Pat said, pulling out one of the latest suspense novelsthat she liked to read when
relaxing or waiting somewhere.

Bailey grinned. “Y ou have good habits. Always take something you like to read to adoctor's office. Are
you ready, Amber?'

Amber followed him into the other room without dissent. Pat crossed her legs and opened her book,
thinking of al the patients she had seenin doctors' offices either staring into space or with eyesfixed
blankly on atelevison screen. It dways made her fed sorry for them. Weren't they interested in anything
outside their own little world? Soon she picked up the thread of the novel and waslost in the narrative.

* * % %
"Must be agood book,” Bailey said, smiling.

Pat looked up in surprise. “ Already?’ Then the import of the question cameto her. “Oh. Yes, it'sgood. |
likethriller novesfilled with psychologica suspense”

"Sodo . My colleagues accuse me of taking abusman's holiday when they catch mewith a
psychologica ones. Well, let's see what my nurse hasfor Amber to do.” He glanced at hiswatch then
looked quickly at Amber. She was dready heading for the door leading to his nurse's office. A frown
appeared on hisface and quickly disappeared, but not before Pat caught it.

She waited while Bailey introduced her and Amber to the nurse, and as soon as she saw that her
daughter gppeared to be satisfied with the arrangement, alowed Bailey to close it behind them.

"More coffee?"
"Pea2"

As soon asthey were seated, Pat spoke first, not liking the frown she had seen. “What did you find
wrong?'

Bailey removed his glasses and rubbed his expansve forehead. He crossed hislegs and forced himself to
st back in hischair and go into his psychol ogist's mode though he doubted it was needed with this
woman.

"Don't get upset yet, Pat. Do you like Pat or Patricia best?

"Okay, Pat. Theré's nothing drastically wrong with Amber. Infact, I'm not sure there's anything wrong
withher at dl.”

"Thenwhy thefrown?'



"Mmm. There's something about Amber I've never seen before. It'sasif she ... anticipates questions
and actions, dmogt like mind reading.”

"Oh, my God! | thought the same thing the other day!"

"Well, again, don't go off the deep end. Some children are naturals at guessing what adults are up to.
There's another reasonable explanation for her behavior, though; at least | believe thereis. Areyou
familiar with theterm ‘mirror neurons?"

"Yes, I'veread alittle about them in the popular mediaabout Sunday Supplement leve, but | dso
subscribe to alayman's science magazine. In the last few years I've seen anumber of articles about them.
| didn't understand alot of it, but the subject interested me because of the progress being made with
autistic children. Over thelast couple of decades, there's been a significant increase in the number being
diagnosed and shuttled off to Specid Education. Frankly, | think many of the doctors are wrong and it's
smply lazy adminigtrators who try to get them diagnosed and into specia ed classes. And too many
doctorsgo right dong with it."

"Sad but true."

"But how do mirror neurons apply to Amber? Oh—wait aminute. | think | know. She haslots of mirror
neurons. Isthat it?"

"Not exactly, Pat. Or let me rephrasethat. | really don't know. It could be something entirely different.
However, we did PET scans on two of the children who were admitted along with Amber, and both
showed increased activity in the region of the brain where the mirror neuronslive.”

"l remember. Broca's area?"

"Right. Y ou should have gone into neurology instead of teaching.” He laughed to show her the comment
wasn't intended to be taken serioudy. “ Anyway, what I'm wondering iswhether al of the kids developed
the same thing after ingesting that chemical. | can't say for certain because | haven't received enough
funding to conduct scans on them. However, the young children I've examined so far, the oneswho were
admitted to the hospital back then, are displaying the same type of behavior as Amber. On the other
hand, |'ve spoken to some of the school teachers at the middle schools and high schoolsin other areas
that were attacked, and they're not seeing nearly so much of it aswe are. In fact, the high school students
hardly show adiscernable change at dl. The middle school iswhere we begin to see afew sgns of that
kind of behavior, and by the time we get down to Amber's age group, it's very noticeable—if you're
looking for it like | began doing after seeing the first few children thistime.”

"Oh, mercy! Isit ... isit dangerous? Or...” Pat didn't know how to continue. Too many wild thoughts
were suddenly roving through her mind while she tried to remember what she had read about the peculiar
neurons.

"To be perfectly honest, Pat. | smply don't know. I've categorized my findings and asked the hospitd to
allow meto do alot more PET Scans. | don't know whether the funding will be approved or not because
| want to do them under specific protocols that have been devel oped where sets of standard
question/answer/action/reaction scenes have been devised. It'sfairly expensive, especidly when it
involves asmany as I've asked for."

Pat grinned wryly. “Just tell the Hospital Board or Chief of Neurology or whoever hasto gpprove them
that the hospital will belidblefor abig lawsuit if they don't allow you to do the scans. That ought to do
it



"By gally, | may do that very thing!” Thetwinklein hiseyesthat Pat remembered regppeared for the first
time since their gppointment. Seeing it again compelled Pat to go ahead with an action she had been
mulling over Sncelearning hewassingle.

"Ligten, I know we're running out of time, but ... would it be possible to see you when you're off duty?
Or would that be unethical?” Shefelt her body tensing, but she didn't care. She would much rather be
direct and chance arefusa than never ask at dl, and the man intrigued her, something most men could
never do.

"Um.."

Why he's blushing again, just like last time! Pat thought. Is he gay? Are am | missing the signals?
Damn it, it's been so long I've forgotten how to go about this.

"Uh...” Bailey cleared histhroat and started over. “It sort of skirtsthe line, but snceit's Amber and not
you who'sthe patient, | think we could ... um ... what did you have in mind?'



CHAPTER FIVE

Pat spotted Bailey dready waiting at the local pizza parlor where they had decided to meet. Hewas
wearing jeans and alight windbreaker, the same as she. The difference wasin the color of the pullovers
beneath the jacket—and the way they fit. She smiled inwardly as he tracked her movementswhile she
cameto the booth. Shy or not, men didn't differ in much in their reaction to her figure, with her generous
breasts and narrow waist. He was unusua in that he stood up to greet her and waited until she did into
the booth before seating himself. Sheliked that.

After their med arrived, Pat asked a question she was curious about.
"How did you come by Bailey asafirs name?"

Bailey wrinkled hisforehead in amusement rather than annoyance over how many times he had been
asked that question. “Mom thought Jones was such a common name that she wanted to give me an
unusud first name to make up for it. And since Bailey was her maiden name..."

Pat grinned over adice of pizza covered liberdly with pepperoni. “Now that makes sense. Diplomatic,
too. | bet that made her father happy.”

"Yes, it did. My grandmother, too. But no oneis ever satisfied. Now they're agitating for me to get
married and have kids."

"Y ou've never been married?"

"I had to borrow alot of money to get through school and then to set up my practiceand ... no, that'sjust
anexcuse. Truthis, I'm not avery sociable animal and..” He broke off, embarrassed.

Pet knew what it was, though she didn't say so. The man was just shy, that was all. Unusud for adoctor.
She was surprised some nurse hadn't picked him off by now; he certainly must come in contact with
enough of them. She was glad now that she had asked him for a date of sorts but had been rather
surprised when he suggested meeting for a pizza. Not that she minded. But she could see that shewas
going to haveto carry the conversationd ball until he became comfortable with her. Talking about work
will do it, shethought. Aloud, she said “ Are you finding anything out yet with the PET scans?” He had
caled her only two days after their last gppointment, and after receiving alimited go ahead to proceed
with the scans, he had wanted to set up an appointment for Amber first thing. Pat Sgned the necessary
forms, and it had been done severd days before. She hadn't seen him then, preferring to talk to him
outside the hospita environment. She had received aform letter telling her the PET Scan reveded no

pathology.

"Well, without breaking patient confidentidity, | can say I'm accumulating alot of data. And by theway, |
have you to thank for being alowed to do the scans. Or have them done, that is. That mention of liability
to lawsuitswas dl it took with the Hospital Administrator. My chief isn't too happy with me, though. He
doesn't think they're necessary.”

Pat was astonished. “ Even after what you saw on the other two and the way Amber and the other kids
aeacting?'

Bailey shrugged. “He's an old man who speciaized in brain tumors. He hasn't kept up with the rest of the
field the way he should have. Moreto the point, al the tabloid press about the so-called mind reading
brain cdls disgusts him. He didn't think much of the research into mirror neuronsto begin with, and that



kind of blathering redly turned him off. He thinkswell wind up being ridiculed by the press—and by our
pears.”

Pat scrutinized hisface closely. “But you don't?

"No,” Balley said smply, but added, “Oh the mediamight try to make abig thing of it, but I'm not
planning on them finding out.” Hefinished thelast of hishdf of the pizzaand wiped hismouth. “ Ah, that
was good,” he said and reached for his stein of dark beer.

"What exactly have you seen on the scans?’ Pat perssted. If held learned anything having to do with
Amber, she wanted to know now, not after some long, drawn out study was completed.

Bailey took another sip of hisbeer. “I can't tell you anything about the other children,” he said, but his
eyestook on the familiar twinkle Pat had seen the other two times she had been in his presence.
“However, | see no ethical barrier to talking about Amber.”

Pet relaxed and waited for him to continue. He was a nice man and not encumbered with following
bureaucratic regulaions, hewould tell her everything he could.

"Amber showed the same increased activity in the regions of the brain that harbors the mirror neurons
just like the two kids we scanned while they were dtill in the hospital. But...” he paused, trying to think of
the best way to put it.

Pat felt her heart skip abeat. “But what?'

"Y ou said you've read about how mirror neurons work; they're active when someoneis observing
another person in close proximity. What | saw with Amber wasintense activity of her mirror neurons.
And remember, her heed wasinsde the barrel, aswe cal it for the kids, and she couldn't see much, let
aone observing the actions of someone dse”

"What could that mean?'

"Officialy? Not enough datafor conclusons or even ahypothess. Personaly? 1 think the mirror neurons
are multiplying, and that's why the area shows up on the scans. The areathey cover now islarger than
I've ever seen in patients. | guessthat could account for the changein behavior."

"Isit dangerous?’ Pat interrupted to ask.

"No, I don't think so, but again, | don't have much data” He hesitated to tell her therest of it, but Pet
sensed there was more.

She prodded, “ There's something e se, isn't there?"

Bailey removed his glasses and massaged his forehead before answering. “I'm wondering how far the
processwill go and whether something else besides cdll proliferation is going on. Whether more mirror
neuronswill change her behavior or not. Whether the changes we've aready seen are aresult of the
activity of the mirror neurons or something else. Whether the behavior we've dready seen will changeto
something € se or remain the same and become more ... intense, | guessisthe best way of putting it. Or
whether it fades as she grows up. There€'s al sorts of questions | have and no good answers. I'm sorry,

"There's not achance she could redlly learn to read minds, isthere?

Bailey sgnded for the waitress by holding up his stein then turned back to her. “My persond opinion?



No, | redlly don't think so, but ... well, you've probably heard stories of how married coupleswho are
really close seem to be able to read each other's minds on occasion. | suspect that'sjust their mirror
neuronsin action. However, let's say ... doubling or tripling the number ordinarily present in small
children, making the cdlls abit different somehow, alot more efficient and much more active ... then ...
wdll, | just don't know. No data. | don't know what would happen. Also remember children that age are
forming new synapses—new wiring in their brains, so to speak—at afurious rate. Combine the two and
what do you think would happen?

Pat had to ponder that one while Bailey waited patiently. “Y ou said you didn't think Amber could
become amind reader, but given al the factors you just mentioned and afew years, she might become so
good at anticipating actionsthat..."

Bailey finished for her. “ Exactly. It might be hard to tell the difference sometimes.” Seeing the stricken
expression on her face, he quickly added. “ But we don't know that will happen. And supposeit did? Not
mind reading like in science fiction stories, but smply knowing for certain what another person wants.
Grestly increased empathy, in other words. Would it be abad thing?!

Pat fiddled with the handle of her sein, trying to organize her thoughts. Findly, she just shook her head.
“I just don't know. Too much empathy could be as bad astoo little. It scaresme.”

"Me, too."
"Why you?'

"WEell, to begin with, | like Amber. She's a sweet child and very intelligent and personable. | wouldn't
want to see anything bad to happen to her, but if it turns out like we've been speculating, other people
might not be scared. They would want to exploit her and otherslike her.” Bailey reached out and
touched her hand, surprised when she gripped it so tightly. “Let's keep our thoughts to oursalves, shal
we?1'd rather none of this become public knowledge if we can avoid it.”

Pat drew adeep breath and let it out dowly. “Yes. Don't let anyone know. Please, Bailey. She'sdl |
have.



CHAPTER SX

"How did you find out about this, Casey? The task force was disbanded and you were reassigned.” Ray
Hetrick sat at his SAIC Regiona Director's desk in Little Rock, irritably shuffling papers on his desk
while Sean Casey sat across from him. He couldn't figure out what Casey was up to other than trying to
recover from his disappointment when the school poisoning case hadn't advanced his career.

"I left my card with afew of the hospita workers during the origind investigation. One of them called and
let me know."

"All right, fine, but how doesthis gpply to us? What difference doesit make?"
"I don't know but it sure seemsfunny to me, testing those kids al over again.”
"What's so funny? Aren't followups norma procedure for adoctor?

Casey struggled to make his superior see what was bothering him while wishing it was him gitting on the
other sde of the desk. “Y es, gir, but now he'srunning alot of them through one of those big expensive
machines. They didn't do that even when the kidswere sick.”

Hetrick fiddled with some paper files, wondering if the agency would ever catch up to the efficient way
businesses were run. He didn't want to dismiss the Casey's concerns out of hand but he was getting a
little tired of the man awaystrying to come up with something to attract attention to himsdif. “ Okay,
supposing some effects from the nerve agent are just now showing up in the children. It ill doesn't
concern us. Not now."

"How about if that's what those ragheads wanted in the first place? A long term effect?”
"No epithetsin my office, Casey. Understand?’

"Sorry, Sr. But couldn't that be what the terroristsintended? A delayed effect? Maybe paralysis of lots of
kidsthat ties up abunch of our medica facilities and costs us tons of money? Maybe thiswasjust atest
case, and if they seeit'sworking, they'll hit uson amuch larger scale”

Hetrick removed his glasses and rubbed the bridge of his nose, remembering how many times he had told
himsdf hewas going to get his eyesfixed the very next time he took a vacation. Unfortunately, vacation
time seemed to come in such small bits and piecesthat it never happened. There were always more
important things to take care of. He sighed and made his decision. It wasjust barely possible, and these
daysit didn't pay to overlook anything, no matter how implausible. Just ook what had happened when
the regiona director in Arizona had downplayed the posshility of adirty bomb. They were still cleaning
up the contamination in Flagstaff. He grimaced and looked back up.

"All right, Casey, I'll give you five days. Get down there, investigate, and come on back. Y ou can leave
Monday. I'll take care of the paperwork. Now go away. I'm busy."

"Yes, gr. Thank you, Sir.” Casey hurried away before the SAIC could change hismind. Asheleft the
building, he remembered the way the Morrison bitch had acted. Wouldn't it be niceif hedid turn up
something? Then she wouldn't have an excuse to act so fucking high and mighty when he questioned her.
And he wouldn't haveto be dl that politein taking her down a peg, either.

* k% k %

Pat began observing Amber more closdly after her conversation with Bailey, and she was also observing



how Jmmy acted when he came over to play. What she noticed most of al was how well Amber and
Jmmy got dong together. They never argued like they used to over what games they wanted to play or
what program to watch on Saturday mornings when Pat alowed some televison time. However, she saw
that JImmy had aso become lesstakative, just like Amber had.

Amber gill asked as many, if not more, questions than before. On afew instances, Amber listened to her
answerswith apeculiar littletilt to her head and with aquizzical countenance on her dfinface, asif
gauging the truthfulness of the answers she got. Then that bit of behavior ceased aday or two after Pat
got theideathat the tilt meant exactly what she had thought it did—Amber had been judging whether she
was being told the truth or the perhaps whether or not she was being equivocal. Pat had alwaystried to
answer Amber's questions truthfully, but she admitted to herself now that she had temporized on
occasions when she thought her daughter wasn't ready or couldn't fully understand a detailed explanation.

When Bailey called her aweek after their pizza date and asked her out to dinner, Pat accepted, alittle
thump of excitement filling her heart. She had been thinking about calling him hersdf to talk about Amber
if for no other reason. She wanted to see him again, too, but she hadn't wanted to appear too forward.

"I'dlikethat,” she said. “But wouldn't you rather have ahome cooked meal? | imagine you get tired of
egting out—or do you cook?"

"Not what you'd call real cooking. Sure, that would be nice. How's Amber getting dong?’
"Well, why don't you come as early asyou can and you can see for yoursdlf.”

"Okay. When and what time?"

"Saturday? Any timein the afternoon.”

"I have some hospital businessin the morning. How about three? Isthat okay?'

"Fine. Let megiveyou directions. It's..."

"I remember your addressfrom Amber'srecords. 234 Elm Lane."

"Y ou've got agood memory. See you then, and thanksfor asking me."

"It'syou | should thank. I'd like to see Amber, too, so it works out fine.”

* k% k %

"That was Doctor Bailey, wasn't it Mom?’ Amber had been dtting beside her on the couch asthey both
read books.

Had she mentioned his name? No. Pat turned to face her daughter. “Yes, it was. And it's Doctor Jones,
not Bailey. That's hisfirst name. But how did you know?"

Amber gazed up at her with her big brown eyes and smiled. “Y ou looked the same as when you told me
you had apizzawith him, and when | wasin the hospital, he said for meto call him Doctor Bailey."

"Well, okay, but how did I look, sweetheart?"

Amber's smile died as she caught the concerned expression on her mother'sface. She shrugged. “I1t was
just aDoctor Bailey look, Mom."

"Can you do that with other people, honey? Like Jmmy, maybe?'



Amber didn't answer.

Pat drew her daughter to her and hugged her tightly. “It'sal right sweetheart; | think I know what you're
going through. You can doit al you want with meif that's what you like, or with Doctor Jones—Doctor
Bailey, | mean, solong as he saysit's okay. But how about |et's kegping it a secret from other people,
huh?'

"Can| doit at school ?'

Pat relaxed her grip on Amber, trying to go about the conversation exactly theright way. “It's okay, |
think. But we don't want you to get into any trouble. Can you tell me exactly what it isyou do?’” She
smiled encouragingly.

Amber frowned, making her little girl's face appear far too serious for someone her age. “1 don't ‘ xactly
know what | do, Mom. It'slike | know how people are gonna act or what they're gonna say before they
doit. I know when they're trying to fool me, too!"

"Hmm. Tl you what, baby. Whatever it isyou do, | want you to talk to me and Doctor Bailey about it,
but not anyone ese. Okay?"

"Okay. But why?

"Some people wouldn't likeit, baby."
"Well, some peopledon’ like me noway!"
"Anyway."

"Whatever. They don't like me, though.”
"Arethere very many?'

"Just some kids because | get good grades. And maybe one of the teachers at recess. Miss Larkin don't
for sure. She thinks we're being treated specid.”

Pet didn't correct Amber's grammear thistime. The conversation was too important to worry abouit it.
“That's normd, sweetheart. We dl have some people we dontt like, but if she gets mean, you let me
know right away. And if you notice anyone thinking you're not acting right, you stop what you're doing
right then. Okay?'

Amber saw how sarious her mother was. “Yesm. If | can.”
"Promis=?"
"Yesm. Except | can't helpit! And some other kidsdo it, too!"

Pat hugged thelittle girl again, trying to stay completely calm. She had been worrying about Amber so
much she had forgotten that other children had ingested the nerve agent, too. “1 know, baby, but try not
to let anyone else find out. Maybe we can talk to Doctor Jones about it. HE's coming for dinner
Saturday.”

"Uh huh. Doctor Bailey likesyou. Helikesme, too."
"Oh, he does, huh? Maybe well wind up both having the same boyfriend!”



Amber giggled at the idea, sounding like a perfectly norma eight-year-old girl, and Pat relaxed. She had
only one more question. “ Do the other kids know what they're doing, like you do?

Amber shrugged, open-eyed and honest. “I don't know. | think so. Some of them. Maybe. We kinda
tak."

Pet decided to leaveit at that until she could talk to Bailey again.

* k% k %

Bailey Joneswasin his office, comparing his PET scans with ones he had downloaded from colleagues
who had been studying mirror neurons of normal children, ones from other areas who hadn't been
subjected to the chemical used by the terrorigts. It had taken him some time to find enough scans of
children that young so he could do afair comparison. Looking from graph to graph where he had plotted
results, it was apparent that al of his patients showed alarger areaof mirror neurons than normal
children. Not only that, the level of physiologica activity was much greater. He had called some of “his’
children back for e ectroencephal ogram tests where he could study their brain waves, and those tests
confirmed the PET scan data. He closed those files and opened his clinica notes, but instead of reading
them over again, he removed his glasses and leaned back in the big office chair to think about sessons
with the children, especidly the young ones.

Even though he still didn't have alarge data base to go on, he had detected exactly the same phenomena
as Pat had. The kids were so perceptive it was dmost frightening, and he thought Amber and perhaps a
couple of others were even more adept than the rest of them. The perceptiveness done didn't worry him
s0 much as something else he had begun to notice. A few of the children struck him as manipulative,
demanding specid treatment before submitting to the scans or ECGs and pushing their parentsto the
limit, stopping only before the parents became more greetly irritated. He overheard severa conversations
where rewards were being demanded for not telling “ The Doctor” something they knew—and they
seemed to know alot. Two of the children had asked him what he would give them if they told something
“bad” about their parents but never mentioned the subject again when they gpparently perceived that
such tactics wouldn't work with him.

How would children like that turn out when they grew up? Not good if it continued, he knew. Ona
hunch, he went back to the beginning and began trying to obtain the persond datafiles on the oneswho
had been admitted to his hospita in Mountain Grove. That took up sometime since he had to givea
judtification for seeing the information. After he was reluctantly given atemporary password and had
uploaded the files, he began reading them and making notes. He then began comparing the data gathered
there with what he had written in his patient progress notes. He began to frown, and it only deepened as
he read. He didn't like what he found.



CHAPTER SEVEN

Sean Casey made no attempt to contact the other agents who had been involved in Mountain Grove. He
didn't want their thoughts. If he found something worth following up, hewould receive dl the credit. That
satisfied him. The fact that Pat Morrison was one of the Mountain Grove parents was abonus. He
wanted a return bout with her anyway, her and that snotty damned doctor. He decided to start with the
doctor; he knew just the right way to take him down anotch.

Casey paused in the men'sroom on the ground floor to check his appearance. His short blond hair, even
features, and six feet of height had dways made him fed attractive and confident in himself. The standard
suit and tieworn by everyonein his department couldn't quite conced his solid, well-muscled build. Only
his eyes made him stand out from the crowd. They were alight hazel color set beneath heavy lids, a
combination that made him look like adegpy executioner. Satisfied, he went back into the lobby and
took the eevator up to Doctor Jones' third floor office where Jones had agreed to meet him, albeit
reluctantly.

The beginning of hisinvestigation didn't officidly start until Monday, but Casey arrived in Mountain Grove
earlier on Friday than he had anticipated. He obtained the appointment with Doctor Jones by citing
“urgent officia busness”

Bailey automatically glanced at hiswatch when his adminigtrative ass stant announced that the FBI

Specia Agent had arrived. Four-thirty, the only time he had open for the week. He dwaysreserved it for
last minute business, abulwark against being disturbed on weekends. The ploy wasn't dways successful,
but most of thetime it was. Bailey didn't do surgery; hiswork was morein the diagnogtic line, including
the tough problems referred to him by psychol ogists needing assistance from amedica doctor.

"Hello. Specid Agent Casey, if | remember correctly,” Bailey said. He held out his hand, deciding that he
might aswell try being cordid. He didn't like the man, but agitating him wouldn't help. Bailey had aready
tagged him asan individua who was insecure and who sublimated thistrait by exercising what power he
possessed on other people. He thought there might be something else odd about the man, but hadn't
talked long enough with him to even make aguess.

Casey took Bailey's hand and shook it briefly. “ That'sright, Doctor Jones. Thanks for making time for
me on such short notice.”

"Coffee? Something cold to drink?’
"No, thank you. This shouldn't take too long, and I'm sure you're a busy man.”
"Fine. What can | do for you?'

"Doctor Jones, | understand that you've initiated some specia and rather expensive studies on the
children who were admitted to the hospital here after the terrorist attack on the schools. Would you mind

tdling mewhy?'

Bailey did, but hetried to divert the agent. “It'sanorma six month follow up by the Neurology
Department. Y ou do know that most of the younger children were serioudly ill, and that it was anerve
agent of some kind used in the attack, don't you?"

Casey wouldn't be put off. “Certainly, | do. | was one of theinitid investigative agents. Remember? We
now know you didn't do PET scans on the children then. Why now?"



"We're smply checking to seethat their brains are devel oping and functioning normally after they were
poisoned. Standard procedure.”

"But you have no base line for comparison, so what can aPET scan tell you?” Casey had familiarized
himsdf with al the knowledge he could absorb about norma hospital and outpatient protocolsin the
short time he had before arriving in Mountain Grove.

Bailey was perturbed. Damn the man! What was he after? “We know what anormal scan looks like,
Specid Agent Casey, so we don't redlly need abase line. It was amatter of funding more than anything
else when we didn't do them before. Also, the Chief of Neurology didn't see the need for PET scans
origindly after it was determined the children didn't have encephditis. Now, let me ask you a question.
Why should this be amatter for the FBI? As| remember, you caught al the perpetuators, and it's now
obviousthat the chemica agent they were using did no permanent physical damage.” He adjusted the
lapels of thelong lab coat he had donned before meeting Casey. Sometimesit impressed people, but
Casey obvioudy wasn't one of them, which he proved by hisreply.

"Doctor, I've been given the task of determining whether the chemical agent was designed to cause a
delayed reaction. Perhapsthat's what the terroristsintended all dong. 1'd like copies of the medica
records of dl the children you've been testing. When can you have them ready?’ Casey had found that
gpeaking asiif there was no question that his requests would be granted was often enough to accomplish
themisson.

Bailey didn't even need to think about it. “I'm sorry. Doctors don't release confidential patient
information. Y ou should know that, Specia Agent Casey."

Casey stood up, face impassive but clearly not dissuaded. “I believe | can request the records under the
anti-terrorist statutes. | intend to do s0."

So much for cordidity, Bailey thought. “'Y ou can request them,” he said, “but that doesn't automatically
grant you access. There's aprocedure you have to go through, and I'll certainly contest it in court unless
you come up with a better reason than you have so far."

Casey stood up, gave abarely perceptible nod, and departed without another word. Goddamned
Doctors! Always act like they're fucking gods, he thought. Well, not this time. Joneswas concedling,
and heintended to find out what.

* * * %

"Oh, hi Balley!” Pat said as soon Bailey told her who it was—though she would have known anyway
from the sound of hisvoice.

"Is something wrong, Pat? Y ou sound like you're out of breath.”

"No, why—oh, sorry. I'm just breathing hard. Amber and | were playing catch. | try to get in alittle
exercise with her after school when | can.”

"Good idea. In the meantime, do you remember that FBI agent you raked over the coas?!
"I remember. | guess| wasabit sharp with him, but | didn't think | was that bad. What about him?”

"Y ou werent that bad; he'sjust insecure and takes it out others. The reason | mentioned him isthat he's
back in town, and | suspect helll be around to see you agan—yprobably without calling in advance.”

Pet was silent for amoment, running the episode in Bailey's office over in her mind. “What's he after,

Baley?"



It was histurn to become silent for amoment. “ Pat, I'm not really sure, but be very careful when you talk
tohim."

"Dol havetotdk tohimat dl?'

"Probably. Therésall kinds of obscure language in the revised Patriot Act he can useto gain access. He
asked for the medical records of dl the children who were admitted to the hospital after the attack, and |
refused. If he wants them, he's going to haveto go to court.”

"Good for you!™

"I don't know if itisor not. It may just make him even more suspicious. Anyhow, | just wanted to give
you a heads up in case he dropped by before tomorrow."

"Wll, thanks. | appreciateit, and I'll warn Amber, too."

"Do that, but better ill, tell him she hasawholelot of homework to do and can't talk more than afew
minutes. That'sif he wantsto see her. He may not; | think helll concentrate on the parents.”

"Okay. Come on over earlier than threeif you get a chance. Well be here.”
"Thanks, | may."

Pat put the phone back in its cradle and began deliberating silently about how to prepare Amber for the
probable vist by the FBI agent. Onething for certain, she knew she couldn't fool Amber with paliatives!

* * * %

Casey had better luck at the Mountain Grove primary school. He bypassed the teachers and went
directly to the principal. He had aso learned from Doctor Jonesthat in thislittle burg he probably should
use something other than adirect request when approaching authorities for persona records, especialy
those of children.

"Mrs. Schaffer, I've been empowered by the FBI to ask for certain datain relation to the terrorist attack
that I'm sure you remember. We've begun to suspect that the chemica the terrorists contaminated the
pudding with may have been intended to cause a somewhat delayed effect on the younger children. |
don't need individua records, but it would be very helpful to our investigation if you could provide a
record of achievement of these children both before and since. Just their grades, mind you, nothing else
for thetime being.” He smiled winningly, as he was capable of doing when he thought it was warranted.

The principa was more than willing since she both remembered Casey from the investigation and wasn't
being asked to provide namesto go with the grades. She was also thrilled to be a part of an FBI
investigation. She smiled back.

"Wéll, | can do that for you. We have dl of them on the computer, and they've already been categorized
through the last reporting period. Just amoment.”

The principal caled in one of her assstants and asked for the data to be downloaded into adisposable
drive before turning back to the FBI Agent.

"Isthere anything else we can do for you? That was such ahorrible experience, especidly for the
children.”

"Yes, it certainly was,” Casey agreed. “ And yes, there are acouple of other things, Mrs. Schaffer. Firgt,
I'd like this kept secret, if you will. Thisisan ongoing investigation, after dl. I'll keep you posted, of



course.”

With that statement, Mrs. Schaffer nodded and dropped her smile, trying not to appear too eager.
“Thank you. I'll do dl | canto help.”

"Fine, fine. Now the other thing, 1'd like you to talk to the teachers and ask them if they've noticed any
changein the children's behavior. Anything at al. Could you do that for us?| think you would be the best
person for the job; however, I'll be talking to some of the teachers mysdf.”

"Why surdly. Isthere anything in particular you're looking for?

Casey looked solemn, trying to appear mysterious. “Well, let's just see what you come up with, and well
talk again. How'sthat?'

"Oh, good. Y ou know, now that | think about it, anumber of children have been absent lately because of
medica gppointments according to their parents. | wonder if that has anything to do with what you're

investigating?'
"It very well could be, Mrs. Schaffer. It could be, indeed,” Casey said, thinking of the PET scans.

"How soon do you need meto talk to the teachers?"

"I'd likeit to be as soon as possible.” Hetook out hiswallet and handed her his card. “ Thishas my cdll
phone number on it. Please call me when you're ready to see me again.”

"| certainly will,” she said as Casey stood up.

They shook hands and Casey |eft; so far, he was more than satisfied with his progress. Now it wastime
to go caling, and the Morrison woman was one of thefirst on hislist. He looked forward to that
interview.

* * * %

Since talking to Casey and then Pet, Bailey had done some serious thinking and alot of research.
Saturday morning he pulled hisfiles up from the hospital computer and went over them again. He sat for
amost an hour, considering the implications of what he had discovered so far. What wouldn't adrug
deder give for someone who could tell who was an undercover narcotics agent? How far awould the
government be willing to go to induce people with ahilities like the children were showing to work for
them as customs agents, for interviewing captured terrorists—or worse, in his mind, using them to
blindside politicians of the opposing party. There were other possibilities he thought of that were even
more frightening. Findly, he decided. He couldn't do anything about the middle school children in other
areas of the country who might develop perceptive abilities, but he could certainly try to protect the ones
he felt responsiblefor. The children of Mountain Grove primary school were the ones most obvioudy
affected anyhow.

There was nothing he could do now about the PET scans, but he could certainly change the language and
the interpretations written up in his notes. He agonized over fasifying medica data, but finaly his concern
for the future of the children pushed him over the edge. He deleted al mention of mirror neurons, smply
leaving descriptions of the areas of increased activity and diminated his speculaions. If anyone who
examined them knew much about mirror neurons, the scanswould still stand out, but without a history,
no one else would become excited. Hewaswell aware that if acomputer expert examined the records
closdly, his previous notations could be brought back up, but hopefully, that wouldn't happen. In the
meantime, his actions might buy the children some extratime. He wasjust glad Mountain Grove had been
the only primary school attacked and that only young children showed the increased perceptiveness. So



far.

* k% k %

Bailey felt very cheerful as he headed toward Pat's home. It had been awhile since he had been out with
awoman more than once, and he liked her. He touched his forehead, hoping she wasn't put off by
approaching baldness because it certainly looked as if he were headed in that direction, but since she had
been out with him once before, perhaps she wasn't. After meeting her, he had begun trying some of the
hair restorative medicines and thought his hair loss had at |east dowed down.

He rang the doorbell while juggling the bottle of Chablis he had brought, hoping she wouldn't be
offended. Damn it, hetold himsdlf, one of these days you're going to have to get out of thisidiotic
shyness. Except he knew he probably wouldn't. The DNA scan during hisinternship had unfortunately
shown that he had inherited the shyness gene.

"Hi! Comeonin.” Pat smiled at him and asked, “What have you got there?” as he wa ked through the
entrance.

"l brought some Chablisto go with dinner. | hopeit's okay with you."

"Sure. Giveit to me and have a seat. Amber's over playing with JImmy right now, but shell beback ina
bit."

Bailey looked around and findly chose the smdl leather couch againgt onewadll. Behind it was atier of
bookshelves, and as he looked around, he saw another whole wall was covered with them.

"Youread alot,” he said, wincing dmost immediately at the thought of what an inane statement that was
consdering there were so many booksin this one room.

Pat smply laughed. “I had ahard time finding a house with enough built-in bookshelves. | ill want
another wall of them. Maybe when the school's insurance company settles | can afford it.”

"Sounds like me. I'm going to have to move out of my gpartment soon if | don't get rid of some books.”
Pat laughed again. “How about something to drink, if it's not too early for you."

"Not ahit. | mean, yes, thanks. Whatever you're having.”

"I have some Chablis dready open, so well save your bottle. Be back in ajiff."

Bailey's gaze followed her as she rounded the bar into the big kitchen and continued to watch her through
the opening above the bar as she stretched to collect wine glasses from a hutch. She had on well worn
jeans and adeeveless pink blouse that went well with her blond hair. She made him fed overdressed ina
jacket and dacks.

Pat brought two glasses of wine, handed one to Bailey, and sat down on the other end of the couch from
him. “Why so seriouslooking?’ she asked. “1s something wrong?*

"No. Not yet, anyway. | guess|'m just worried about the kids after that FBI agent cameto seeme.” He
didn't know whether to tell her about changing the medical records or not.

"Wdll, asfar asthat goes, so an |. He hasn't come here, by the way, though | heard someone from the
FBI wasin with the principa yesterday. | assume it was Casey unlessthere are otherslike him nosing
about."



"Hmm. Wonder what he was &fter there?”’
"No one could find out, other than it was definitely an FBI agent who visited with the principd..”
"Typical. He probably told the principa everything wastop secret.”

Pat looked at the wine shewas still holding, sipped at it, and set it on the coffee table. “ So far as Amber
goes, | wish it would stay secret. By the way, we had agood talk, and she says shelll be careful. She'sa
good girl; I'm sure shélll try. On the other hand, she dso said she can't help what she does.”

"If it'sthe mirror neurons responsible, which iswhat | believe, she can't stop. It would be liketrying to
stop hersdlf from breathing. However, | do hope you told her to keep anything she learnsto hersdlf.”

"l did, and she said she would. | gave her permission to talk to you though.”
Bailey was humbled by her trust in him, and that made the decison to tell her what he had done easy.

When he wasfinished, Pat did over and took hisfacein her hands. She kissed him thoroughly and said
“Thank you, Bailey. Yourisked alot for thekids."

Bailey took her hands and held them. “Pat, I..."
"Why don't you kiss her again, slly. That'swhat you want to do, isn't it?"

Startled, both of them turned to the door that led into the back way in through the garage. Amber was
ganding there, grinning mischievoudy.



CHAPTER EIGHT

The door bell rang just asthey were finishing dinner. Pat had made grilled chicken breasts with twice
baked potatoes, one of Amber's favorite meals. She was pleased to see that Bailey had cleaned his plate.

"Now who can that be?’ Pat wondered. It was il early; she had gone ahead with dinner after deciding
they had both consumed enough wine. Still upright, despite the multiple glasses of wine, she did away
from the table and went to the door. She pulled it open and, despite Bailey'swarning that Casey might
want to see her again, couldn't help being startled.

"What do you want?’ she blurted out before thinking.

Casey displayed his credentids. “Mrs. Morrison, the FBI has reopened the investigation into the terror
attack which involved your child. | need to spesk to you, please.”

IIWMI
"May | comein?'

Pat debated amoment and findly decided that it might be better to get it over with while Bailey was
present. “Alright, but don't take long. | have company.”

As soon as Casey saw Bailey standing in the living room, he felt the welcome tickle of power over
another person welling up insde. Now he had additional leverage with the doctor. “Wéll, fancy seeing
you again,” he said as he cameinto the living room where Bailey was standing.

"Hello, Casey,” Bailey said and I€ft it at that. He didn't know whether to stay or offer to go.

"Sit down,” Pat said to Casey. She decided not to offer the agent anything to drink, even though Bailey
had aglass of wine from dinner in hishand. “Why don't you stay for this, Bailey. Please?'

"Alright.” Bailey sat down next to Pat.

Bailey suspected that Casey adready had arecorder going even though he hadn't mentioned it, as he was
sureregulaionsmugt cal for.

"Mrs. Morrison, without going into specifics, I—the FBI, that is, has evidence that some changes have
taken placein the children exposed to the agent used in the attack on Amber's schoal. I'd like to ask you
about it, if | may."

"You can ask,” Pat said, her expression tense.

"Very wdl. Have her gradesimproved or changed in any way over thelast Sx months?’
"Amber's grades have always been good.”

"Has her behavior changed any at al that you've noticed?"

"Amber has aways been well behaved.”

Casey's expression went from friendly to threatening as he began to understand that the woman wasn't
going to tell him anything. However, he knew the kids had changed. He had dready talked to severa
teachers Friday evening and this morning. One of them, NoraLarkin, had given him alot of information.



“That doesn't agree with what 1've learned from some of the school authorities and othersinvolved with
the children.”

"Amber isfine. She hasn't changed.”

"Perhaps you'll be ableto tell mewhy Doctor Jones ordered a PET scan on Amber then. Aswell as
many more of the children.”

"Y ou'd have to ask Doctor Jones about that,” Pat said. She wasn't about to give this man anything, no
matter what he said.

"I have. However, heis hiding behind medica confidentidity, and if I'm not mistaken, skating rather close
to the ethical line by consorting with a patient's parent.” He let them both absorb that bit of input before
continuing confidently. “ Suppose you bring Amber in and let metalk to her for afew minutes.”

Pat felt her pulse beginning to pound. Now what? she thought. Can he compel Amber to speak to
him? And if he can't, will he blackmail her into it by threatening to tell everyone at the hospital
that Bailey is seeing me? Shedidn't think there was anything obvioudy unethica about the arrangement,
but—

"l don't want to talk to you. Y ou'reabad man,” Amber exclaimed loudly as she came into the room.
Bailey was amused but tried not to show it. Thelittle scamp had been hiding and listening!

Pat motioned to Amber and when she cameto her, surrounded thelittle girl with both arms.

"I'm not bad, Amber,” Casey said and realized he was frowning.

"Yes, you arel” Amber said adamantly. “Y ou want to do bad thingsto me! | saw you at school looking
at thegirls. Y ou wanted to do bad things to them, too!"

Casey's face turned bright red. How had the little devil known that? By God, there was something
strange going on herel

Bailey cleared histhroat until he had everyone's attention and said “ As Mrs. Morrison'sand Amber's
physcian, | believethisinterview is causng them undue sress. | think it'stimeto terminateit.”

Amber had stared at Casey for afew long moments and buried her head in Pat's bosom.

"l can compel cooperation, you know,” Casey said, regaining his composure though still thinking furioudy
about what Amber had blurted out.

"Y ou're not going to talk to Amber without a court order,” Pat said firmly. “Now, pleaseleave. You're
upsetting my daughter.”

"I'll be back,” Casey said. He got to hisfeet and left without another word.

Amber didn't raise her head until she heard the door close behind him. Then she said “Mom, heredlly
does do bad thingsto girls. | don't want to talk to him!” Tears gathered in her eyes, ready to spill over a
any moment.

Pet hugged her. “Don't worry, baby. WElI take care of you.” She spoke the words while staring over
Amber's head at Bailey with fear-stricken eyes.

Bailey nodded and gave her areassuring smile, dl the while considering Amber's outburst. Could there



be something to what she said? Something more than daydreaming on Casey's part? he wondered.
Bailey knew as a psychologist that some men and women might desire sex with underage girls or boys
but never carry it any further than fantasies. Just on the chance, though ... “ Amber, if what you said about
Mister Casey istrue, maybe | have away to find out.”

"Heisbad,” Amber inssted.
"I believeyou,” Bailey told her, “but I'll have to dig up proof."
"Can you do that?’ Pat asked.

"Maybe, but don't ask. Better for you not to know.” Silently, he hoped he could find something out
before Casey went to the hospital administrator or his chief and told about him seeing Pat while, ina
sense, having Amber as a patient.

Amber was aready over her momentary trauma. “I bet I'll know,” Doctor Bailey."

Bailey stood up and smiled at her. “I'll bet you will too, Amber, but don't tell anyoneif you find out.
Okay?'

"Canl tdl Mom?
"Oh, sure. You cantdl her or me everything. Just no one ese. Other bad men might want to know."
"Okay, | won't,” Amber said, nodding her head.

Bailey grinned at her and Pat. “ That spot about being your physician just popped out asaway to get rid
of him, Pa."

"That'sal right; it did the trick. "

"I think Amber had something to do with him leaving, too. Listen, I'm sorry to rush off, but now | redly
do need to get home and get to work on alittle project this brought up. I might be able to confirm what
Amber said if | get lucky. In the meantime, if Casey or anyone e se bothersyou, cal meimmediatdly.”

Pat walked with him to the door. Seeing that he was hesitant and knowing that Amber was watching
couldn't stop her; she put her arms around his neck and pulled hislips down to hers. He would probably
have shuffled his feet and shook my hand if | waited on him to make a move, she thought. Once
started, however, she found no complaints with the way he kissed. Shy or not, he must have had some
very good experience sometimein the past.

* * * %

Bailey drove back to his gpartment in somewhat of a daze, remembering the kissal theway. Pat made
him fed wonderful, asif he could solve any problem he cared to take on, and he intended to do his
damnedest to try getting the FBI out of their lives—and that included the rest of the children—before this
went any further.

As soon as he shucked his jacket, he went directly for the phone. He had to look up the number; he
hadn't talked to Wanda Greenleigh in along time. They had lived together during their last two years of
medica schooal, but once their internships took them to different cities, they had gradudly drifted gpart.
He still thought well of her, and Wandawas dways ready to talk on the rare occasions he called even
though they were no longer romantically involved.

Once through the greeting and rehashing of afew old times, he got into the real reason he had called.



“Wanda, | have abig problem. Remember the terrorist attack | told you about? Uh huh. Now I've turned
up afew anomaliesin the children who were hospitalized, and there's a certain FBI agent who's giving me
and the mother of one of the children ahard time. Could | get you to run apersond search on him?"

"Gosh, Bailey! The FBI? No way I'm going to hack into FBI files. I'm good, but not good enough to risk
getting away with something like thet!™

"Not the FBI files; | wouldn't ask you to go that far. All | want is persond data.on him, maybe something
nefarious he's been up to."

"Likewhat?'
"Possbly fooling around with underage girls.”

"Oh, redly! That paintsadifferent picture. | hate those bastards. Y eah, I'll doit. If he's one of those, I'll
find out! How soon do you need it?"

"Assoon aspossible, Wanda. I, uh..."
"Wanda's laugh cametinkling into hisear. “1 bet you'reinvolved with her mother, Balley. Right?"
"Well, | want to be. | likethelittlegirl, too."

"Alright, give methefull name of the agent, where he lives, and anything ese you know about him. Also,
give methe exact time of theterrorigt attack. |'ve forgotten.”

Bailey told her everything he could think of, including Little Rock as Casey's home base and probable
residence.

"Okay, I'll get on it right away. I've got your home number, but give me your cdl, too. I'm working in
research now, same place. Sanford Labs. Y ou can call methereif you need meimmediatley and I'm not
answering my phone at home. | work late sometimes.”

"Greet. Wanda, youreabig help,” Bailey said. They exchanged information, and by thetimethey said
good bye, he felt much better. Wanda was a computer whiz and had hung around with some very
experienced hackersfor awhile, but shedid it just for fun. Only as a secondary thought did he redize
that if Wandadid find that Casey was guilty of the very thing Amber said hewas, it would aso be
resounding proof that a profound change had taken place in the brains of the children.

It was late Sunday night, nearly eeven, before she called him back. The ringing phone woke him
ingtantly, aresponseingrained into him by years of medica practice.

"Bailey?Y ou awake?"
"Now | am,” he laughed, recognizing Wandas voice.
"Isyour computer on?"

"No, but | can fix that in just aminute. Hold on.” He did hisfeet into house shoes and headed to the
gpare bedroom that he used as an office. As soon as he was inside, he punched the on button of his
compuiter. “Okay, | just turned it on. It sounds like you found something.”

"You bet | did! Give me your email address again, just to be sure.”

Bailey read it off to her.



"Okay, got it. Boy, what ascumbag. | wish | could tell the FBI how | found out al this stuff about your

"Asbad asthat?'

"Uh huh. I'm going to download abunch of datafor you, and it'll also have linkswhere you can find
more. | hopeyou gtick it to him, Bailey. Thereésno curefor those mongters.”

"I'll sseewhat | can do. Thanks, Wanda. This might be enough to prevent areal tragedy. I'll tell you about
it someday if | can.”

"Great. G'night, Bailey. I'm going to bed. | haven't dept much since | talked to you."



CHAPTER NINE

Bailey only had to look at a small amount of the materid Wanda sent him to see that Amber had been
right—and that was al he wanted to ook at. Sean Casey was indeed a bad man, and there was no
possible question he did bad thingsto little girls, just as Amber had said. He wrote down the links and
closed down the computer.

Back in the bedroom, he took out the card with Casey's number on it and dided. He didn't give adamn
what timeit was.

It took severa rings before Casey's deepy voice answered.

"Casey, thisis Doctor Jones,” Bailey said.

"That's Specia Agent Casey, Doctor. Please remember it in the future. Now what in hell do you want?'
"Child molester Casey might be amore appropriatetitle for. Are you interested now?"

"You're afool Jones. No one would ever believe what an eight-year-old girls says, especidly without
proof. It's not true anyway."

Bailey gritted histeeth. He hated confrontations, but the memory of Amber's frightened gaze pushed him
on. “1 havethe proof Casey. Let meread afew linksfor you and seeif any of them jog your memory.”
He recited the Internet addresses of Casey's contacts and also thetitle of the files on Casey's computer
that Wanda had somehow hacked into.

For along moment there was dead silence on the other end of theline. Finally, Casey answered. “What
do you want, Jones?"'

Bailey had been thinking about it. “First off, you're not to say a damn word to anyone at the hospital
about me seeing Pat Morrison on my own time. Not that there's anything wrong with it, but | don't need
complicationsright now."

"I've dready talked to the hospital administrator.”

"Goddamnit,” Bailey cursed, genuinely angry, which was an emotion he didn't allow often. He turned that
scenario over in hismind for amoment, and when Casey added nothing to hisremark, decided there was
only onething to do. “Then | suggest you call him back Monday morning and tell him you made a
grievous error and that it wasn't me after dl.”

"What els=?'

"Drop thisinvestigation, Casey. There's nothing here that threstens national security. Just drop it and go
avay."

"Isthet al?"

"One morething. | have someone watching you, and | have copies of the fileswe downloaded in asafe
place. I'd suggest you stick with females nearer to your own agein the future. Clear?”

"I'm not admitting anything, you bastard. What else?"
"That'sal. Good night, you pervert.” Bailey hung up the phone. Hefdlt the tremor in hishand and a



lightheadedness from talking down the FBI agent. He wished mightily that he could turn the maninto
authorities, but it was better to have something to hold over hishead. He knew this sort of thing was
likely to come up again. With the talents the children were developing, it was inevitable. He eased his
conscious somewhat with the knowledge that he had put a stop to Casey's predations, at least for now.

* k k %

Sean Casey raged with hatred, but knew there wasllittle he could do about Jones. Not now. The best he
could hope for wasthat his private habits wouldn't be exposed to the world. An FBI agent wouldn't last
any longer than the first venture into the exercise yard at aprison, and if he didn't go there, other means
would be found to dispose of him. On the other hand, he knew Jones wasn't about to reveal anything. He
would keep quiet in order to preserve his relationship with the Morrison woman and her daughter and in
order to keep ahold on him. Damn the man. Damn the little devil bitch. What he wouldn't give to have
her in aroom alone. HE'd show her bad things, but they wouldn't be bad to him. Not at al.

For therest of the night, Casey remained awake trying to figure out afuture course of action. He had the
analysis of report cards, showing aclear uptick in grades of the young children. He had records of his
interviews with other teachers, Larkin in particular. Those kids were devel oping peculiar talents. Just ook
how that little girl pinned him down just by looking at him a couple of times! He had records of the whole
investigation on file, including the formula of the chemical the kids had ingested. Someone ought to be
ableto use hisinformation. It wasjust amatter of finding the right people.

In the meantime, he intended to toss his computer into adump somewhere and get rid of al referencesto
the sites and correspondence where he had been involved. There was one other thing he could do, too.
Bailey apparently wasn't aware of just how devioudy digita data could be manipulated nowadays. It
would cost him, but he intended to have al the digital records and photos of the few times he had been
recorded in action changed so that it would look like the pictures had been a set up—an attempt to
interpose hisface with falseimages. Then, evenif Bailey did have downloads, he could at least counter
them with some others. It wasn't an elegant solution, but it was the best he could do. He realized now
that he had been afoal to ever alow the imagesto be recorded—and even more of afool to exchange
correspondence with afew sdected individuaslike himself.

When daylight findly arrived, he decided there was one other person to see before leaving this hick city.
NoraLarkin, the shrewish teacher he had talked to before. She had been redlly cooperative and he
wanted to wring the lagt little bit of information he could out of her before going back to Little Rock. He
had no doubt she would speak fredy. She didiked the children who had been hospitaized, and like him,
suspected there was more to them than met the eye.

* * * %

"But Sir, | don't see the problem. Y ou said that FBI agent called back and told you it was a case of
mistaken identity. Besides, Ms. Morrison removed Amber from the study before | saw her."

By the time Bailey got the message to report to the hospital administrator's office Monday morning, he
had already decided to admit seeing Pat, especidly asit gppeared she wanted the relationship to
continue.

"But you did meet her away from the hospitd, didn't you?’ Robert Clayton, the hospital administrator
asked with raised brows.

"Of course, though as yet it's nothing much. And for al | know she may be seeing someone else besides
me. | should point out, though, that we're both single and both adults.”

"Wadll, just be careful, Doctor Jones, Clayton said dubioudy. “Thisisasmal city; we have to watch



oursalves more closely than we would esewhere. Now, tell me how the study isgoing aslong asyou're
here"

"The children are dl doing fine, Mister Clayton, and we don't have to worry about the expensethistime;
the school'sinsurance company is covering the costs.”

"That's good, but | still want to be notified of any unusua developments, Doctor Jones, especidly vidts
from the FBI. We have to cooperate with the government. A lot of our funding comes from them, after
al”

"Sad but true,” Bailey commiserated, glad to get off the subject of the children for the time being though
he knew there were bound to be more questions raised as they matured.

For the next few minutes, he listened to Clayton'staes of problems running the hospital, merely having to
nod and agree with him every minute or two. Hewasfindly dismissed in acordia air of good fellowship.

Bailey could hardly wait to call Pet, but he decided to postpone it until she had time to get home from
school; he remembered aremark she had made about how casud calls disrupted classes and how she
routingly turned her cdll phone over to vibratein class. When the time findly came, he was dmost
bubbling over with the news. As soon as she answered, he began.

"Pat, Casey had reported our, uh, relationship to the administrator, but | got acal from afriend late last
night that gave me enough evidence to get him to retract. Oh yes, if anyone asks, you removed Amber
from the study. Okay? And—"

Pat laughed. “Whoal Soundslikewe have alot to talk about. If you're free, why don't you pick up some
takeout and come by about six or so and tell me everything? I'll try to have al my papers graded by
then."

Bailey didn't have to be asked twice. “What kind of food?"
"Just get somefried chicken. That's always good.”

* k% k %

The chicken, rolls, and potato salad had been the fare of the evening; the empty paper containers and
greasy napkinswere proof enough of that, and after dinner, Pat and Bailey were in the den with coffee
while Amber drank ice tea. Pat had indsted that Amber be present while Bailey told her of the latest
developments, and he had not objected. After going over dl he could think of, he wrapped it up with his
reasons for changing the records.

"I'm just worried about the kids. If the public knew what was happening with them now, thered be a
mediafrenzy. I'm aso worried about not only the government, but other ingtitutions getting interested in
them. | take my real notes directly to a disposable drive and bring it home and store on my own
compuiter. | fed guilty inaway for not entering al the data on their medical records, but I'm more
concerned about the safety of the kids than my professiond reputation.”

"Bailey, I'mjust glad it was you and not someone &' se who caught on to the changesin the kids. We can
trust you to do what'sright.”

"I wish my dad would worry about me,” Amber said forlornly.

Bailey's heart went out to the child. She was caught up in an experience that she redlly wasn't mature
enough to handle, yet shewasdoing it very well.



"He never vigtsor cdls,” Pat sad.

"Well, | guess| could serve as asubstitute dad for you Amber, if you want meto. | worry about you,
and | carewhat happens.” Immediately after he had spoken, he lowered his gaze, redizing how that
might have sounded, asif he were trying to force himsdf into the family, but when he looked up, Pat and
Amber were both smiling a him. His heart melted again.

Amber came over and sat beside him on the couch. She looked up at him, her brown eyes appearing too
big for her face. Shetook hishand and twisted her two little ones around it. “'Y ou would be agood
daddy,” she said gravely. “I cantell. And | won't let nobody know * bout us.”

Bailey felt tears gathering and brushed at his eyes. He didn't know exactly what lay in the future, but he
knew with amost absolute certainty that trouble lay down the road, and he knew he would do dl he
could to protect thisyoung girl. And her mother. And the other children. Amber nodded her head in
agreement with his ungpoken intentions and suddenly hugged him.

Once Amber wasin bed and adeep, talk trailed off, and theinvitation in Pat's eyes and mannerisms
became so obvious that even Bailey couldn't mistakeit. Hetook her in hisarms. They kissed along time.
He stroked her back and the indentation of her waist, and, eventualy, his hand strayed to her breast. Pat
finaly broke the embrace and said breathlesdy “Bailey, please, let'sgo to bed.”

Bailey let her lead him to the bedroom where she kissed him again.
"Get in bed. I'll be back inaminute,” Pat said. She disappeared into the bathroom.

A few minutes later, she did under the covers and snuggled up next to him, her body soft and sensuous
beneath the flimsy covering of her negligee. Before long, even that ceased to be abarrier.



BOOK TWO
CHAPTERTEN

Amber realized she was pretty and that was part of the problem. She was severd months short of her
thirteenth birthday, but it was aready apparent that she would be somewhat taller than her mother. It was
aso obviousthat she had inherited the genes that would give her afigure like her mother, dim and nicely
curved with generous breasts. Already her breasts were larger than dl but avery few of the other girls
her age, and that presented problems, too. Because of her gift, she could tell how nearly dl the boys
wanted to have sex with her, but the intentions of many of them were very vague about details. Others
had more definiteideas, and it was those she didiked. Ther intentions were cruddly sexua and not much
dse

Amber tried to remember her mother's advice. Interest in sex was a natural part of growing up, but
despite al the talks with Mom and Bailey about how her “taent” worked, she till hadn't redlized how
eadly shewould be ableto perceive the lustful yearning of boys. Even acouple of girls had looked at her
that way, much to her surprise. She redlized she hadn't been prepared for the whole experience, the shift
from primary to middle school where some of the boys were two years older, experienced, and had very
definite ideas about what they wanted. The subject was dmost dways on her mind and had begun to
affect her studies. Her grades, once perfect, had begun to dip alittle. She knew other girlsin “the group,”
the same oneswho had been in the first three grades of primary school when the terror attack happened,
were having problems, too. She had been in the second then, what seemed like an eternity ago from the
lofty vantage point of asixth grader.

There was also agreat divide between the students who had grown up in town and those who had
transferred in after the attack. The new ones couldn't compete. They couldn't know what teachers
intended to ask on quizzes and tests; they giggled over boys and didn't know, like the girls of the group
did, how blatantly sexua their thoughts were, which girlsthey wereinterested in, and what they thought
about individua girls. Amber thought of those classmates as amost like members of a separate species,
unaware of dl theinnuendo, intentions, and deviousness that went on right in front of their eyes. It made
her sad, too, and she felt sorry for them. On the other hand, some days she thought wistfully that it would
beniceif she didn't know quite so much.

Even Immy who ill lived next door, sweet and caring as he was, couldn't avoid thinking of her asagirl,
an object of desire. Not always, but sometimes. He liked other things about her though, and that made it
better. She smiled to hersdlf, thinking of the few timesthey had kissed. If she ever decided to have sex,
she thought it might be with him. At least they were the same type of people, though Jmmy's father
wasn't as understanding as Bailey was, nor was his mother. To befair though, she didn't think anyone
could be asniceasMom and Bailey. They never lied to her or tried to avoid sengtive subjects like sex
and how some of the teachers didn't like them. Bailey was dmost like afather; in fact, he wasfar better
than some fathers the other kidstold her about.

The teachers were getting to be ared problem, especidly for her, Immy and Jeannie. The three of them
had begun to redlize this year that they were more perceptive than others of the group—sometimes much
more perceptive, and they didn't know why. Even the change in schools hadn't helped much because the
primary school teachers put everything on their records, which followed them when they graduated. Mrs.
Larkin wastheworst. Amber could still practically feel the didike the teacher held for them overflowing
her mind when they werein her class or passing her in the hall. She trandated her thoughtsinto action,
too, speaking negatively about them to other teachers. She had taught the group only three years until the
first graders passed on to the fourth grade. That was enough, though, and unfortunately, she had



accepted atransfer to middle school and was teaching a Language Arts class. Already, she was grading
her former third graderswith aheavy hand, especialy in composition. She must be talking about them,
too. Amber had caught the same attitudes that Mrs. Larkin held in some of her other teachers. They
looked at her and the otherslike her asif they were active cheaters and had to be watched constantly.

Amber sighed and blinked as the fina period bell rang. As she gathered her computer and other
materids, she decided to ask Mom and Bailey what to do. It wasn't like she or the others could turn their
ability on and off likealight bulb. It wasjust there, like vison and hearing, and now she and Jmmy and
Jeannie were even beginning to fed alittle different from the rest of the group in amanner she wasntt
quite sure of yet. She remembered afew days before when one of the girlswho hadn't been around for
the terror attack asked her point blank if she could read minds. Amber had laughed asif it was abig joke
and said of course not; if she could read minds, she would know whether or not Henry Kdller, that cute
eighth grader, wasinterested in her. After that, she changed the subject as Bailey and Mom suggested
she do when questions like that came up. She didn't mention that she knew Henry was more than
interested or that she wasn't. He had been in the fourth grade when the attack occurred and showed
some of the younger one's abilities but not enough to make him apart of their group. Besides, he might
be good looking on the surface, but inside he was gross. The thing was that she and Jmmy and Jeannie
knew more about Henry than the others of their group, but she didn't know why that should be.

There was something el se she had noticed that she didn't like. Some of the other kids of the group,
especidly the boys, were beginning to act brazenly with their ability to sense intentions and attitudes.
They were taking advantage of girls, excelling in contact ports, even as sixth graders because they could
judge intentions, chesting in class by watching nearby students' attitudes. A few had even learned they
could commit larceny with near impunity. Even when caught, they could tell amost exactly what the
authorities knew and didn't know, what they intended to ask, and when they what kind of answersthey
would be satisfied with. The ability allowed them to wiggle out of amost any accusation. Even worse was
one boy who had begun to peddle stolen prescription drugs. He knew he wouldn't have to worry about
undercover policemen around the school; he would know them amost immediately and not do business
around them.

"You act like you'rein adaze, Amber. What'swrong?’ Jeannie Burger, her best friend, asked as she
joined her inthe hall. Like Amber, she was wearing jeans and a short seeved blouse over a halter top.
The top and bottom two buttons were unfastened, as the current style called for.

"Oh, you know. Mrs. Larkin thinks were cheating. | guesswe're going to have to deliberately flunk some
teststo get her off our case.”

Jeannie frowned, the lines on her young face making her look older and still more attractive than she
already was. She was dmost as devel oped as Amber, and some boys thought she was prettier because
of her long blond hair and expensive clothes. Amber thought her one red fault was her ingbility to refrain
from teasing boys. She could sense their intentions and stymie them so easily, and she had fun doing it.

"Wdl, I'm not going to put down any wrong answers just to make the old creeper happy. | can't hdp it if
| get hunches about what she's going to ask on atest and neither can you. It's not our fault.”

"No, but Mom says we shouldn't let other people know or even guess. Bailey says o, too, and you
know he'sapsychologist.”

"| guessyou'reright,” Jeannie conceded. “ But you're lucky. Y our parentstalk to you. My mom and dad
are 0 busy | hardly ever seethem.” It was afamiliar lament with Jeannie.

"I guessweredl lucky Bailey isinterested in us. He talks to everyone's parents when they get worried.”



Amber had asudden thought. “Y ou know, if you run into problems, you can dwaystak to my mom and
Bailey. You don't haveto tell your folks about it. Some of the other kidsin the group have. They won't
embarrassyou or tell you that you're on the skids. They understand.”

"You'relucky,” Jeannie said again. “ Anyhow, what difference would it make? The teacherskind of know
anyway."

"Uh huh, but they can't proveit. Bailey saysif they could, we might be locked up somewhere and
experimented on. He and Mom are like worry bandits over al of us, especialy about what crooks might
doif they knew about us.”

"It must be nice to have someone to worry,” Jeannie said wistfully as they passed through the main
entrance to the sdewak outsde. “Maybe | will cometak to your mom and Bailey. They're sugared and
creamed. Jmmy thinks so, too."

"Yegh. |—"

A shrill wolf whistle interrupted their conversation. Amber didn't even have to look to know who it was.
Jordan Rhieman, abig eighth grade boy who studied just enough to avoid failing. He concentrated much
more on girlsand thewild, off-begt jitterswing music vids just now becoming popular.

Amber and Jeanine both ignored him. To them, he broadcasted his thoughts amost as crudely asamovie
villain, and they were blatantly sexud. If shelooked around, Amber knew she would get an impression of
him forming images of hersaf and Jeannie as naked as the pornographic images passed around on
phones and computers. She didn't look, but Jeannie did and turned quickly away.

"He comeson likeafreight train,” she said, even though she was curious about what it would be like to
bewith him. “Helikesto get girlsalone. | cantell. Evenif | couldn't, Annie told me he popped a button
on her blouse when shewouldn't Iet him get hishand insgde her bra.”

"Stay away from him. He'sarea broke rock,” Amber warned. “ And dumb besides.” She had been
cornered by Jordy recently between classes at abend in the hall, and she had to stomp hisfoot to get out
of hisclutches. Apparently, it hadn't dissuaded him abit. Amber wondered if she would have to use more
of the techniques she waslearning in the martia arts classes she had been attending twice aweek for the
year long with Immy and afew others of the group. Bailey had suggested it when she was eleven and
her breasts first began to swell. She smiled thinking of how protective he and her mom were, but she was
glad. They didn't make abig thing of it, and they ways gave reasonsfor anything they did.

"Hey Mday! Wait up!"

Amber turned at the dang hail and stopped, her facelit up in asmile as she recognized Immie'svoice.
He joined them amoment later, hisdark hair even more touded than usua. Amber reached up and tried
to brush it into place. It stubbornly ressted her efforts, as she knew it would, but she felt asudden
impulse to touch someone nice like Jmmy after being subjected to Jordy's unwel come attention.

"Aw, Amber, you know my hair won't stay in place. Mom saysit'slike I'm fertilizing it.” Hefel in step
with the girls as they continued the walk home, only atwo block trip now that they werein middle
school.

"I likeit,” she assured him and was rewarded with a pleased expression and anotion that he wanted to
kiss her again. Amber took his hand and walked in step with him, having to lengthen her strides to keep
up with him for amoment. He sensed dmost immediatdly that he was waking too quickly and dowed
down.



"I'll seeyou twinkslater,” Jeannie said as she turned off toward her home at the first intersection.

Jmmy waved a her and turned immediately to Amber. “Isthat Jordy cregper bothering you and Jeannie
again?’ Hisface had logt itsusud cheerful countenance. “If heis, I'll hurt him.”

"It'sokay, Jmmy."
"No, it'snot. He'sabrokerock. If he tries anything with you, let me know, and I'll tosshimin the trash.”

Amber squeezed hishand. “1 can handle him,” she said, wondering if it were true. He was not only big
for his age but had once been held back a grade, so was ayear older than the other eighth graders.

"You aure?'

"If I can', I'll giveyou atrace. Remember what Bailey says. It's better not to attract the insects. They'll
dart gnawing on us."

"Jugt don't wait too long,” Jmmy said balefully, concern written as plainly on hisface and aseesily
readabl e as seventy-two point font on a blank screen.

"I won't,” she said. Onimpulse, she stopped walking. She reached up to his neck and pulled hisface
down. Shekissed him on the lips and smiled at how pleased he was by her action. “Seeyou later. I've
got acargo plane of homework tonight, including somefor the L creeper.”

"I'mglad | don't have her,” Jimmy remarked. “ Trace melater.” He waved and cut acrosstheyard to his
own house.

* * % %

Bailey smiled at Amber as she skipped inside. Every time he saw her, he thought how quickly shewas
growing up and what bright, beautiful young woman shewas turning into. He didn't try to conced his
pridein her, knowing she was already aware of it. He had even adjusted his own hours so he could be
home when she returned from school. He never had liked theideaof “latch-key” kids. “Hello, Lumpkin.
Y ou look happy.”

"Hi, Bailey. | am, or | guess| would be, if old—I mean if Mrs. Larkin wouldn't be so hard on uskids."
Bailey grinned at her dip in dmost calling the teacher “Old Lady Larkin, or perhaps something worse.”

Amber returned it knowing full well that he knew what she had wanted to say, but Bailey and Mom were
drict about epithets. He dso knew when she said “uskids’ it meant the specid group, the first through
third graders who had been exposed to the terrorist chemical more than four years ago.

"l wish | could do something about her, Lumpkin, but there isn't. Just try not to give her any reason to
talk about you, and pass that on to the other kids, too. We've got to keep alow profile.”

Amber dropped her books on the coffee table and went to give Bailey ahug before picking them back
up and going to her room. She liked to get her homework out of the way first thing and be done withiit.

Bailey remained seated in hisbig easy chair and thought about how the last four years had gone.

He and Pat had married six months after first goending the night together. Sometimes he wondered how
he had gotten so lucky. They didn't seem to argue like the mgjority of couplesdid, nor did they have
differing ideas on how to raise Amber. He didn't think it was Smply because hewas aphysician or a
psychologist. So far as he could tell, it was just pure compatibility. They had decided on another child,



but so far, Pat had failed to conceive. In the meantime, the group of kids he till felt responsible for
continued to draw them ever closer as Amber grew up. With every day that passed, he and Pat could
see how sharp her perceptive ability was and how it was continuing to devel op. Besides that, the parents
of the other children had gradualy begun consulting him when problems with their youngsters came up.
He charged those who were well able to pay and saw the others a a discount or free. He and Pat had no
real need of extramoney what with her settlement from the school'sinsurer over theterrorist incident and
hisinheritance from hisremaining parent, which he recieved shortly after they married.

He continued to worry about the group. Amber was coming aong fine, with even fewer problemsthan
girls nearing the teenage years usudly displayed. He thought it was partly because her ability had
contributed to attaining ameaturity beyond her years. In fact, Amber had become a conduit to the other
kids. Shedidn't mind talking about them, and hersdlf, at dl. For years, events had progressed with little
problem other than afew teachers who were suspicious of the group but didn't quite know why.
Fortunately, they didn't believe Larkin's story about mind readers, even untrue asit was, and, so far, he
had heard nothing else from the FBI or from Casey. However, recently, he had begun worrying again.
Thekids were growing up, and afew were dready acting in amanner that he and Pat both thought was
endangering them dl. Already, severa distraught parents had called him the last few months.



CHAPTER ELEVEN

Amber was gtill in her room doing homework when Pat arrived nearly two hourslater. Bailey got up to
kiss her and noticed immediately that something waswrong. She had smiled at him, but it wasn't the kind
heloved, the big, enriching smile she usualy wore when seeing him first thing in the morning and in the
evening after work.

Bailey kissed her gently and held her againgt him amoment before asking “What's wrong sweetheart?
Bad day?'

"Y es. Do we have anything in the house to drink other than wine? | think | need one today. Thank God
it'sFriday."

"We have some bourbon. Put your things away, and I'll fix somefor us."

Bailey poured the liquor over ice cubesin acouple of short glasses and added a bit of water to each. He
handed Pat one when she came back into the living room and sat down with her on the couch.

"Is Amber home from school 7'
"She'sin her room doing her homework so shelll have the weekend free. Smart girl.”

"I wish more of her classmates would get into the habit, but never mind that.” Pat took abig sip of the
bourbon. Her expression hardened.

"Larkin again?’ Bailey guessed.

"Yes. That ... bitch! Sorry, but | don't know any other way to describe her. She's more of amenace to
the school systemn than paliticians running for redection.”

Balley had tolaugh. “Asbad astha?

"Every bit. Do you now what she did now?’ The question was purely rhetoricd, for she answered it
hersdf. “ She got me aside and accused Amber of cheating and reading her mind; she says she hasthe
devil in her. Shethinks other of the kids can do it, too, and that they're al devil-spawned fiends! Can you
believeit? And worst of al, she says she's going to do something about it."

Bailey had been scared of something like this happening. Larkin had voiced her suspicionsin the past but
never so stridently. Perhaps she thought she had more leeway now that she had announced her retirement
plans. “Maybe we ought to suggest to the school board that she's mentaly ill."

Pet laughed harshly and drank more of her bourbon and water. “We wouldn't be believed because she's
in cahootswith the principd, that Schaffer woman who thinks she knows everything. Neither of them are
supid, Bailey, and they're too damn smart to go public with the mind reading bit. But Larkin savesup
examples and tells the other teachers and Schaffer about them. | think she's actually convinced acouple
of themthat it'strue.

"What—mind reader or cheat?"

"Both. All | can say isthat it'sagood thing she'sretiring next year, or | might be tempted to ask Amber
to find out what's redly on her mind."

"Do you think she knows?"



"Of course she does, Bailey, but she'sagood girl. Weve taught her to keep knowledge like that to
hersdf. Thething is, she's getting better and better at perceiving intentions and attitudes, so are immy
and her friend Jeannie, for that matter.”

"I've noticed it with her and Immy. | haven't seen Jeannie lately.”

" She's been here when you were gone the last couple of times, but | see her dl the time. Remember, |
have her in one of my classes. Bailey, what are we going to do?"

"Do about what?" Amber asked as she came into the room with aglass of iced tea. She searched Pat
and Bailey'sfaces and her chearful expression vanished. “Oh. Mrs, Larkin."

"Yes, Mrs. Larkin,” Pat said, knowing it was useless to try keeping the information to hersdlf. “ She's
causing problemsagain.”

"Mom, | could tell you somethings about her that...” Amber broke off as she saw that neither her mother
nor Bailey wanted her to continue. “1'm sorry. | know I'm not supposed to tell on people, but Mom,
she's mean!”

"I know sheis, baby, but we don't want to let her drag us down to her level.”

"Y ou kids have to be careful. 1t could get to be ahabit, holding aperson's private life over their head like
blackmail,” Bailey added. “ So far, most of you have done well, and we're proud of you."

"Youdid it with that awful FBI agent, Bailey,” Amber reminded him.

"Y es, but what he was doing was horrible and highly illegd. Besides, | did it moreto protect you kids
from harm than for mysdlf or Pat. Isthere anything Mrs. Larkinisdoing thet'sillegd?"

"Not that | know of,” Amber conceded after amoment's thought. “Nothing serious, anyway.” She came
over and sat down beside her mother on the couch, leaning forward so that she could look past her at
Bailey. “I'm sorry to be dragging her, but sheis making trouble. She's even been going to Mrs. Schaffer
about us. | wish her and Mrs. Schaffer had stayed at the primary school, like Mrs. Gomez did.” She
looked thoughtful for amoment. “ Some of the boys in the group are making trouble, too. Even afew of
thegirls™

Bailey 9ghed. He started to comment, but Amber interrupted. “Oh, golly, | must have had an EC
moment. | forgot—Mrs. Larkin told one of the other kids the FBI was going to investigate us again, and |
think it'sthet ... that Casey man she was ramping her B-cdlsover. | thought he was dl taken care of .

"Oh, damn,” Balley sad. “| take it EC meansan eder citizen moment and by ramping her B-cdlsyou
mean brain cdls, asin she was using them to think of him?”"

Amber grinned, remembering how Mom had given her abook to read on how young peopl€e's dang
sometimes changed the language and how it grew and was congtantly being modified. It wasinteresting.
Some of the old words were strange but usually funny and pertinent the way they related to culturd,
political, and socia trends. She had enjoyed it, except that by the timeit was published, alot of the
words weren't even being used any more. “Y ep, you got it right first time,” she said to Balley.

"I guess| better ask Wandato seeif she can find out what he's up to now. This doesn't sound good if it
redly isCasey. | can't understand how hewould dare tart up again, not with dl the stuff Wandagave
me on him. And Lumpkin, tell me more about the kids causing problems, would you please? I've talked
to some of them and some of the parents, but not al of them.”



Amber laughed. She thought it was funny theway Mom and Bailey till caled her by pet namesfrom
when shewasalittle girl. She didn't mind, redlly, because they were dways careful not to do it except in
private. She watched her mom and stepfather sip at their drinks while she thought about how to begin.
Findly, shedecided tojust let it out. Mom and Bailey weren't like some parents who got twisted
sideways when the word was mentioned.

"It'smostly sex that's the problem,” she said. “ The boys our own age are using their perception to
cernify—to tell—which girlswill do what and how to get them to do it for them. The older boysthat can't
sense as much as our group aretrying it too.” She hesitated, but she eventudly went on. “But it's mostly
the onesin our group who can redly get girlsto do things. That's making some of the onesnot in the
group jealous and lurching mad. I've aready told you about that one kid selling dope and a couple others
are shoplifting or stedling stuff where therés no vids ‘ cause they know they can get away with it. And
some other suff.”

"Isthat dl, swectie?"

Amber grinned again. It waskind of nice having two adults you could talk to about anything, even if she
didn't tell them everything. A girl had to have some secrets.

"Well, the boys in the group are dways thinking about sex. | guess some of the girls do too, but not as
much. It'sthe bad oneswho are thered lizards. They undress usin their minds al thetime. Immy doesn't
much, even though he thinks about sex alot. He's nice around us and doesn't try to take advantage of
other girls. Everyonelikeshim. Me, too."

Bailey noticed how her expression softened as she began talking about Jmmy. “Hmm. Do | detect abit
of romance between you two? Or isthat any of my business?'

"It's okay. We've kissed some, and | know helikesme asafriend aswell asagirl. But Bailey ... Mom ...
| don't know what to do about the others. Even Jeannie sometimes teases the poor boys who don't
know. | try to get her not to, but she doesn't listen.”

"Maybe she's feding left out with you and Immy getting close,” Pat observed. She had noticed how
Jeannie sneaked glances at Jmmy in her class. She had aso moved on up to teaching at the middle
school.

"Oh, Mom, we're not closelike that,” Amber said, stopping when she realized what she'd said wasn't
entirely accurate. “Wdll, not yet anyway, or not too much, anyway, | guess. We're till too young, | think,
even if we do know more than most other kids."

Pat was sure she did. Children matured so young nowadays, and the perceptive ones like Amber were
maturing even more rapidly than norma. She amiled reassuringly at her daughter but wasalittle sad all
the same. Her little girl was becoming awoman. “Y ou'll be thirteen soon. Maybe we should begin
thinking about animplant.”

"Mom...” Amber blushed for thefirst time. A memory popped into her mind of how much sheliked it
when Jmmy's arms were around her and how good it felt to have his hands pressed against her back.
She had thought the last time he kissed her that it would probably fedl even better if his handswere
touching her front.

Bailey, with his history of often painful shyness, wanted to change the subject for now after he saw the
color suffuse Amber'sface. Thelast thing young people wanted was to be embarrassed. It was best to
talk about something else or leave it with Pat perhaps. He stood up. “ This soundslikeit's getting into a
mother-daughter thing. Why don't you two talk while go seeif Wanda's home?"



Amber gave him agrateful look. Sometimes she thought her stepfather had an enhanced perceptive sense
of hisown.

* * * %

Bailey tried both of Wanda's phone numbers and got an “ Out of service” recording for each of them.
That's strange, he thought. She's never moved without giving me her new address or number
before. He glanced at hiswatch and decided to call her employer on the off chance she was il at work.

"Sanford Labs, Research. Can | help you?'

My word, Bailey thought, A real person, first time out of the chute. “Yes, may | speak to Wanda
Greenleigh if shes4ill there?!

"Wanda—she's not here anymore.”
"Widl, would you have any way | could contact her? It's very important.”

Therewas along silence at the other end, then areply. “Maybe a psychic could contact her. No oneelse
can, that'sfor sure.”

A warning bell began sounding in Bailey's mind. “What do you mean?"

"Wandawas killed in her own home by aburglar amonth ago. Poor girl; she was so nice, too. Everyone
loved her."

"Did they ever catch her killer?’ Bailey asked, his heart beginning to fed likealump of lead in his chest.
"No, not that I've heard. I'm very sorry. Was she afriend?’
"Thank you. Y es, shewasavery good friend.”

Bailey hung up and smply sat in his office chair for along time. Wasit possible that aburglary wasn't the
reason she had been murdered? It didn't seem concelvable, but Bailey didn't much believein
coincidence. Not for something likethis. Larkin, stirring the pot again. Amber, sensing that Larkin was
perhapsin contact with Casey again. Larkin talking to Shaeffer, the principal, as Casey had done four or
five years ago. And now Wanda murdered. That was too much of astretch. On impulse, he got up and
unlocked hisfile cabinet where he stored important documents. The implicating evidence Wandahad
given him about Casey was in the bottom drawer, far to the back and laying flat behind the upright files,
out of sght. He searched the drawer and the cabinet and the drawer again before he could make himsalf
believe the big seded envel ope was gone.

Frantic now, he began going through his password protected computer files. Again, the information on
Casey was missing, gone without atrace. By thistime, Bailey's heart was begting rapidly asthe
implication of the stolen documents and files swept over him. Someone had broken into their home,
violating their sanctity with brazen impunity, and one of hisbest and oldest friends had been murdered.
Probably by the same person, he thought desolately, and I'm certainly responsible for her death.



CHAPTER TWELVE
Pat saw the grim look on Bailey's face when he returned to the living room.
Bailey looked around. “1s Amber ill here?!

"She's gone over to Immy's house for awhile to chat with Jeanie. Those kids are like ahive of bees;
they're never out of contact for long. What isit, hon?"

"Wdll, we can talk to Amber later. | just learned that Wanda was murdered recently, supposedly by a
burglar.”

"Oh, Bailey. I'm sorry. | never knew her, but | know you were close."
She reflected amoment. “Why do you say supposedly?’

Bailey lowered his gaze and thought about having another drink. He saw that Pat had already started on
her second. He held up afinger asking her to wait and headed for the bar. A moment later he was back,
carrying aglass of bourbon, but, at the moment, he was too preoccupied to think about theice or water.
He sat down by Pat and findly responded to her last comment.

"There aretoo many coincidences, Pat. Isit fiveyet?” Bailey usualy took off hiswatch when he got
home.

Pat glanced a hers. “Not yet. Why?"

"l want to seeif Casey istill at the Little Rock FBI office.” He thumbed through the address book
where he had written the number from Casey's card and diaed. Pat listened intensely as he held the
phoneto his ear after asking to speak to Casey. When he replaced the phone she knew something was
anry.

"l sugpected as much. Casey isno longer with the FBI, and, brace yourself, we've been robbed
sometime during the last year."

"What!"

Bailey nodded. “Y es, robbed. Someone broke into the house while we were al gone. It was probably
our friend Casey, or someone he knows, who dipped in here and stole the documents that Wanda sent
me. That person aso wiped dl the files concerning Casey and hislittle perverted siddine off my
computer.”

"My God, Bailey—if he could do that without us knowing, he could havekilled us Right in our own
home! Can't we do something about it?"

Bailey took her hand. “ Sweetheart, | don't think he wants us dead, or he would dready have seentoit.
What I'm afraid of isthat he must be planning something bad for the kids."

"Amber!” Pat stood up and started to reach for the phone, but Bailey ill had hold of her hand. She
looked down a him. “I want to tell her to come home. Right now.” Her voice was trembling with fear;
shewastruly afraid for thefirst timein years.

"Pat, | think sheé'sfine for now. No oneisgoing to do anything in broad daylight. Shell be home for
supper in ahalf hour anyway. What we need to do isfigure out our next move.”



Pat let Bailey pull her back down beside him. He put his arm around her and kissed her gently without a
hint of amorous intent. She accepted the comforting attention and huddled againgt him, lost for the
moment in the complex emoations of the protective parentd ingtinct that was demanding immediate action,
but being restrained by the need to be comforted herself. When she sat back upright, she sighed and
kissed Bailey again, managing agrateful amile afterward.

"Bailey, you're such agood man. | don't know what Amber and | would have doneif you hadn't come
dong.”

"Y ou're agood person, too, sweetheart. | loveyou, and | don't think I could love Amber any moreif she
were my own daughter. Bethat asit may, we sill have to come up with aplan of somekind."

"Y ou're sure this couldn't just be coincidence? Just Casey wanting to get clear of incriminating evidence?’
Pat asked, not redly thinking it could be true but wanting it to be just the same.

"I might bewrong,” Bailey said, “but when have you known Amber to be mistaken about anything she
declares so pogitively?'

Pat nodded agreement. Amber knew about things like that, and she was getting better at it all thetime.
Pet felt atender wave of love for Amber sweep over her, but, immediately, fear for her safety replaced it.
She fdt tears forming and tried desperately to hold them back. One escaped anyway and trickled down
her face.

* * % %

Amber's PPC wasin her lap, cradled in its unfolded keypad. Immy sat beside her with hisownin the
same position so each could see Jeanni€'s conversationa rejoinders asthey taked. Their fingers roved
over the keyswith the speed and dexterity a court reporter would envy, but the language they used bore
only apassing resemblance to English asit was taught in school. It was saturated with abbreviations,
euphemisms, dang, anagrams, and phrases designed purposaly to be read one way by them but
interpreted entirely different should a parent or other adult try to judge the decency of their messaging, so
much so that no one but the current generation of near teens and studentsin high school could make
senseof it.

Amber was acutely aware of Immy'sthigh against her own and that their shoulders were touching asthey
talked with Jeannine. Every few moments, they paused, glanced toward the kitchen to be sure Mrs,
Gomez wasn't watching, looked at each other, and kissed briefly. It was like agame, even though Amber
and Jmmy both knew Mrs. Gomez was aware that they were probably stealing akiss or two while she
was busy preparing dinner. Sometimes Amber's fingers stayed busy at the keyboard even as her lips
were pressed againgt Jmmy's. She had just mentioned her mother's remark about an implant to Jeannie,
causing Jmmy to blush even though his perceptive sense had aready picked up ahint of it from her.

"No liel Mom would kill meif | even suggested something like that!” Jeannine responded in their
abbreviated version of regular text. “'Y our mom and Bailey are colder than cool. When are you going to

getit?'
"| told her we were too young."

"Bertieisour age, and she'saready doing it. And Kindraand her gang are going to lipstick fests
aready."

"They'renot us,” Jmmy typed, but he couldn't stop hisimagination or his perception from working. He
knew Amber couldn't ether.



"We probably will, but not yet,” Amber wrote without glancing a Jmmy.
"Wheream | going to be? Y ou two are the only ones| redlly like. Gordon can't ... whatever itiswe do."

Amber and Jmmy knew what she meant. Increasingly, their minds were taking paths that the other kids
in the group seemed unaware of.

"l guess| should ask Bailey about us."
"Whet if hedoesnt likeit?"
"He'snot likethat. Neither isMom.”

Melissa Gomez came into the living room. “ Amber, dinner is about ready, and Joe will be homein afew
minutes. He'sin town for afew days. Would you like to eat with us?"

"No, thank you, Mrs. Gomez. Mom and Balley are ‘ specting mein ajiffer. Infact, | better moodle ‘fore
I'mlate”

Melissa blinked then smiled at the youngsters as she correctly interpreted the dang.
Amber folded up the keyboard and closed the cover over her phone.

"'Slater,” Jmmy said. “I gottago wash up.” He winked and Amber winked back at himin lieu of another
kiss. She stood up and walked back home, dowing after she left the front entrance of Immy's house to
give hersdf amoment or two to think by hersdlf.

Her remark about “ probably doing it” had been spontaneous, but with amoment or two aone to reflect,
she recognized the truth. Unless something drastic happened to prevent it, she knew that she and Jmmy
would become intimate, even though she still wasn't in agreat hurry. She kept in mind the talks where she
and Mom had discussed the matter of sex and growing up. Her mother had told her that children were
maturing physically much earlier than in the“olden days’ but that it took good parentsto guide their
mental advancement. Amber thought it was probably true, even though it didn't gpply so much in the case
of the group, where they could perceive so many attitudes and see some of the resulting actions.
Although, now that she thought about it, some of the kids appeared to be lacking guidance or had
become so confident in their abilitiesthat they didn't think they needed it.

Before going indde, she sopped amoment at the door, mulling over their last remarks again. Amber
could practicdly fedl thewidening difference between hersalf, Jmmy, and Jeannie lately. They could just
about read each others minds! It was becoming scary at times. Maybe Bailey could do sometests or
something and find out. In the meantime, the three of them had agreed to keep their differences secret,
even letting Bailey and her mom know only that they were beginning to fed alittle alienated from others
of the group, especially from the normal kids. They had decided not to try to define their increased talent,
not yet. It wasn't hurting anything.

Amber would have known something was wrong yet again, even if Pat hadn't met her halfway between
the door and the living room couch and hugged her. She could just look at her mother and know she was
afraid for her and wanted to protect her. A glance past Pat's shoulder told her Bailey felt the same.

Bailey watched the embrace and noted that Amber's head peered at him past her mother's face. She was
only an inch or so shorter than her mother now. He had aready decided she was going to be one of the
girlswho was fully mature physicaly at fifteen, and he hoped he and Peat could keep helping her with the
trangtion, not only physicaly, but mentaly. So far, he thought his stepdaughter was doing wonderfully
well.



Amber perceived Bailey's approva of her and grinned at him when Pat released her.
"Hi Lumpkin. How's Immy?"

"He'sgrowing, just likeme,” shereplied. “1 don't smdl anything cooking.”

"We decided to send out for pizza,” Pat said. “Unless you object, that is."

"I'll just force mysdlf to eat it,” she said, laughing. “Have you ordered yet?'

"No, Bailey and | wanted to talk to you firgt if you can wait abit."

"Sure. “It'sabout Larkin and Casey again, huh?"

Pet was too upset to correct her for not using atitle with the names. “ Y es, but let Bailey tdll you. | might
dart crying.”

Amber seated hersdlf between them and listened solemnly as Bailey described what was happening. She
could perceive his concern for her and for her mother dong with hislove for both of them.

When he had finished, Amber asked, “What can | do to help?’

Bailey glanced at her Stting between them, looking so fresh and so young in the shorts and pullover she
had changed into after school, marveling that she was S0 young and was still mature enough to ask how
she could help rather than avoid the Situation or depend on them to solve everything.

Pat looked to Bailey. He had already been thinking about it and had an answer ready. He took off his
glasses so0 that Amber could observe without hindrance how serious he was.

"Lumpkin, | think the most important thing you can do is keep your eyes open for any strange men or
women you see hanging around the school or the movies or the skating rink and mall—well, you get the
idea, | know. The usua hangouts. Pass this on to the other kids, especidly Jmmy and Jeannie.”

Amber nodded and Bailey continued. “If you or anyone el se does spot strangers showing an interest in
you, try to perceive what they're up to. If one of the other kids seesthem firgt, you might get them to
notify any of you three rea quick so maybe one of you can get atake on them since you're better &t it.
Y ou know what | mean?"

"Yes, ar,” Amber sad, dl but admitting thet Bailey knew the three of them were becoming more
adept—and different—than othersin the group. “Are they redlly dangerous? Would they hurt us, like that
Casey wanted to?"

"Baby, I'm not sure. | suspect that if the government or some other organizations start to believe Mrs.
Larkin'stales, they'll try to come up with apretext to take you into custody.” He hadn't intended to
mention that some groups, like drug cartels or security agents for instance, probably wouldn't bother with
apretext but smply grab them. He smiled mirthlessy as he saw that Amber caught it immediaey. He
should have known better than to try sugarcoating the threat. Amber grinned a him as she perceived that
rueful admisson to himsdlf, too.

"I'll tell the kidsto be careful,” Amber said. Then, without disclosing how rapidly she, Jmmy, and Jeannie
were devel oping broader powers than the others, she told Bailey how the three were beginning to fed
“different” from the others. After that, she used her perceptive sense to steer the conversation in another
direction despite the guilty fedling shefdt in her somach for doing it to Balley and her mother. It would
have made her fed dishonest had she not intended to talk to them about the three |ater, after she had



more of ahandle on just what they were becoming. She didn't intend to delay it long; she wanted to
know why, and Bailey could probably help. Right now, she would rather find out what else Bailey had
planned to protect them.

Asif perceptive himsdlf, Bailey said “One more thing. I'm going to buy a handgun and take the conceded
weapons course 0 | can carry it legdly. Pat, honey, | won'tinsggt, but I'd fed alot better if you'd do the
same. Amber istoo young for a permit, but she can go to afiring range as soon as she turns thirteen,
which islessthan two weeks from now.” He smiled at both of them, thistime truly amused. “I guessyou
can have a Turnteen Party if you want to, Lumpkin. If you do, we better sart planning.”

"Oh mercy, Bailey, Amber and | have aready talked about that and already haveit mostly planned. |
was intending to get us al together and see what our prospective new teen wanted for a present then dl
thiscame up.”

"No timelike the present, but |et's order our pizzafirs.”
"Go ahead, baby while Balley and | hash out thisgun thing."

Amber went, dready knowing what the decision would be. Mom would talk about it, but in her mind,
she had dready agreed. She would go through the course with Bailey and let her go to the range with
them! A sudden atavitic thrill shot through her body as she thought about it, making her Sutter as she
gave the operator their pizza order. Now she knew what she wanted for her Turnteen Party. A gun for
hersdf, evenif she couldn't legdly carry it out of the house on her own.

She put the phone back in its cradle, wondering if Mom and Bailey knew the difference between a
Turnteen Party and TurnOteen party. The other one was the kind where some privacy could be
anticipated and where the girlsinvited and the guest of honor would have achanceto try hisor her first
ord sex. Or, for some girls, not the first. She knew most parents would be horrified if they realized what
went on, but teenswere fairly blasé about theidea. Some kids even congregated in what they called a
“LSF,” the acronym for Lipstick Fest, ostensibly a gathering to exchange, compare and discuss various
lip colors, but, in redlity, agame where the girls“marked” the guys present with a particular brand of
lipstick. Whatever parents thought, it beat getting pregnant for sure, even though she didn't think shewas
ready for that step yet, much less sex.



CHAPTER THIRTEEN

The pizza had soaked up some of the bourbon, but aliter of wine split between them had Bailey and Pat
in avery amorous mood by thetimethey retired.

Bailey watched as Pat came from the bathroom into the dimly lighted bedroom. A flickering candle cast
moving shadows and highlights over her body, which was clad in a nightgown she knew he liked to see
her in, athin light blue color that zipped open from the top of the bodice to the hem. Her breasts swayed
provocatively beneath the fabric as she walked toward the bed, their movement and the stride of her dim
legsfirg revealing, then partialy concealing the splendor of her figure. He never tired of her and never
ceased to be amazed that she had chosen him to share her life with.

Pat came into bed beside him and flung the covers back immediately. She did over into hiswaiting
embrace, dready eager for his attention. She loved the way he touched her, gently but confidently. His
hand moved over her back and to her thighs then traced the curve of her hip to the indentation of her
waist and up to her breasts. She shifted dightly, giving him freer access and began her own exploration.

Bailey found the zipper and did it open dowly, pausing in incrementsto caress her firm breasts and touch
her nipples, dready erect with excitement. A moment later her gown was open, baring al of her body to
him.

Pet gave asoft little anticipatory moan and drew Bailey to her, holding him tightly, loving the strength and
comfort she gathered from the fed of hishard body. Shelay back and pulled him over her. A moment
later he was insde her, his murmured endearments stimulating her dl the more. She held him with her
arms and legs and hands, wanting nothing more than to prolong the act, to makeit last aslong as
possible. Her senses blurred with the intenseness of their mounting excitement until she could hold it back
no longer. She bit a his shoulder to muffle her criesthen tears and laughter and the unintelligible noises of
total involvement went unheard by either of them as the peak of their orgasmswrapped their sensesina
total togethernessthat nothing else could penetrate.

* * * %

Amber woke up to anoise and redlized it wasn't sounds she was hearing, but something in her mind,
something coming from a secondary source. A dream? No, it was real, noise and emotion, an intense,
mounting emation impinging on her awareness, yet it was as soundless asif it was happening ina
vacuum. Mom! Bailey! She set up in bed, startled and scared, remnants of deep flying from her mind like
patches of fog being blown away by a sudden wind. For amoment, she thought they were being hurt
because of the powerful fedings of mounting excitement that suffused her mind, most overwhelming her
with their intengity, and then, amogt asif she were there, she could hear them, not audibly but ...
somehow; she could fed the wonderful sense of passonate release ong with the bursts of mingled
noises from both of them, exploding slently in her mind, Oh, Oh! Oh God! | love you, oh, oh! Ahhh, oh
God! It went on and on, and while it continued, she could fedl the mingled length of their bodies, amost
asif shewere participating in the act. Amber knew that Mom and Bailey must be making love, and knew
she shouldn't be listening or whatever it was she was doing, but there was no way she could shut it off.
She covered her ears and closed her eyes, trying not to intrude on their privacy and wondering if they
could sense her, and till the sensations assaulted her, dmogt asif she werein the same room with them.
Just when she thought she must do something, make some violent move, anything to distract her, the
awareness of their emotionsimpinging on her mind dowed; they became lessintense and then gradudly
faded to nothing.

For along time Amber lay awake, shocked by what had happened, sometimes hugging herself in despair,



sometimes crying, but still not able to put the experience aside. The more she thought about it, the more
she was convinced she had actually become mixed up in Bailey and Mom's minds while they were having
sex, and despite knowing it was a horrible intrusion, something no one should be able to do, she couldn't
help but remember how much they enjoyed the act, how intense their pleasure had been, how much they
loved each other and clung together in mutud rapture.

All thewhile, another concern kept her from deeping. She couldn't stop hersalf from wondering whether
it was dways like that or whether it would be as enjoyablefor her asit gppeared to be for them when
shedecided to do it herself. Her last thought before finally faling adegp sometime after midnight was of
Jmmy. Would it bethat good with him?

* * * %

When Amber opened her eyes the next morning, the first thing she thought of was what had taken place
during the night. For awhile shelay in bed, trying to convince hersdf it had dl been adream. Findly, she
sghed and sat up. It was no dream. It was another manifestation of her increasing ability to know what
other people wereinsde, but thiswas different just as the way she and Jimmy and Jeannie had noticed
the last month or two. Previoudly, she hadn't wanted to believe they could actualy read someone e se's
thoughts; al of them kegpt attributing the occasiond intrusonsinto their minds asjust amore intense
working of their mirror neurons like Bailey had explained on numerous occasons. Now there was smply
no denying it. She sat in bed for awhile longer with her chin propped on her knees, wondering how often
she would experience other people's emotions, the very inner workings of their minds. It might be
interesting and informative at times, but even as young as she was, Amber knew it could be dangerous.
She knew shewouldn't want anyone reading her mind and knew she would resent it horribly if anyone
did. Well, maybe not Jmmy, but even with him there were afew things she wouldn't want him to know.
How would shefed if the L Creeper could tell what shewasthinking? Or ... she didn't want to think
about it any more. Not now. Finally, she got up, showered, and dressed in jeans and atop.

For thefirst timein her life, Amber felt hesitant about facing her mother and Bailey. Would they know?
Shedidn't think so; they had been so involved, she doubted if atrain wreck would have caught their
attention, but she till felt something like embarrassment when she cameinto the living room.

"G'morning Lumpkin. Y ou dept inthismorning,” Bailey said from hiseasy chair where hewas reading
the morning paper.

"| guess| wastired,” Amber answered. “Wheréds Mom?'

" She went to the bedroom to lie back down for alittle while. We had more to drink last night than usual.
Want meto fix breskfast?'

Amber had a hard time facing him as she leaned down to his chair to give him her usua morning hug. “I'll
get some cered. | need to run over and talk to immy about something we can't do on the phone.”

"My word, | didn't know there was anything short of taking a bath you couldn't do on the phone these
days” Bailey grinned. “It must beimportant.”

Amber nodded and smiled feebly at hisjoke.

Bailey noticed the reticence but let it pass. He knew there had to be things his stepdaughter didn't talk
about, just like al teenagers, but he aso knew how good Amber was about expressing hersalf when she
had problems. If it was worrisome enough, she would cometo him or Pat. He went back to his paper.

Pat cameinto the living room just as Amber was leaving. She also noticed that her daughter wasn't as
ebullient as usud for a Saturday morning with no homework in sight, but the lingering headache caused



her to let it go without questioning her.

Amber hugged her mother, told her she would be over a Jmmy's house for awhile, and hurried outside.

* k k %

"Good morning, Amber,” Melissagreeted her. “IJmmy'sin the gameroom.” She smiled. “1 assume you
cameto see him instead of me?’

"Yesm.” Amber had to smile back at Jmmy’'s mother. Sheliked her and her friendly banter, the same
kind Balley liked to engagein. It was easy to tell that she was troubled, though. She thought it had
something to do with Mr. Gomez, who was gone so much, and immy's perceptive sense, but she made
no atempt to discover the exact cause. This morning there were more important thingsto consider.

The moment Amber stepped into the game room, another assault on her senses occurred; it was just like
the one the night before but different in content. Jimmy! She would have thought he was in mortal danger
had it not been for the experience last night. He was straining, heart besting rapidly and emotions running
wild as hetried mightily to escape the mandibles of ahuge threatening creature. She shook her head,
trying to blot out the fear and danger from the threatening monster that seemed to be trying to overwhelm
her and Immy both. It waslike aroller coagter ride; Immy's sensationd fight with the creature sending
him to awesome heights of fear and terror and dropping suddenly as he narrowly escaped and up ashe
was threatened again. Then, suddenly, acrescendo of triumphant enthusiasm seemed to surround her in
an explosion of emotiond sensation. It held for amoment then the whole episode faded and vanished like
aspeeded up twilight turning into darkness.

Amber blew out the breath she had been holding and cautiously stepped down into the sunken room, not
wanting another sudden rush of stimulation to cause her to lose her footing. By then, Jmmy was standing
up, clasping hishands over his head. He grinned hugely when he saw her. “Hey, | beat it! | ranthe zilk
out of Alien Planet! First time!” Hisgrin faded when he saw that Amber wasn't congratulating him.

"What'swrong?'
Amber stood ill. “Jmmy, | ... | fet you playing. It waslikel ... likel wasin your mind."

Jmmy walked the short distance to her. They stared at each other, and, suddenly, Amber knew he had
experienced something like she had.

"Oh, God. Manny Maoosa, Amber, | was going to tell you. Last night...” He halted, embarrassed.
"Lad night what?'

"I woke up and thought | was dreaming about Bailey and your mom.” That was asfar as hetook it.
Amber grabbed hishand. “It wasn't adream. Y ou thought they were having sex, didn't you?"

The young man blushed. “I didn't mean to. Honet!"

Amber needed to st down. Still holding his hand, shelooked behind her and pulled him down to thellittle
couch in the room. “It wasn't your fault. It happened to me, too. It woke me up. It was so redl. Like |
wasin their minds or something.”

"Has it happened to you before?!

"No, except last night and just now. Not like that, anyway."



"Y eah, same here. Mom and | went to amovielast night. | thought something was wrong with mewhen it
got to thered exciting parts. | kept thinking | was going crazy when | was experiencing what dl the
people around usfdt. | had to go outside afew times, and Mom kept asking me what waswrong. It was

scay.

"It must have been. Immy, last night when you woke up, wasit ... likered, redl intense? Like the best
thing that ever happened to you?"'

Jmmy squirmed under Amber'sintense gaze. “Well, maybe not quite like that, but they were al wrapped
up with it. Does that make sense?’

"Maybe distance has something to do with it."
"How ‘bout excitement? | wasredly revin’ with the game when you camein. Did you fed that in me?’

Amber dumped down in the seet. “It wasamost like | was you. What I'm worried about is... what if it
keeps happening. What do we do then? What it happened in class, say?"

Jmmy forced smile. “Maybe they'd think we were hyper, like the kids that take the autie pills."
Amber had to laugh alittle. Trust IJmmy to make ajoke.
Jmmy suddenly looked very serious. “I wonder if we could do it with each other if we tried?

Amber wondered if she really wanted to and decided that if they were going to be mind readers, they
had better find out something about it before they got into trouble. “1 guessthere's only oneway to find
out. Let'stry it and see.”

For along minute or two they stared at each other. Findly, an image of two personstrying to hypnotize
each other flashed into Amber's mind and shettittered. Immy laughed. She laughed. Suddenly they were
hugging each other, roaring with laughter, unable to stop.

"What on earth is so funny?’ Melissaasked. She was holding two glasses of lemonade.
"We were having agtaring contest, and it got funny,” Jmmy explained.

That made Amber laugh again. It felt good to let go after worrying so much during the night and again
when shefirst came over to see Jmmy and found herself immersed in hisgame.

"Well, that's some pretty chegp entertainment. Keep it up, and it'll save us money. Immy can just stare at
hisfriends, and | won't have to buy him any more gamepods.”

That got the two of them going again, and thistime, Melissalaughed with them, glad to see them enjoying
themsdves like norma children. She only haf believed they were different from their peers, despite what
some of the middle school teachers were saying. She set the glasses of lemonade on the coffeetablein
front of the couch. “1 have to run to the store for amoment. I'll lock behind me. Don't et anyone esein
until I'm back. Comprende?'

"Yesm,” they both answered.
As soon as she heard the front door close, Amber scrooched closer to Jmmy, ignoring the lemonade.

Jmmy knew she wanted the same thing he did; a chance to kiss while no grownups could see. He put his
arm around Amber's shoulder. Their lips met. He closed his eyes, enjoying the sensation of Amber's
body pressing againgt him and her arm around him. It excited him even more than usual.



Amber could sense Immy'slonging, even with her eyes closed, avague but very strong desire to
continue with what they were doing. She remembered her thoughts of what it would be like for him to
touch her in front, and dmost asif shewerewilling it, Jmmy's hand rose from her waist to cover her
breadt, just like she had secretly wanted him to. The sensation was e ectric, even through her top and thin
bra. She parted her lips, wanting to kiss him more deeply. Before she knew what was happening, she felt
hersalf being swept into a sensuous, al enveloping rush of desire. She had felt it before, but never so
strongly and never so directly. She could fed her breath coming faster as Immy's hand moved on her
body. She clutched him more tightly, suddenly wanting to experience what she had unintentiondly
participated in the night before. Almaost imperceptibly, she fet her mind interacting with Jmmy’'s, like two
hands coming into intimate contact and the fingers lacing together to keep them there.

It was Immy who broke the kiss though she could plainly sense his reluctance.
"Whittikers, Amber. We better stop before Mom gets back.” But he kept his hand whereit was.

Amber took adeep gulp of air, trying to calm her racing heart. She reached up and pressed Immy's
hand to her for an instant longer then leaned away from him. She could tell he had an erection and a
continuing desire for release. She could fed it!

"Immy..."
"| think were mind readers,” he said.

Amber hugged hersdlf, just as she had done during the night. Where was this going to lead? What were
they going to do? Maybeit would bedl right if it wasjust her and Jmmy, bt...

"Aslong asit'sjust you and me, it'sokay,” Jmmy ventured, then his mouth dropped open in surprise.
“You didn't say that!"

Amber nodded. “No. | thought it."

They sat together but not touching, getting the hang of Ietting their minds intermingle and talking about
what was happening. They were discussing what they should do about it when they both turned toward
the door. A moment later they heard it open as Melissareturned. They had sensed her presence before
she made a sound.



CHAPTER FOURTEEN

Amber thought it would be best if they talked to Jeannie before doing anything el se about their newly
discovered talent. They made a hasty pleato parents and got permission for her to spend the night with
Amber. She came over Saturday afternoon.

The three of them spend al the time they could together over the weekend. It came as no great surprise
when Amber perceived Jeannie was showing signs of the same ability that they were. In fact, she showed
more enthusiasm for the devel opment than she and Jmmy did once some experiments among the three
showed her she could do it at will, just as Amber and Jmmy could now. She began thinking more about
the benefits and discounting the drawbacks, despite everything Amber said to convince her otherwise.
Amber perceived that she had experienced an episode smilar to what she and Immy had but wasn't
mentioning it for some reason. All she admitted to was catching occasiond thoughts from the group.

"Bailey says people would hate mind readersif they found out. Do you want to be hated?’ Amber asked
her during their first conversationa spurt.

Jeannie shrugged. “How can anyone hate usif they don't know we can do it? Besides, who cares?"

"| care, and they’'ll find out somehow,” Amber warned. “Y ou know the L Creeper isfooling with that
nasty FBI agent again. What about that?"

"Yeah, | passed the old cregper in the hall. She about knocked me over with her attitude. They still can't
prove anything. Besides, maybe it just happens with usthree, and maybeit'sjust, you know, an
occasond thing."

"You know it'snot,” Amber said, not wanting to mention the incident of her mother and Bailey. Instead,
in the momentary silence, she thought suddenly of how good it had felt when she and Jmmy had kissed
and touched.

Jeannie grinned, having caught the thought. “Y ou've been gravitizing, haven't you? How did it fed? Never
mind, | cantell. Great, hunh?” Amber was glad she had caught the memory of her and Immy rather then
the one that had been on her mind the moment before.

"That's ... Jeannie, we shouldn't try to seeinsde each other without permission.”
"Yeah, but it doesn't take much of amind reader to tell you two are magnetizing each other."

The conversations went thisway and that but never strayed far from the subject, and, while they talked, it
gradualy became apparent that deliberate attempts to see each other's thoughts made succeeding
attempts eas er—and sometimes embarrassing. By Sunday evening when Jeannie had to return home,
they had worked out slent signal's and expressons they could use for communication without much
concentration, amost like holding up signsfor various responses such as“privacy ared’ or “think more.”
Amber dso thought she had finally convinced Jeannieto play it safe and to quit her teasing of boys, but it
was hard to be sure. Jeannie's mind flitted here and there like a bat in daylight as she kept thinking about
ther talent.

Sunday night, Amber woke again while Bailey and her mom were having sex, but thistimetherewasa
difference. Amber tried very hard to shut off the sensations coming to her, and it worked to adegree.
Therewas a certain way she had to think, like moving her mind behind adoor, and it curtailed the
intengity down to a bearable leve that was more like afuzzy dream than really connecting to other minds.



She thought that, with alittle more practice, she would be able to shut off any unwanted thought, even
from Jmmy and Jeannieif she wanted to. It made her fed better until she got to school Monday.

* * * %

Thefirst surprise at school Monday was how easy it was now wasto tell what the other kidsin the group
were thinking when they were nearby, especidly if the thoughts were emotiona in nature. Sometimes she
didn't even haveto look at them to know, like with Breiley and Al. They were so enamored with each
other that when they were together it was like Sitting next to them while they wereinto heavy gravitizing,
the catchword for kissing and fondling. It wasn't too bad, though, because, as she had hoped, practice
made shutting off outs de thoughts easier. With the optimism of youth, she was dready beginning to think
they could work it out—until her midmorning classwith Mrs. Larkin.

* k k %

When the teacher looked directly at Amber thefirst time, the young girl paled at the unalloyed hate
emanating from Larkin's mind, most of it directed at her. Two other kidsin the group got some attention,
but Larkin focused on Amber more than anyonein the class. It scared her so badly that she felt
nauseated, like she was close to abad smell and unable to move away. She felt her chin quiver with
anticipation at having to talk to Larkin if she was caled upon, which she naturaly was.

"Miss Morrison, please stand up and recite your first two metaphors.”

Amber dowly got to her feet, but she was unable to speak. Shetried to shut off the raw waves of
loathing coming from Larkin, but the talent was till too new; she had never experienced anything
comparableto Larkin's hatred before. Thoughts skittered wildly in her head, the ones from Larkin cold
and fearsome and heavy with a burgeoning desire to see her subdued.

"Wel?" Larkin's voice was cutting, heavy with sarcastic hatred, though Amber doubted anyone other
than the two kids of the group could tell, and even they weren't feding what shewas.

Amber stood mute.

Larkin cocked her hip in adisparaging attitude. “Didn't do your assgnment, isthat it? Very wdll, sit
down."

Animpresson of gloating satisfaction mixed with the still perceptible hatred immersed Amber's mind like
amaevolent miasma settling into her mind. She covered her face and forced it away, closing it up behind
animaginary door.

Larkin ignored her obvious distress and went on to the next pupil.
"Mister Meekins, perhaps you deigned to compose a couple of metaphorsfor us?'
"YesMaam,” the boy said and began reading from his PPC.

Amber was visbly shaking by the time the classwas over. She brushed off attempts by other studentsto
find out what was the matter with her, longing desperately for the lunch bresk.

Even then, she wasn't |eft done. Jeannie was on the opposite lunch period. Amber and JImmy were
gtting by themsalvesin acorner, holding hands across the table and talking between bites of their lunch.
Their secluson and atitude told their classmates amost as plainly aswords that they wished to be by
themsalves s0 long as other seats were available. Amber wastdling Immy of how intensely Larkin hated
the group in generd, the three of them in particular. She was so immersed in relating how she had finaly
been ableto shut off Larkin's seething hatred and gloating that she failed to notice Jordan Rhieman, the



overage eighth grader approaching. His deep, confident voice startled her when it interrupted.

"Hey, Gamehen Cutie, this underage Dunce ain't got the nuts and bolts for Practice. Meet me a the arbor
after prison, and I'll show you somered gravitizing."

Amber squeezed Jmmy's hand. He was holding histemper in check with admirable restraint, just like the
martia arts classes taught. Amber looked up at Jordan and, for the second time that day, was sickened
at theferocity of someone dse'sthoughts. Jordy was running degrading images of her through hismind
like asuccession of porno flipclicks. She shut it off as quickly as she could and said, “1'd sooner go
wallowing with apig, Jordan. Why don't you go somewhere and clip your dirty toenails? Or maybe just
turn it backward. That's about al you're good for."

Jordan's face flamed as he redlized the conversation had been overheard form anearby table and that he
was being laughed a

Jmmy couldn't help grinning. In the parlance of teen dang, Amber had just told him to go screw himself
becauise no one else would.

Jordan glared a Jmmy. “Later, little man.”
"Oh, shupcreek. Now hell be after me,” Jmmy said.
"I'm sorry, Immy; it just popped out.”

"Don't worry about it; he had it coming. Besides, he'sabrokerock if | ever saw one, and he's not as
tough as hethinksheis"

Amber examined Jmmy across the table from her. In her mind's eye, she could grasp agestalt of him. It
was surprising; she suddenly reslized how much he had matured lately. His shoulders were widening and
muscles stood out benegth his shirt from the martial artstraining. Hewas dso getting taller. It's like me
developing into a woman. We're growing up, shethought.

Jmmy smiled a her as he caught the vagrant thought, and she returned it with amental gesture that said,
“Kisslater."

* k k %

For Amber, therest of the week passed in ahaze of barely remembered classes while she and Jeannie
and Jmmy learned how to control the new path their minds had taken. She and Jmmy spent moretime
together than the three of them did, leading to their talent getting ahead of Jeanni€'s. It irked the other girl,
but there was nothing Amber could do about it other than try to spend as much time with her as she
could. She wanted to encourage Jmmy to do the same, but it wasn't that easy. With the talent came an
awareness that Jeannie wanted immy amost as much as she did. She had known of the attraction
before, of course, but now it was even more in the open with the three of them. The worst part of it was
that, in the back of her mind, Amber thought Jeannie would wind up doing something foolish when she
redlized findly and fully that Immy belonged to her and no onedse.

On the way home from school Friday, after Jeannie had pedled off at her street, Amber and Jmmy
continued on, not talking much but holding hands and play-bumping hip and shoulder. It felt so good
being with him that she wished Jeannie had aboyfriend, too.

"Am | your boyfriend?” Jmmie asked, serioudy.

Amber stopped to kiss him, and they continued on. “Uh huh,” she said. “I guesswell get married one
day. No one dse would suit us.”



"That'salong way off."
"I know.” They hated againin front of Jmmie's house.
"Have we decided what to do yet?” Amber asked, aready knowing the answer.

"Let'sgiveit somemoretime,” Jmmy said, knowing she was spesking of reveding the new development
to Baley and her mother. “They might takeit wrong."

"I don't think they would, not that much. Mom and Bailey want to protect us."
"l fill say wait,” Immy said. “Why hurry with it before we have to?"

"l guess s0,” Amber agreed reluctantly.

* k k %

Amber was egting an early lunch, waiting on JImmy to return from hisball practice and stay the afternoon
while his parents were gone. Jeannie had aready told her she couldn't come though she was evasive
about her reason for why not, and it wasimpossible to tell what she was thinking over the phone from
where shewas a the big mall across town. The distance from which they could touch each other's mind
was gradually increasing, but it didn't reach thet far yet.

Amber wasjud finishing her glass of milk when shefdt the impact of Immy'sunrestrained mindina
confrontation with ... Jordy Rhieman! The unexpected shock was forceful but not as wrought with anger
asthefirg time.

"Something's going on outsde!” Bailey said, looking up from hiseasy chair.

Amber could hear it too now that she concentrated on the noises rather than thoughts. Shouts and
epithets being hurled like spears at Immy! She had the door open and was preparing to race outside
when Bailey caught her arm.

"Wait,” he said from the open door.

Amber stared at him wildly for a second then realized that Jmmy wasin no real danger. She looked past
Bailey and partway down the street to where Jordy and one of hisfriends had lain in wait, intending to
give Immy abeating. Instead it looked more like a superbly skilled matador playing with two confused
young bulls.

Jmmy waslaughing at them as he avoided every single swing or kick by the other two boys, dancing just
out of reach or stepping to the side or ducking at the last moment.

Bailey watched for severd momentswhile holding Amber. It was only when he fdlt the presence of Pat
behind him that hefinaly moved. “ Stay here,” he said.

When Jordan and hisfriend saw Bailey coming near, they broke off the fight, such asit was. Both were
huffing and puffing from exertion while Jmmy had hardly stirred ahair on his head.

"Go home,” Bailey told the older boys sternly.

They hurried away, looking glad of an excuseto retreat while they had a chance and before Immy
decided to redly fight.

"Comeingde,” Bailey said to Jmmy. He had watched the confrontation carefully before deciding to
break it up. What he saw was disturbing. Jmmy hadn't even had to see the assailant when either of them



tried to rush him from behind while the other tried kegping him busy from the front. It was like he had
eyesin the back of his heed—or something equally adien.



CHAPTER FIFTEEN

"Those devil-bred children are not normal,” NoraLarkininssted. “I swear they can read minds, and the
Morrison girl and her boyfriend, that IJmmy Gomez, are the worst. I'm afraid of them. The government
should do something.” Larkin sipped at the coffee she had brewed when Sean Casey came to her home,

"Unfortunately, the government doesn't seem interested, Nora. That'swhy | resigned from the FBI; |
want to protect us norma people.” Casey had progressed to afirst name basiswith Larkin and Caralee
Shaeffer, dill the principa of Mountain Grove Middle School. “However, | wanted to touch base with
you again this weekend because I've managed to get in contact with some organizationswhich do care
about normal people. Believe me, they do.” He eyed her over his coffee cup, thinking how easy shewas
to manipulate. Like most people who got afixed ideain their mind, she hung onto it like abulldog.
Though, in her case, he thought it was justified. The more he learned about the kids from the terrorist
attack, the ones who had been very young then, the more he liked it—now that he saw away where he
might gain financidly from them.

Larkin sniffed, an embellishment to speech she used frequently. “Well, someone should care. In any case,
| have something new for you. | told you about Jordan Rhieman, the boy | have reporting to me. He
caled melast night because something odd happened.”

Casey leaned forward. “Tell me"

"Jmmy Gomez insulted Jordan, and Jordan and hisfriend Henry Keller were going to teach him a
lesson.” Anger suffused her features as she remembered the conversation.

"| takeit that the lesson didn't work?"

"Hah! That devil boy isamind reader, | tell you! Two against one and they couldn't even touch him,
much less strike ablow! Tell methat's not mind reading!™

"Tell memore, Nora, please.” Thiswas getting even more interesting. Casey was working as a broker
for abig distributor of counterfeit drugs, a huge, world wide business. He had been amazed to learn that
up to athird of al the drugsin the world were counterfeit, most of them made with more or lessthe right
ingredients but without alicense or patent to do so and with little quality control. They were sold
wholesae to middle men who packaged the bulk contents and provided counterfeit [abels. It wassuch a
widespread practice that governments simply couldn't stop it, not with the price of prescription drugs
spiraling ever upward. What would his bosses pay for someone who could ferret out government agents
or customs agents susceptible to bribes? Millions, he'd found. The narcotics trade would be worth even
more because he suspected his boss was connected to the barons of the narcotics industry. Since that
bastard doctor had forced him to leave the FBI, Casey's standard of living had gone up. He was enjoying
thefinelife now and had no intention of ever going back to an ordinary job, even if he could. He had
thoroughly convinced himsdlf it was Bailey's fault he had failed to be promoted, and that was the reason
he had resigned. He couldn't admit to himsalf that fear of exposure was the primary reason.

Larkin continued her story. “As| said, the other boys couldn't touch Jimmy, even when one of them got
behind him. And that's not al. One of the school counsdorsisafriend of mine. She says a couple of
those damned kids, the boys, are taking advantage of ordinary girls. It's horrible! They read minds and
know just what to do in order to seduce them!™

"IsJmmy one of them?"



"No, | told you he hasagirl friend, that dutty Morrison brat. They're probably doing it in dleysif you ask
me. Little bitch, dways reading my mind and knowing what I'm going to ask on tests. She and her friend,
Jeannie Burger. Talk about a dut; she's even worse!™

Casey let the school teacher ramble and rant while he tried to sort out whether and when shewas
revedling factsor smply complaining. Mogt of thetime hefdt she wastruthful though misinterpreting
some of what she had learned. Shaeffer's reports told much the same story. He had them both eating out
of hishand, partly for spite and partly because now he could supplement their meager saaries. Teachers
were even more underpaid than FBI agents. Still, he knew he had to move carefully. He thought he had
retrieved al the datathat Greenleigh bitch had hacked for the doctor, but he couldn't be sure, even after
al theinjections and forced questioning before he killed her. Remembering her dways gave him pleasure.
Shewas so small and petite that it had been dmost as good as having ayoung girl gagged and tied up for
him to play with. The thought that he might be freeto act in ways like that again motivated him
now—especidly in light of the latest developments. He stopped Larkin's accusatory complaints when she

began repesating hersdf.

"Nora, let's get back to that fight. Do you think the Rhieman boy was being truthful or maybe
exaggerating because the Gomez kid was whipping both of them?”

"I watched Amber Morrison in classtoday. | saw the look on her face when | thought certain things.
Every time, she blanched. | did the same thing with the Burger girl when | passed her in the hal and got
the same reection. | tell you, they can read minds! | think maybe dl of them can, but I'm absolutely
certain about those three.”

Casey nodded. He began wondering what he could do to confirm Noras certainty. Then he saw it. Of
course! Shewastelling him exactly how to do it. All he had to do was show himsdlf to the three kids and
think about what held like to do to them in order to see how they reacted! It wouldn't be giving anything
away since he was here under hisvery carefully assumed new identity. Suppose the kids did report it?
What could they do? He wouldn't be doing anything illega, and there certainly wouldn't be arecord of
him even being in Mountain Grove thistime. Not under hisred name, anyway. Once he confirmed they
were actualy reading minds, he knew just who to see after that. Brazos, his boss. It would mean going
deeper into the realm of the drug cartels since hewas al but sure Brazos was connected, but he didn't
mind. He could take care of himself.

* * * %

Bailey wasn't redlly angry, but once insgde the house, he spoke sternly to Jmmy. * Son, don't you know
acting like that will get around? Those boyswon't take lightly to being made fools of. Now they'll redly
start people talking about you being mind readers, and from what | just saw, I'm not so sure you aren't.”

Jmmy glanced a Amber before thinking, confirming what Bailey had surmised. Bailey sghed. “L ook
Jmmy—and you, too, Amber. | know I'vetold you to keep this stuff to yourself, but if you've learned
something new, Pat and | need to know so we can protect you.” He eyed the youths with hiskindly gaze,
hoping they would continue to trust he and Pat with their talents, which gppeared to be expanding if what
he had just seen was an indication.

"I'm sorry, Doctor Bailey. | guess | wasn't racking very good. Those broke rock idiots were thinking bad
stuff about Amber, and she called them onit. | was Sitting with her and got involved. | guessthey were
trying to takeit out on me."

Bailey amost laughed at the mixture of dang with contrition and &t the boy caling him “Doctor Baley” as
if hewere till apatient, but he did interpret the danguage correctly.



"Didyou... uh ... hear what they were thinking too, Amber?*

"Yes, dr.” Shelooked toward her mother. “I'm sorry, Mom. We didn't want to say anything yet. It's il
so0 new and ... well, sometimes its embarrassing. It's not redlly like hearing. It'smore ... more...” She
stopped, bewildered. Shewas at alosstrying to explain a phenomenon confined to the three of them,
one shedidnt fully understand herself.

"Isit embarrassing just for you, or would other people be embarrassed, too?’ Pat asked, wondering just
what her daughter wasturning into.

Amber had trouble meeting ether of their gazes and hesitated to say anything. It was Jmmy who broke
the sllence.

"I guess we better tell them now,” he said.

"Hmm. Tell you what,” Bailey suggested. “Pet, why don't you get the youngsters a Coke or sometea
while | make usadrink, and then wélll talk.” He grinned at the boy and girl. *Y ou two are going to cause
me to have to buy some more bourbon if this keeps up.” He and Pat went to the bar and kitchen

respectively.

Amber readily perceived that whatever they said, Bailey could ded with it. She thought her mother could,
too. While they were out of the room, Jimmy touched her arm. She turned to look at him and after a
moment nodded. Words weren't really necessary, but she used them anyway. “Y eah, we better ‘fess up.
Don't be shy about telling how this started, JImmy. Y ou know they just want to help us."

Jmmy nodded. Amber was sitting next to him, and, before Pat and Bailey returned, her hand inched over
and fitted indde his. Their thoughts flowed together in a pleasant blend that was becoming more
enjoyabledl thetime.

Since it was her home rather than Jmmy's, Amber went first. She was amost crying as she described
how she had been awakened during the night that first time.

"I didn't want to bethere, but | couldn't helpit! It waslike being at the movies, sorta, but in my mind
instead of on ascreen. | tried to hidefromiit ... fromyou, but | couldn't!” She began crying then and had
to stop talking. She gripped Jmmy's hand so tightly that she felt him wincein her mind. She loosened her
hold and leaned her head on his shoulder.

"Oh mercy, baby. Please don't cry. Well work something out.” Pat was trying to remember everything
she and Bailey had done that night after too many drinks. And the next time, too. She must have heard
that one, too.

"We'relearning to shut out what we don't want to hear, Mom. | did it the other night, mostly. And we're
getting better at it. | won't listen, or whatever it iswe do again. Honest."

"Y ou don't have to convince us, Lumpkin. We dways bdieve you."

"I know you do,” Amber said, already fedling better. “| saw your last thought ‘ cause | was upset and not
concentrating. We know we shouldn't invade peopl€'s minds without them knowing.” She paused before
going on with their main concern about Jeannie not taking it serioudy enough.

"Well talk about that later. Go on with the details now,” Bailey encouraged. “When you're finished,
Jmmy can talk. | may need another drink by then though.” The joke helped lighten the mood, but both
Amber and Immy knew Bailey was as serious as ever.



They could see he was being truthful. Amber continued telling their story, not leaving anything out,
especidly about Mrs. Larkin and how much she hated the group in genera, Immy, Jeannie, and her in
particular. “ She thinks everyonein the group can maybe read minds, but she's absolutely sure about the
three of us. And Bailey, Mom ... she seemsto be gloating beneeth the hating, like she knows something
that will hurt us"

Bailey nodded. He didn't doubt it. He and Pat had had severd run-inswith the teacher the last few years.
He had liked her less each time and did even more so now. However, he wanted to hear everything. He
looked at Immy. “What about you, Jmmy? Does she hate you, too?"

"Yes, gr. It'slike Amber and Jeannie said. She saw me yesterday, and | got the same impression. It's
hard not to notice when she has such strong fedings. | till don't understand why, though.”

Bailey let Jmmy continue with his experiences while hetried to think how to explain Larkin to thirteen
year olds. She was the type who loved being the center of attention yet had no attributes to put her there.
From the moment the children, rather than her, began getting so much notice, she had didiked them, and
that made her pay closer attention to them than anyone el se, except perhaps for Casey. Bailey noted with
wry amusement that he and Pat were holding hands astightly asthe kids. He deliberately lifted their
intertwined fingersinto the air enough to let them see that adults sometimes needed comfort and
closenesstoo. It wasthe right move. Immy spoke more fregly after that. Bailey continued running the
eventsthrough hisandytica mind.

"Let's go back aminute, Jmmy. Y ou, too, Amber. Am | getting it right that, so far asyou know, it'sjust
the three of you who can do this?'

"Yes, dr,” they both said, their voices blending into one. Amber went even further. “Bailey, | don't know
how to explain this, but, for some reason, | don't think the other kidswill ever belike us. Their mindsare
.. different, | guessisthe only way to say it. Jmmy, Jeannie, and | thought for along time we were just
better at knowing what people were going to do and how they were going to act, you know, like our
mirror neurons were bouncier than theirs or something. Now that we've talked, | guess maybe weredly
gtarted reading minds awhile ago and didn't redize what we were doing.”

"I think 0, too,” Jmmy said. “And Amber'sright. The other kidswon't be ableto do it like we do.
They're ... different from us.

"Now why should that be?” Pat asked with a puzzled frown.

"That'swhat we need to find out,” Bailey said. “ And in the meantime, I'm probably going to embarrass
you guys. Please don't think I'm prying. Okay?"

Both of them nodded, dready knowing what was coming. And abruptly, seeing them holding hands and
gtting so closaly together Pet redlized what it was, too. She bit her lip but didn't try to stop him.



CHAPTER S XTEEN

"l guessyou've dready started discovering some of the benefits of being able to read each other's
thoughts, haven't you?’ Bailey asked.

"Yes, 9r,” Amber admitted, knowing what he was getting at. “We haven't done anything yet, though. Not
much anyways."

"Y ou will, though. Thisis making your minds grow up even fagter than your bodies are, | think. Both of
you are much more mature than other kids your age dready, you know. In fact, you're more mature than
lots of adults | know, and thiswill only speed up the process.”

"They are more mature,” Pat agreed. “But why?'

Bailey tried to explain the best he could. “ Actudly, | don't see how it could be otherwise. Most of the
kidsin the group have been much more aware than normal children ever since the attack. Part of the
maturing processisagradua redlization of how other people have personditiestoo, with al the
conflicting emations, fedingstoward others, the likes and didikes, the different areas of knowledge, and a
thousand other thingsinvolved in giving each person aunique mind. But now...” he gestured at the two
youngsters“...now these kids are having it thrown at them in huge amounts at once, more than some
people would redize or understand in alifetime. It can't help but speed them on the way to adulthood.”

The youngsters both nodded, admitting as much. Asthey did, their minds touched, remembering their last
embrace. Amber felt that pleasant awvareness of immy's presence again, like apart of her mind sitting
next to her. She could sense that he was feding much the same way.

Bailey continued. “How does Jeannie fed about the two of you being so close? |s shefeding left out, do
you think?" Bailey had identified that as a possible point of trouble. If Jeannie was indeed like these two,
she would soon be feding mighty lonely. Sex and youngsters was away's an explosive mix, and not
having someone she could relate to in asexud way, with al that mind reading implied, might turn her sour
if it weren't handled right.

Amber answered, looking back and forth between Bailey and Mom. “1 guess she doesfed |eft out some,
but it'snot aproblem yet Bailey."

"Wl be sure and stay close to her and include her in as much as you can.” He squeezed Pat's hand.
“I'm speaking here without redlly being able to grasp al you two—or three—I should say, encompass,
but | know how personalitieswork, at least aswell as anyone does. When a person is excluded from
important happenings they think they should be apart of, it can make them bitter and cause them to
respond in waysthat aren't hedthy.”

"Balley, isdl thisnecessary just yet?’ Pat was having ahard time making the jump in her mind that Bailey
had aready had made. She looked across at the two children—still children in her thoughts—and tried to
envisage them being in love, having sex, acting as adults. It wouldn't quitejell.

Amber caught Pat's concern. “Mom, it probably is.” She stopped short of going further, not wanting to
conced her thoughts from her mother but not wanting to upset her either. What she and Immy were
thinking and feding was persona and private.

Bailey saw Amber's hesitation and decided to move on to another area; he could talk to Pat later. “Now
let'stry to figure out why the three of you should develop this taent when none of the other kids have.



Did you al eat the samethingsthat day? Did you do anything different from the other kids? Can you
remember anything different about you three and no one e se from back then?"

Amber and Immy both shook their heads. Nothing came to mind.

Pat searched her memory of that awful time, trying to think. It was such along time ago, and so far asshe
knew, the three of them had smply played together and went to school together, just like dl the others
who had fdlenill back then. There had been nothing different. The weekend before they had been at her
house Saturday afternoon, but that wasjust ... “ Y ou al three got poison ivy the weekend before the
attack!” Pat burst out wildly with the remembered occurrence. That Sunday before the attack the next
day, Amber and Immy had begun itching. The rash looked suspicioudy like Poison Ivy to Pet, having
had it hersdlf, and she had trested Amber.

"Did you give them anything for it?’ Bailey asked, a sudden tenseness gpparent in hisvoice.

"Just ointment and Benadryl. | gave it to Amber, and when Mdissaasked, | gave her some for immy.
They took it Sunday and the school nurse dispensed some more Monday when | asked her to. | don't
know whether Jeannie got any, but | did call her mother and tell her what | had done for Amber and
Jmmy. | remember she told me Jeannie had Poison Ivy, too. That Stuff can drive you crazy with the
itching."

"Diphenylhydramine,” Bailey exclamed.
"What?' Pat asked.

"Diphenylhydramine. That's the generic name for Benadryl. Pat, how about calling Mrs. Burger and
seeing if she remembers—no, don't. There's not that much hurry.” He turned to Amber and Jmmy. “I'm
going to ask you to keep this a secret for now. Don't even tell Jeannie. It'snot that | don't trust her, but |
don't want to take even the dightest chance of this getting out. | don't know that there's a connection, but
if theré's nat, it's pushing coincidenceto thelimits!” Bailey couldn't quite contain his excitement. He had
the formula the terrorists had originally used, the one the FBI had kept secret and which had caused such
unintended consequences, and now perhaps he had the formulathat would produce mind readers at
will—providing the drugs were given at an early enough age and parents were willing to risk their
children. It could even react the same way if given to older people though he doubted it. All that wasa
long way off though. In the meantime, he knew someone who could experiment on animas and see what
happened and a so keep asecret. That wasif he could have the nerve agent manufactured without being
tagged asaterrorist. While running that through his mind, another thought formed. The kids probably
caught it, but if not, it wasjust aswell. And it might not help, anyway.

Amber did missthe thought, just as Immy did. While Pat and Bailey were on that subject, she touched
minds with Immy in the way that was becoming easier and easier. She was excited, too, but for a
different reason. The way this discussion had developed, it was as though she and Jmmy had dmost
been given permission to have sex or at least to consider it soon, if that was what they wanted. Well,
Bailey had. Mom was gtill wavering. She didn't have to read her mind to know that much.

Jmmy's mind showed the same eagerness as Amber's, yet she could sense the confusion and
apprehension normal for most young, inexperienced boys. He held ayearning hope that she would like it
when it happened, and a perfectly normal worry al young men have over whether he could do it right
when thefirgt time came.

Amber squeezed his hand while assuring him mentaly that it would work for both of them. She wanted it
to be good for both of them as much as he did when the time came. She aso told him without words that
he was really sweet and the thoughtsin his mind weren't nearly as salf-centered as those she had



perceived in other boys.

Pat stood up and came over to where Amber and Jmmy were still looking at each other. She waited until
she had their attention, and Amber stood up too, followed by Jmmy. Pat reached out and pulled her
daughter into an embrace while a sudden spate of tears trickled down her cheeks. She reached up and
wiped her fingers across her face and tasted her tears with her lips. Their saltiness seemed to epitomize
the quandary shefdt, the dichotomy of her emotions. On the one hand, her little girl was growing up into
ahedlthy, mature young woman; on the other hand, she knew she hadn't been prepared for it, not this
soon.

"It will be okay, Mom,” Amber said, trying to ease her mother's mind.
"It'sdl right, baby. Well have atak tonight, just the two of us. Okay?"

"Sure, Mom,” Amber said, unable to avoid her mother's thoughts as they skittered around various
subjects, some of the imagesin her mother's mind a surprise as she suddenly redlized she didn't know
quite as much as she thought she did.

* * * %

That night, Pt lay in Bailey'sarms, using his embrace as a source of strength. She had talked with Amber
after the evening medl, just the two of them. It had been one of the hardest conversations she had ever
had with her daughter. She had been amazed and appalled at the depth of her daughter's knowledge
concerning sex and relationships, yet she had il been abletofill in some glaring wesknessesin Amber's
comprehension of the subject. Shefdt asif she were sending her daughter to awoman's bed far too
soon, even though Amber assured her she still wanted to wait awhile. Pat hoped so. She would turn
thirteen during the coming week and have her Turnteen party in her home Saturday night.

"Bailey, | can't redly imagine how the kids must fed. | mean, what would it belikeif youand | could
merge our minds completely when we wanted to?'

" think it would be wonderful in someways, but | suppose well never know."
"Never?'

"Hmm. With what we deduced today, if Jeannie also took Benadryl, | guess| shouldn't say never, but it
appears asif aperson hasto befairly young to get the kind of results those three did. Anyway, | think we
do pretty good asis, don't you?’ To demondtrate, he pulled her closer for alingering kiss and caress.

Pat accepted it, holding back only amoment at the thought that Amber might be“listening” then forgot it
intherisng pleasure of Bailey's stimulation. Soon their minds were merged as thoroughly as norma
humans could ever achieve.

* * * %

Casey found avacancy in an office building near the school that was perfect for his purposes. Inside, he
could look out the tinted window and observe the children as they came and went from school without
being spotted himsdlf. He put asmall deposit down in order to gain access and moved in afew items of
chegp furniture in case he needed to Stay overnight sometime. After that, he used the spot to clandestingly
watch the school children for three days. He had no problem picking out Amber Morrison and Immy
Gomez or the Burger girl who walked with them after schoal to the first intersection. He also memorized
the othersin the group from school photos and personal identification datafurnished by Larkin and
Schaffer. That took three weeks before he was ready to confront the three prime candidates for his
plans. Before that happened, he found out something even more interesting.



Hewasat Larkin'ssmple home again, drinking her coffee and wishing for something with alcohol init.
Since resigning from the FBI, he had taken to having afew drinks during the day when he had time and
liquor was available.

"Y ou can confirm who they are, Mister Casey, aswell as seethat | know what I'm talking about. They
won't beinvited to Morrison's Turnteen party thisweekend. Isn't that asilly name—and asilly practice?|
swear, kidsthese days...” Her voicetrailed off as she again thought of how unfair it was that children—
children!—should have been granted such powers. Why couldn't it have happened to adults, persons
like hersdlf who could useit for practical purposes, like finding cheats and teachers with unsavory sex
practices. According to her, there were lots of usesthat were Smply going to waste.

"Y ou're saying these seven kids’ he tapped the sheaf of printouts with photos Larkin had furnished him,
“arealittle antagonistic group within the main one, huh? And they're bad, you say?"

"Correct. Those four boys and three girlsare dwaysin trouble, but the little demons use their powersto
avoid punishment. Why, Jordan Rhieman and Henry Keller have actudly been arrested! The charges
were dropped though. Can you imagine? And the girld They're nothing but duts. They'll wind up as
sreetwalkers by the time they're sixteen, mark my words."

Casey nodded, knowing Larkin would think he was approving of her sentiments. What he was actudly
doing was forming aplan involving the“bad” kids and Maybe the Burger girl, too, if he could play her
right, even though she wasn't one of the subgroup of wayward children. Kids never had enough money to
gpend on their music, games, and other entertainment somewhat more removed from the mainstream
such asdrugs and acohoal.



CHAPTER SEVENTEEN

"My Turnteen party isn't as popping as we thought it was going to be, isit?” Amber said. Shewas
standing next to Jmmy in the garage where they were taking their turn to steal afew kisses out of the
sght of adults.

"No,” Jmmy replied. “| guess were growing up too fast. But you look rea scorching.” He touched minds
with her and provided an image of her from the vantage point where he had admired her afew minutes

ago.

"Thank you,” Amber smiled up a him. She was dressed in new clothesin the current spring fashion. Her
bright red jeans had aline of upright ovals cut away from the outside of each leg to show bare skin
beneath. The matching red blouse's buttons didn't start until a portion of the dopes of her still growing
breasts were reved ed. She wore aflimsy bra beneath the blouse, which smply provided support below
to keep her breasts from bouncing too much if they began dancing. So far, only one couple had.

Jmmy touched the soft waves of her light brown hair that tumbled around her shoulders then bent and
kissed her, but not too hard. He didn't want to get excited enough for it to show, and it wastimeto go
back inside. He took her hand and pulled the door open.

The garage door opened into the living room where dozens of teenagers, dl older than Amber, mingled
and talked and watched portions of amovie being played while they consumed an enormous amount of
food and drink. It wastraditiona that kidswho hadn't turned thirteen yet weren't allowed a Turnteen
parties. Another couple had started dancing, using their earpiecesto listen to music of their choice that
only they could hear. They swayed and bounced in apeculiar rhythm vaguely resembling some African
tribal dancing but was set to atypicaly fast American beat.

Pat, Bailey, and Mdissa Gomez were the chaperones, along with two other friends, but Pat inssted that
they not be obtrusive. The party was arite of passage, but this one was avery mild version of some of
the Turnteen parties the adults had heard of . immy's had been the same type of gathering as Amber's
and had taken place only a month ago.

"Let'sgo tak to Jeannie for aminute,” Amber suggested, looking around to see where her friend was.
She couldn't find her in the living room. She waited, thinking Jeannie might have gone to the bathroom,
but when she saw another teen coming from there, she knew that wasn't it.

"She'soutsde,” Jmmy said pogitively. “And..."

Amber knew, too. The three tried not to pry into each others mind, but did use their talent to know
where another person was, if need be. Jmmy and Amber had done that at the same time but had backed
off immediatdly.

"Oh, damn and desolation!” Amber exclaimed. “ She's smoking green matter, right out in the front yard!
Right in plain sight and with the porch light on! Come on, Jmmy. We haveto stop this before she hitsa

ay.

Amber hadn't paused to find out who Jeannie was with. When she saw the two boys, one on each side
of her, she stopped abruptly, causing Jmmy to amost ssumbleinto her. The anger she had felt toward her
friend changed to puzzlement.

Jordy Rhieman and Henry Keller! What were those two broke rocks doing here? She thought.



Henry was bad enough, but Jordy was horrible. Amber took a deep breath. The boys hadn't seen them
yet, but she knew Jeannie had sensed their presence immediately.

"Hey!” Amber shouted.
All three turned around.

"Y ou two broke rocks weren't invited,” she said angrily to the boys. “ Get off my property, right now or
I'm caling the cops.” She reached for her phone.

"Yeah?’ Jordy sneered. “I don't think o, you little goodydit. Y ou wouldn't want to see your friend
arrested, would you?’ He deliberately took another big hit from the marijuana cigarette.

Amber sensed Jmmy'sintentions and grabbed his arm before he could attack Jordy. The other boy had
just used an epithet for her worse than a curse among teens.

"Y ou'd better go,” Jeannie said to Jordy and Henry, knowing how mad Amber was and how close
Jmmy wasto forcefully bresking away from Amber and dugging Jordy. She didn't want them to cause a
ruckus here.

Jordy acted asif he were debating the decison, but he really had no intention of tangling with Immy
again, not unless he was armed. “Okay, but only because you say o, redtimer, not little goodydlit,
there” He deliberately took another hit from his smoke and tossed it into the grass. He chucked Jeannie
under the chin and casually dropped his hand down to her breasts. He stroked her there, winked, and
departed, not at dl inahurry.

Amber was speechless for amoment, but her mind was hectic with questions. “ Redltimer” wasan
expression denoting agirl or boy who was willing to experiment with drugs and sex, sometimes more. It
aso meant agirl who would give aguy agood time. Findly, Amber said, “How long hasthis been going
on? It wasdl she could manage.

"Well, you and Jmmy areliplocked. | want to have somefun, too,” Jeannie said defensively. She
shrugged her shoulders, dmost causing her streplessbrato dip.

Amber could read the defiance and the sense of embarrassment behind Jeanni€'s words, but she could
find very little shame there. She sighed, not knowing what to do about it just then. “We can talk
tomorrow, Jeannie. Come on, let'sgo back insde.”

Jeannie had very little choice since her mother wasn't due to pick her up for at least another hour,
probably more. Back in the living room, shetried to brush off theincident by flirting artfully with almost
every boy there except Immy and avoiding being closeto either of her two closest friends. It made for a
depressing aamosphere since al the others could sense something untoward had happened but weren't
exactly surewhat.

"Iseverything dl right?’ Bailey asked his stepdaughter alittle later when he made a quick appearanceto
let the kids know adults were till around.

"We had aparty crasher, but it's okay now. I'll talk to you about it |ater, Bailey. Okay?"

"Sure, Lumpkin. Have fun.” Heretreated, knowing aswell asthe gang of perceptive kids did that Amber
wasvery Upset.

* k% k %

"You wereright, Bailey,” Amber admitted desolately after al the kids were gone and she had kissed



Jmmy good night.

"About Jeannie?’ Bailey was Sitting across from Amber and Pat, findly having adrink now that the kids
had departed.

"Uh huh.” She leaned her head against Mom's shoulder, taking comfort from her mother's nearness, even
if shewas maturing so quickly. Shelooked at Bailey and told what had happened. “ She was smoking
some green right out in plain sight, and what's even worse, she told those two broke rock boys they
could drop by when she knew | didn't want them here. | think she'sjumped, had sex, with one of them.
That'stheimpresson | got, even if shewastrying to hideit.” She clutched her mother's forearm and hand
with both of hers. Shefelt atear dide free of her lashes and trickle down her cheek. “Mom, she's... it's
likeif she can't have Jmmy, she doesn't much care what she does! And it'sal happening so fagt!”

Pat had changed into asimple housecoat after the guests al left. She adjusted it while putting her arm
around Amber, unsure of how to handle the situation but knowing Amber needed her support and love.
Shelooked to Bailey to see what he thought.

"| suspect you and Jmmy are ready preity well bonded, what with being able to seeinto each other's
mind, aren't you?’ he said.

"Ohyes. It just gets better dl thetime,” she said enthusiagticdly. “We cdl it being liplocked, but...”
Amber had to pause for amoment to let Mom and Bailey chuckle over the teen dang, but she was
entirdly serious. “...but it's deeper than that. It'slike...” She struggled to explain what she and Jimmy felt
for each other inwords. “...like we're each part of the other. It'slike what you and Mom felt for each
other when ... well, you know, like when | was there that first time but didn't now how to not look. It's
likethat but not so intense dl thetime. It's aways there when were near each other.” The young girl got
apuzzled look on her face asif she were seeing an emotion or hearing love. The experience was plain to
her, but language had no words to describeit. “I'm sorry, | don't know how to explain any better, but it's
not something we can share with Jeannie. It'slike we own each other. Does that make sense?”’

Bailey nodded sadly. “Lumpkin, I'm sureit'swonderful, but you don't haveto try explaining any more.
It'slikewe're blind, and you're trying to describe colorsto us. It's probably something everyonein the
world would loveto haveif they knew what it was, but in the meantime, we have to figure out what to do
about it."

"Tokeep ussafe” Amber said serioudly, her pretty young face no longer carrying itsusud dfin
expression.

"Exactly, and | don't like what happened this evening abit. Y ou and Jmmy and most of the other kids
seem to be developing fine, you and Jmmy especidly. But those others you said were acting terribly;
they're learning how essy it isto manipulate norma humans, and they obvioudy haven't had much mora
guidance growing up. They're going to get you al into trouble.” Bailey's expresson wasagrim
counterpart to Amber's seriousness. He stood up and began pacing. “I wish we could just take you and
Jmmy and his parents and go somewhere el se where we wouldn't be noticed, but it's probably aready
too late. And | ill fed respongible for therest of those kids."

Pet remained slent. Bailey continued, turning directly to Amber. “Lumpkin, thismay be astuation you
can solve better than adults. | guess you know we've dready taked to Melissa and Joe about what we
should do, and they have no more idea than we do other than they're aware that you and Jmmy don't
intend to be separated. They're both in denia about your talents, mind reading aside, but you probably
know thet, too, so | want you two to think about everything and help us come up with asolution if there
isone. I'm awfully afraid that there might not be one.”



"Bailey, we haveto try something. If wejust Sit and wait for acrigs, we're avoiding responsibility,” Pet
said. Therewas ahint of desperation in her voice.

"How well | know.” He glanced at hiswatch. “Well, we don't have to do anything tonight. Let'sal get
some rest and come back to the subject in afew days. In the meantime, well al keep it in mind.
Sometimes the subconscious will produce answersif you don't forceit.”



CHAPTER EIGHTEEN

Casey stayed in hishotel room, venturing out only to eat and to gather more information on the children.
When he had enough to satisfy him, he decided it wastimefor hisfind act before temporarily leaving the
area. It was a Thursday afternoon, more than two weeks after Amber's Turnteen party. He was waiting,
disguised by sunglasses, afake mustache, and casua clothes: abrown shirt and green dacks, easy colors
to forget. He didn't want to be recognized by the kids so he could get a good reading on whether they
actually could read minds—the three Larkin had fingered in particular. He sat on the bus stop bench at
the intersection insde the a cove where some of the kids stopped for a quick kiss and grope on their way
home, or if they were alowed, waited therefor their bus.

At three o'clock, Casey stood up and walked to the edge of the alcove where he could see the students
coming and where they could see him. He undressed and did mortifying thingsto severd of the younger
girlsin hismind asthey passed. Only one paid him any attention, amember of the group that Casey
recognized, though not one of the three he was primarily interested in. The girl happened to glance a him
then took another ook as she perceived part of the content of his attention. She speeded up her steps so
she could mingle with agroup of kids ahead of her.

Amber was grolling dowly aong with Jmmy, hand in hand. They passed the well-disguised Casey
without paying him any attention. He waited until they were afew steps away with their backsto him and
then let thefull force of hisfantasesloose. He didn't have to fake the images or emotion he felt.
Everything he thought of was something he would loveto do to the girl.

Amber caught al of Casey's degraded imagination full blast when he concentrated his attention entirely on
her. It startled her so badly that she juggled and dropped the print book she had been carrying in the
hand not entwined with Jmmy's. She let out ashort, involuntary cry of disgust and moved closer to
Jmmy, dmost causing him to trip over her feet. She didn't have to look around to know who was
responsible.

"Oh God, it'sthat Casey Creeper again!” she said to Jmmy, her voice low and shaky with fear. “Come
on, let's get away from him!” Now her whole body was trembling in reaction to the vivid images from
Casey's mind. When she reacted, his emotion made the images al the more vivid.

Jmmy'sface flamed red with anger and embarrassment as he caught the truly repugnant lasciviousness of
Casey's mind himself as Casey mentally stripped Amber of her clothes and performed unspeakable acts
on her naked body.

Jmmy stopped momentarily, anger making him want to attack the former FBI agent regardless of the
danger he represented. He couldn't help turning around for amoment.

"Jmmy, come on! Please, heshorrible.” Amber tugged at Immy's hand, fedling anausea building in her
middle, like she had eaten some rotten food. Even after practice, it was amost impossibleto shield her
mind from dl of Casey's|oathsome thoughts.

Jmmy glared his hatred at the perverted mentdity of the man but et Amber hurry him away from the bus
stop, almost running. Neither he nor Amber had to look back over their shoulders to know that he was
following them with hisgaze, an evil grin plastered on hisface.

Casey now knew for certain that those two truly were mind readers, implausible asit was. All the
younger children subjected to the nerve agent had grown to be unbelievably perceptive, but the talent
these two had was mind-boggling. He could hardly contain himself with thoughts of what he could do



with people like that assuming he found away to control them, and that could be done if he went about it
in the right way. ESpionage agents had spent untold years and huge amounts of money researching and
practicing how to manage and control spies both for and againgt their own interests. The best way was
usually with subtle but undeniable threats of harm to their loved ones accompanied by cash, but he had to
be careful. He shuddered with the thought of how aformer FBI agent would be received by other
inmates of a prison should he get caught. Better not to be so direct with these kids.

Larkin and Shaeffer had told him that there appeared to be arupture in the relationship between the
paired Morrison and Gomez kids and the odd one of the threesome, Jeannie Burger. He intended to try
working on that. Hewaited. The girl was hanging out with a couple of boys Larkin said were“ Juvenile
Delinquents.” Observation over the last two weeks had shown him that Jeannie Burger passed hiswaiting
point afew minutes behind the other two. He prepared some new images quite different than what he had
used on the other brats.

* * % %

To observers, Jeannie would have appeared to be atypica middle schooler, relieved and happy to be
free of classroomsfor the day, having fun flirting and bantering with the boysin the smal group of
students she was walking with. Inside, Jeannie was confused and unhappy and jedlous. She couldn't help
it. Amber and Jmmy enjoyed a continually growing closenessto each other that she envied and wanted
to experience hersdlf, but there was no other boy, or even agirl, with their talent. She was beginning to
fed likeapariahin reverse, asif shewere ahigher cast Indian having to live among the “ untouchables’
like the ones they were studying in socid history classthisweek.

The boys she was fooling around with were perceptive and they were inducing her to try some
experiences that were disconcerting in away but gave her athrill at times. Like doing green. And sex.
She picked Jordy to show her that since she knew he was more experienced than Henry. It was okay,
but she knew from vagrant thoughts Amber let dip in the one class where they were together that she and
Jmmy were enjoying themsdaves much more, and they hadn't even skipped the rope yet! They were il
just petting the kitty. It was frustrating and left her not only resentful, but aso feding unchalenged.
Everyone except Immy and Amber were so easy to manipulate.

Jeanni€s musings were interrupted by images from another mind thrusting stronglly at her, asif someone
was aware she could pick up the thoughts. Casey! The FBI man Amber said did bad things! But ... ?
That wasn't what he wasthinking at her! Instead, he wastelling her slently that he could provide her with
amost unimaginable wedth and fun and could prepare her for assimilation into the ranks of the élite
women of theworld, al in return for using her talents now and then. She dowed her walk, seeing the
frown lines above Casey's sunglasses as he concentrated mightily to convince her he was truly wanting
that and nothing more. Some of his thoughts were vague and fuzzy, encompassing things she knew little
about as of yet, but enough got through.

Jordy and Henry saw Casey, but their perceptive ability told them little other than that he seemed to be
propositioning her in some weird manner. His thoughts were so concentrated on Jeannie that they had
littleinkling of what he wasredly up to. Both of them started to urge Jeannie away from him but then they
saw shewas smiling.

"Go ahead,” Jeannie said. “I'll catch up with you later.”

When the boys hesitated, Jeannie said, “It's okay, redly.” Jordy still showed areluctanceto leave her
alonein Casey's presence until she stood on tiptoes and whispered a promise into his ear. He nodded
and tugged Henry on with him, grinning lascivioudy.

Jeannie kept her distance but listened to the former FBI agent when he began talking. She could easily



tell that he was Sincere, so far aswhat he wanted from her was concerned. He wanted the same thing
from Amber and Immy, but didn't think he could get it short of force or vile threats—that thought |eaked
from hismind as he was talking, an acute reminder of what kind of man he was. Shetold hersdlf she
would be careful. She found out quickly that he was working for aman he was certain could provide all
he was offering if she cooperated. He had theway al prepared. All he had to do was show proof of her
ability, and the world would open in front of her like apath into fairyland. She saw that even hedidn't
know thefull extent of what he, with Jeannie as his partner, could garner, but even what he was sure of
was enough to tempt her.

"How would it work?” Jeannie asked. “1 couldn't just up and leave on my own, you know."

Casey grinned. “Don't worry. Just as soon as | get our support lined up, I'll have one of the companies
well be dedling with offer to hire your parentsfor enough money that they'll jump at the chanceto move.”

"Whereto?"

"Los Angdes, probably. Right near Hollywood, but far enough away not to have to mix with the riff raff.
Sound good so far?!

"Sofar, yes” Jeannie sad, envisoning herself as an enormoudy wedlthy movie queen. “ Just onething:
you keep your distance from me, or I'll turnyou in. Y ou know what for."

Casey nodded, and Jeannie saw that he was sincere even though he couldn't keep some of his
background fantasies from getting loose, wistful thoughts of what he would enjoy doing with her if he
weren't after amuch bigger prize.

"When?' Jeannie asked.

"I'll bein touch. A rep from the people | work for will check you out. After that, we're home free.”

Casey looked around and saw another throng of kids moving toward them. “I'm leaving now before |
attract any more attention. Y ou'll hear from me, don't worry.” He walked away, secure in the knowledge
that at least one of the kids would cooperate. Some of the merely perceptive ones surely would, too.
Casey began whistling atune and dreaming of al the things he could do when he had enough wedlth and
power to act as he wished without fearing arrest and prison.

Jeannie dowed down as she walked toward where Henry and Jordy were waiting. She was wondering if
she could handle the proposition Casey was offering by hersalf without having to dea with him. Despite
knowing he was sincere right now, there was no way of anticipating what he might do in the future. By
the time she joined the boys, she decided she didn't know enough to try what Casey was proposing
alone. Shewould haveto let him get it set up. After that, though? Maybe he could be discarded and she
could make arrangements on her own. Even if not, she was thinking of one demand she was going to
make.

* * * %

"I'm going to tell Mom and Baliley that Casey's hanging around here again,” Amber said to Jmmy asthey
stood on the sidewak in front of their homes, reluctant to part. With concentration or moderately intense
emotion, they could each touch the other's mind while each was at home. They were getting better with
practice, but being near each other was till afar superior way to communicate. Speech was aso il
better than amind touch for conveying specifics and detall.

"l don't know whether | need to tell my folks or not,” Immy said, hisarm still around Amber'swaistina
protective hold. They had walked like that since encountering Casey. “It'syou hewantsto ... well, you
know. He ought to be shot or drowned or something. If he ever tries bothering you, I'll do it mysdlf. |



swear | will.” Heheld her waist moretightly as he spoke.

Amber leaned againg him. “Why don't you just wait and |et Bailey see your mom after | talk to him and
Mom?Y our mom likes Bailey, you know."

"Uh huh. So do mogt of the kids. Okay, I'll wait.” Jmmy didn't comment on her not mentioning Joe
Gomez, hisfather. Mister Gomez was home less and less these days. Immy had reluctantly told Amber
that his father was probably having an affair somewhere on hissalesroute.

Amber turned to face him and tilted her lips up for their parting kiss. She wanted to linger in hisembrace
with hislips on hersand their tongues playing gentle games. It felt so wonderful, like the ddlicious taste of
good food when you're ravenous or the sensation of sudden warmth from sunlight after being chilled to
the bone. It was an emotion she didn't think she would ever tire of.

Asthey stepped back, Amber said, “I wonder if thisiswhat twinsfed like?"

"Couldn't be,” Jmmy replied. “ They couldn't possibly fed as good as we do, no matter how close or
how well they know each other. Thisis specid.”

"Mmmm. | agree,” Amber said as she kissed him once more for good measure and ran up the sidewalk
to home.

* * % %

"You've got alook on your face like the cat that that stole the cream,” Bailey said as Amber comeinside.
“Y ou must have just been with Immy.” He grinned at her and winked to show he gtill gpproved of them
being together.

"l was. Bailey, | wish you and Mom could know what it's like being so close to another person. Immy
was just wondering whether it was like having atwin, but we agreed that twins couldn't possibly fed like
wedo. Bailey, it'sso good that | bet there wouldn't be any wars or tuff like that if everyone could doit.”
She gave him ahug, as she dways did when arriving home.

Bailey loved his stepdaughter as much as he thought he would have if she were his own. He stepped
back and frowned. He kept his hand on her shoulder. “Now you look like the other cat, the one who
didn't get any cream. Problems, huh?'

"Uh huh. That's the bad part. Me and Jimmy can see how horrible some people are. Bailey, you're
amost as perceptive asthe kidsin the group,” Amber said, feeling a sudden rush of affection for her
sepfather. “Let me run change, and I'll tell you what happened.”



CHAPTER NINETEEN

After ligtening to Amber and talking to Pat with Amber present, Bailey decided they had to do something
about Casey.

"| can arrange to take afew days off. | think I'll make atrip up to Little Rock to talk to Casey's former
supervisor and tell him Casey's hanging around school kids now."

"Theres nothing illegal about it, per se,” Pat said.

"Uh huh, but getting information from school authorities on aclosed FBI investigation might stir them up.
Amber, did you notice whether he'still using hisred name or not?'

"| didn't think of it. | just wanted to get away from him. He's dirty."

"Bailey, should you go off and leave us done right now? With that pervert hanging around?’ Pet |ooked
pointedly in Amber's direction.

"I'm going to notify the police and tell them to watch for him. The kids can give us adescription of what
he looks like now. But maybe I'd better wait awhile at that. I'll seeif | can set up atelephone
conference.”

* k *x %

Bailey tried doing exactly that after dinner, but found that Ray Hetrick wasin the process of retiring and
was“unavailable” Hedidn't want to talk to anyone el se, knowing they wouldn't believe him. He spent
some computer time and findly tracked down the agent's home phone number.

"Migter Hetrick, I'm Doctor Bailey Jones. I'm calling in regard to that terrorist case from four or five
years ago that you werein charge of. | have...”

Hetrick cut him off. “I'm sorry, Doctor Jones, I'm retiring. Y ou'll haveto talk to someone else.”

"I know you'reretiring Mister Hetrick, but we still need to talk. There have been some devel opments
involving aformer agent of yours, Sean Casey."

"Casgy, you say? What about him?"

"I'd rather not say on the phone, but believe me, it'simportant. He's hanging around the schoal in
Mountain Grove, watching the kids and soliciting information from the teechers.”

Hetrick thought for amoment. Sean Casey had been abit odd. He wouldn't mind knowing what he was
up to, and he certainly didn't have anything on his agenda now. Hiswife had died ayear ago, and he was
doneintheworld. “ Areyou sill practicing in Mountain Grove, Doctor Jones?

"Yes, but I'min private practice now, and, please, cal meBailey."

"Well, asit turnsout, | have atrip planned as soon as| finish al my retirement business, and it'll take me
down your way in acouple of weeks. How about if we meet then?"

"That would be even better, and, Mister Hetrick, please don't talk about this, at least until after we've
met. Okay?"

"| can do that much. Give me your phone number and email address.”



Bailey did o, thanked the man, and replaced the handset. He got up and went out into the den where
Pat and Amber were watching amovie. Though it wasn't apparent, Amber was following the movie with
part of her mind and using the other part to practice mind touching with Jmmy while he did homework in
his room next door.

Pat touched the pause button when Bailey came into the den and sat down beside her.

"Casey's old supervisor, Ray Hetrick, isretiring, but he said helll come by here and talk to usin acouple
of weeks. That might be even better than trying to convince someone on active duty of the danger, a
least right now.”

"Good. Y ou've done what you can. Now sit down and enjoy the movie with us.”

* k x %

Amber tried approaching Jeannie severd times over the next week with only partial success. She
wouldn't talk much and kept portions of her mind tightly closed.

Finaly, Amber cameright out and asked, gpproaching Jeannie during morning recess. “ Jeannie, please
tell me what's bothering you. Jmmy and | are your friends, you know."

Jeannie avoided eye contact, and more importantly, mind contact. “Y ou can't hel p anything, Amber,
unlessyou want to share Immy with me.”

Amber couldn't answer in words, but her mind said it all.

"See?’ Jeannie said. “ That's the problem. | don't have anyone to share it with like you and Immy.
Besides, we're probably going to be moving.”

That wasthe first Amber had heard of it. “Moving? Where to? When?"

"Oh, | don't know. Maybe soon, maybe after school's out. Listen, I've gotta go. Jordy's waiting for me,
and we only have afew more minutes before class.” She turned and walked away, afindity in the stance
of her body motions that saddened Amber unimaginably.

Amber followed Jeannie with her gaze until the bell rang and she disappeared into the building amidst the
throng of hurrying students.

* k x %

Bailey answered the door bell when it rang amost amonth later, shortly after their evening medl. Ray
Hetrick had cdled earlier in the day and said he wasin the areaand could talk. Bailey had immediately
invited him to their home.

"Bailey? Ray Hetrick."

"Hi. Thanksfor coming by.” They shook hands and he let the retired agent into the living room where
Pat, Amber, and Immy were waiting. He had wanted Jmmy there when they talked. Meissawouldn't
be home from her job until late, and he doubted she would be much help anyway.

"Thisismy wife, Pat, and two of the kidswho were involved. Amber isours. Jmmy lives next door."

"Gladtomeet you al,” Ray said. He shook hands with each, displaying an affable friendliness. His
grayish blue eyes sat beneath fading and thinning blond hair had a permanent tired look to them, but his
gaze was penetrating and attentive for al that.



Amber and Jmmy had cause to be suspicious of FBI agents. Together, they gently scanned his mind then
retreated as soon as they found his surface thoughts were concerned only with questions about Casey
and the old terrorist event. Both had found that mostly it didn't pay to try going too deeply into another
person's mind. There was too much unwholesome baggage even in the best of individuas. They relaxed
and smply waited on Bailey's next cue.

"Drink, Mister Hetrick?'

"Sure. It'sbeen along day. Whatever you're having. Call meRay,” he said with agrin. “I'm retired now."
"I've mixed a concoction welike. If you don't carefor it, we have other choices,” Pat said.

"I'll try it, thanks."

Pat left and returned amoment later with a pitcher and glasses on atray aong with iced teafor the
younggers.

Once relaxed with adrink and smdl talk, Bailey leaned forward in his easy chair, foot rest down.
"All right, Ray, let metell you astory, and you can tell me what you think."

Bailey proceeded to relate what they had discovered about Sean Casey's private life and how he had
used it to make him back off, not neglecting to tell how he had obtained the data. He was interrupted
when he said Wanda had been murdered.

"Hold on aminute, Bailey. Murdered you say? Casey a child molester? Do you have proof of al this?'

"| did once, but our home was broken into by a professiona and it was taken. That was about the same
time | found out about Wandas murder by a so-called burglar and that al the information on Casey
disappeared from the Internet sites where he was active. Now he's back in Mountain Grove, and we're
scared.”

"Y ou think he's after young girls here? Why here, where he's known? That would be stupid, and
whatever e se he may be, Casey was never stupid.”

"No, heisn't, and heisn't after young girls now, not for purposes he used them before at any rate. No,
we think he'strying to recruit the kids who were in the terror attack.”

Bailey paused, waiting to see Ray's reaction.

"But why?Wait aminute! Y ou think there's some basisto what he tried to convince me of ? That there's
something specia about those kids?” Helooked over at Amber and Jmmy and saw nothing unusua
except two young people who were being exceptiondly attentive in the presence of adults.

"That's right; thereis. The oneswho werein first through third grade at the time have devel oped unusua
perceptive abilities. Some of the teachers—and Casey—think they're actua mind readers.”

"Whoa. Thisisahbit muchtotakeindl a once. Let's stop amoment and regroup, shal we?’ Hetrick
glanced a Amber and Immy again, Slently caculating their ages and concluded they fdl in the group
Bailey had mentioned.

Amber smiled at Hetrick and nodded her head, indicating she knew what he was doing. It wasn't even
mind reading, just the perceptive ability.

It took Hetrick amoment to comprehend it al, and hefdlt hismusclestensing asif he were preparing for



an assault on afugitive holed up somewhere. *Y ou two are perceptive? More so than ordinary people?’
"Yes, dr,” Amber said, speaking for both of them.

"Can you tel me more about it?"

"Bailey cantdl you,” IJmmy said, feding Amber's hand creeping into his.

Hetrick turned his attention to the doctor. He raised his browsjust enough to indicate he was prepared to
listen but not necessarily to believe.

Bailey related how Amber and some of the other kids had fingered Casey as a child molester dmost
immediately when he began the second investigation.

"So the, uh, talent didn't develop right after the attack? Isthat what you're saying?'

"Apparently not, or at least it wasn't aconscious ahility at first. But sx months|ater, it certainly was. And
hereshow it works. It'sthe mirror neurons.” Bailey related how the nerve agent the terrorists had
thought would kill the kids smply made some of themill and stimulated the mirror neuronsin the younger
ones, as shown by PET scans. “Actualy, it stimulated the mirror neuronsin al of them, but apparently
only in the younger onesdid it cause them to multiply past the norma point and become hyperactive.”

"I'll be damned. Can you explain the mirror neuron thing to me alittle more and tell me placesto look up
information?"

Bailey did so. He had very carefully not said anything about the three who had imbibed the nerve agent
on top of the Benedryl they had been given for poison ivy nor what that had apparently led to.

"Seemslike I've read something about mirror neuronsin the popular literature, but | was an English
maor. Most science passes me by. Regardless, would Amber and Jmmy be willing to demonstrate some
of their, uh ... perceptive ability?"

Bailey and Pat exchanged glances. Here wasthe crucia point. He had to get someone involved with the
problem who would be on their sde. Just the perceptive ability donewas dready causing problems, but
knowledge of the three who had gone on to develop mind reading ability was potentially so earth-shaking
he had doubts about reveding it. And there was only one way to be sure.

"Amber, Jmmy? Can he be trusted with everything?'

Amber touched Bailey's mind briefly to be sure of what he wanted. She nodded to Immy and they both
entered Hetrick's mind. He felt nothing at al, but afrown crept over hisface as the two teenaged children
dared slently a him for along momernt.



CHAPTER TWENTY

The strange silence ended when Amber finally spoke. “He's okay, Bailey. We can trust him with just
about anything. He may be able to help, too."

Ray stared, frown gtill in place. *Y ou two determined that just by looking at me?”

Bailey remembered the burglary and how camcorders and listening devices could be hidden so effectively
because of their small size now. “Let'sgo outsideto talk,” he said.

It took only afew minutes for Amber and Jeannie to demongtrate that they could indeed read Hetrick's
mind without him fedling their presence.

"Incredible,” hefindly said, redlizing just how inadequate the word was. Images of mind reading agents
geding secrets from governments, financid ingtitutions, and individual s raced through hismind. Even
those with the perceptive ability would be useful, and yet, the two children seated across from him didn't
look the least bit dangerous. He found himself hoping they had devel oped avery good sense of ethica
behavior to go with their ability.

"Yeah,” Balley agreed with awry amile. Helit one of hisrationed cigarettes. Hetrick looked at it longingly
then pushed the craving aside. He had quit severa years ago, findly succeeding after severa attempts,
and he knew from hitter experience that al it took was one dip to re-establish the habit.

"So you want meto help. How?"

"Wethink Casey isashill for some other organization that's going to try suborning the kidsinto working
for them, particularly Jeannie Burger, the other of the trio who can read minds, and before you ask, I'm
not going to revea why it happened to them and not the others, not just yet. Anyway, whoever Casey is
working for will be after any of theredlly perceptive kids. They'll want to use them to check on the
honesty of employees at a corporation somewhere or use them to root out spiesin their midst. Something
likethat, I think."

"Those are rather innocuous uses for them, and not illegd so far as| know."
"Uh huh, but knowing Casey, we suspect he's fronting for dishonest organizations."
"Couldn't the kids—Amber and Immy, | mean, find that out from Casey?'

"They weren't looking for it at the time, and he hasn't been seen since they found out he was back in the
aeaindiguise”

Jmmy spoke up. “Mister Hetrick, it's not nice to go into someone el se's mind without their permission,
and it's bad sometimes. Scary, even. We learned fairly quickly to keep the talent mostly to oursalves. It's
better that way."

Ray Hetrick found himsdf warming to the two teenagers. They were quiet, attentive, and well mannered.
Besidesthat, they didn't appear to be enamored with themsalves because of their remarkable talent.

"They're good kids,” Pat said, “but they're redly not so much kidslike you're probably thinking. They're
mature young adults now. The perceptive ability pushed dl the young kids to mature quickly. Amber and
Jmmy have gone even farther. In adifferent context, they could be considered as adults.”



Hetrick rubbed histemple. He had finally gotten the long-delayed eye surgery that corrected his need for
glasses, but he till had the habit of trying to adjust them by grasping the frame there. “Why don't we go
in the house and talk some more,” Hetrick said. “I don't know about you folks, but | could use another
drink."

* k k %

Severa houses down the street, an observer put down the telescopic camcorder and shotgun
microphone he had quickly gotten into action when the group from Bailey's home came outside. It was
problematica about being ableto record al of the conversation from the microphone, but supplemented
by lip reading from the enlarged camcorder images, he thought he had a good chance of getting most of it
for hisboss. Inducing the family to move out had taken quite alot of money, but it had been donejust in
time. He would like to have chanced an intrusion and planted arecorder in the Jones house, but his
request had been vetoed.

* * % %

Inside once more and with fresh drinks, Bailey told Hetrick of thelittle bit of animal research hisfriend
had gotten started on and how the combined chemicals might have worked on the three children who
could now read minds. He il didn't reved that Benadryl was amost certainly the second ingredient.

"I can help you on the research, for sure,” Hetrick said. “I've got lots of contacts and people | trust.”

"We don't want this getting out,” Bailey warned. “It would be horrible for Immy and Amber and
Jeannie”

"l imagine. Still, well have to do more than research if your suspicions about Casey are correct. Thisis
s0 big we need to find out al we can. And frankly, Bailey, | think you need some protection.”

Bailey sighed tiredly. He and Pat had gone over al this between themsdlves. “What can we do?
Surround the kids with guards? Change our names and try to hide? | asked for help, Ray but we don't
want to cd| atention to this.”

"It's going to come sooner or later,” Ray said postively. “Nothing like this can be kept a secret forever.
It's better if wetry to control it, but you're right; the less attention, the better."

"So what do you suggest?'

Ray touched histemplereflexively, feding for the glasses that were still not there. “Mrs. Jones, how do
you fed about home schooling?!

Pat had thought about it before. Her main objection to home schooling was the lack of contact and
interaction with other students. On the other hand, Amber and Jmmy were specia cases, and her
mother'singinct wastelling her it might be much sdfer.

"How would you two fed about it?” Pat asked them.

Jmmy waited for Amber to speak. She squeezed his hand, causing their minds to buzz momentarily with
pleasure before getting back to business.

"It would be okay with us, Mom. We're finding we have less and lessin common with the other kids
anyway. They seem so immature now."

"The problemisthat | haveajob. I'm ateacher,” Pet told Ray.

"l see” Ray said. “| guess most couplestoday have to both work to have adecent living. My wifedid, |



know."
"It'snot that, Ray. We're not hurting for money. It just so happensthat | like teaching.”

"The sudents are fortunate to have you then.” He grinned sympathetically at her. “Y ou know, teaching is
one of the few professions where just about everyone in the world thinks they could do a better job than
the oneswho actudly know what they're doing—the teachers.”

Pat laughed, but it was al too true. “ Thank you. Not many people redize what adifficult job it isor how
much time teachers spend outside of school hoursat it."

Ray grinned again. “1 do. My sister isateacher.” He glanced at hiswatch. “Isthere anything else you
want to go over tonight? | have someidess, but I'd like to think about this and do some checking with a
few peoplel trugt."

Bailey stood up. “ Go ahead and get some rest. We need to toss around the idea of home schooling and
security oursalves. Can you give us a hint about what el se you're thinking of ?*

Ray debated with himself and saw no harm in telling them afew more idess. “ Oh, maybe the witness
protection program, a move to amore secure home, bringing in some of my retired friendsto help,
arranging for more research and the like. Just ideas so far, but don't worry about me or any of my friends
spilling the beansintentionally. Anyone bring into this, you'l be ableto trust. If I'm not absolutely certain,
I'll bring them by for Amber and Jmmy to test. It's the ones we don't know about that worry me."

"Us, too."

"All right, I'll say goodnight, then. Amber, Immy, I'm very glad to have met you, and I'll do everything |
can to help you keep your freedom. So will your parents, I'm sure.”

"They will,” Amber said positively.
Bailey and Pat shook hands and Ray |eft.

* * * %

Nothing untoward happened for the next two weeks, but one day while Amber was out of school for a
followup to check on how she wastolerating the birth control implant she had gotten the month before,
Jeannie gpproached Jmmy at recess. She touched his mind, indicating she wanted to talk.

Jmmy allowed her to steer him toward acorner of the school yard where no one e se had congregated
then stopped.

"I know what's on your mind, Jeannie. I'm sorry, but it's Amber | love."

Jeannie amiled as brightly as she could. “1 know that, silly. | wouldn't want to break you up, but | don't
see anything wrong with sharing occasiondly.” She stepped closer. “Wouldn't you like to have alittle
experience before skipping the rope with Amber?*

"WEell manage,” Jmmy said. His voice cracked. Jeannie was standing very close, her breasts dmost
touching him.

"Sure you will, but Amber wouldn't mind if we did it. She knows boys need rdlief more than girls.”
"No,” IJmmy said.

"Oh, come on. My parentswon't be home until late. We can use my bedroom. Please?’ Jeannie



accompanied the pleawith avivid image of how good sex could be with her, showing him likenesses of
hersdf naked as she had been with Jordy and using al her mind power to convey the pleasure Jordy felt
when he touched her and played with her body.

Jeannie thought he was weakening. She added another incentive. “1t won't be for long and then Amber
can have you al to yourself. Dad has ajob offer in Los Angeles he's going to take soon as school's out.
I'll be leaving. Wouldn't Amber want me to leave happy? Wouldn't you?'

Jmmy wasn't wavering. Jeannie, in her enthusiasm, was misinterpreting hisreaction. In redlity, hewas
thinking that it would be niceif three people could merge their minds and become permanent partners,
but it wasn't working like that. Amber was his girl and she was the only one he wanted to be so closeto.
He knew with absolute certainty that Amber felt the same way.

Jmmy shook his head. “I'm sorry, Jeannie. | wish we could just be friends. | wish you weren't going to
leave, either. Y ou're the only other person like us."

"That'sthe problem,” Jeannie said.

"What company is your dad going to work for? We had a vacation planned for the summer. Maybe welll
be coming your way."

"Not likely,” she said, giving up on Jmmy for now. Sheturned and left him without another word.

Jmmy continued standing in the same spot. Jeannie was angry and had |et athought dip out. Casey was
the one arranging the job for her father. He muttered angrily to himsalf, wondering how she could stand
to associate with the man, even to that extent. At the sametime, he found himself fegling sorry for her. He
knew she missed the intimate contact the three of them had enjoyed until he and Amber's pairing. One
other thing he wondered about was how much longer he and Amber would wait. Both their bodies were
demanding release from the condtraints of incomplete sex. They had delayed so far out of respect for the
wishes of their parents—mostly Amber's parents—but he aso knew they couldn't last much longer.



CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE

"Gomez is going to accept the offer,” Casey said, presenting an air of satisfaction and competenceto
Brazos, the man he was working for. He was sitting across from him in a office located among a cluster
of identical buildings, four and five story non-distinctive structures of brown imitation adobe or old
mirrored sding. Offices of thistype on the southern fringes of Los Angeleswere where al kinds of
nefarious business activities, both lega and illegdl, took place. First, he had gone to see one of thevice
presidents of Cdifornia Pharmacies, the big conglomerate which included pharmacies, manufacturing, and
digribution facilities

Casey had very carefully picked adigtribution specidist which careful research showed was vulnerablein
his persond life and combined that trait with both ambition and alove of money. Hisinginctstold him
there would be otherslike him in the company who worked their own sidelines without top management
being aware of them. In truth, Casey knew that management probably suspected but didn't want to
know s0 long as the stock price stayed up, they collected their bonuses, and their names were never
mentioned or put on any kind of documents. Casey'singtincts had been right. That first contact had led to
others, culminating with Brazos. The man Sitting across from him was very secretive, but Casey knew
how to dicit information from junkies and progtitutes. The street talk had Brazos' tentacles extending into
much of the narcotics and counterfeit drug trade. He was a so reputedly working for one of the huge drug
cartelsin Mexico, hdping them with their smuggling operations.

"Very good,” Brazos said. Weve also checked your facts, Mister Casey. It appears that what you told
usistrue.” Hedid adip of paper acrossthe desk. “Keep thisin asafe place. It's your overseas bank
account identification number and instructions on how to set up your security. Do | need to mention that
you now work for us and that we would be very unhappy if anyone learned of it?'

"Y ou don't need to mentionit,” Casey said, though he wasn't exactly who ese he did work for.
"Good. Now, tell me, do you recognize this man?"

Brazos produced a print from a camcorder, showing Bailey, and next to him...” Hetrick! he shouted
inwardly. That sanctimonious sonofabitch!

"That's Ray Hetrick, the SAIC of the Little Rock field office.”

"Fine. Well check into it and see what he's doing now. Y ou do the same because hel's somehow
connected with those kids. In the meantime, go back and continue your activities. Get as many of the
specia kids out here as you can and continue your work on the persond lives of their parents. I'm sure
you of al people understand there's amost dwaysthingsin a person's private life they wouldn't want
made public. Comprende?’

Casey fdt hisface color and wondered if Brazos knew of his own predilections. “I understand. There's
another half dozen besidesthekid I'll be working on. They'rethe ones| believe will cooperate with little
need of compulsion other than money, of course. I'll get them first."

"Of course,” Brazos said. All during the conversation he maintained the same countenance. His brown
face never cracked asmile or showed any kind of expression. His straight black hair, narrow nose, and
full lipsgave hisdark brown eyes alook of restrained violence, asif he had spent his childhood tearing
wings off fliesand torturing smal animals before graduating to more satisfying methods of expressing his

persondity.



Casey had met men of histype before, usudly in interrogation rooms where he had the upper hand. This
was hisfirgt experience a being the supplicant, and he wasn't sure he liked it, even for the money.

* * * %

Amber had no sooner opened her eyes Saturday morning when she felt Immy's mind touch. Without
words, or without going into details, he conveyed the need to see her as soon as he could. Amber rested
in bed for afew moments, letting the flow of Immy's mind merge with some of hers and alowing some of
their body sensesto intertwine. Thiswas something new they were practicing. It had aready giventhem a
gartlingly different perspective of how they each viewed their own selves, but it was early; she wanted to
shower and dress and brush her teeth before seeing Immy. She gave him the menta equivaent of akiss
and broke contact as she flung the covers off and swung her feet to the floor.

A little later, she went outside to meet Immy. The way they liked to touch and kiss and enjoy bodily
contact was dtill alittle embarrassing in the presence of their parents, though a brief embracein front of
them was becoming commonplace.

After theinitial hug and kiss and the pleasant mental warmth of their minds touching, Jmmy took her hand
and they began walking around the block, their usua weekend routine. It gave them achanceto talk
about private matters and to stop at the bus stop dcove for afew minutesif no one waswaiting there.
When they could, they took this opportunity to sit and kiss and touch deeply.

Every timethey did this, Amber felt her sensesredling with the pleasure of such closeness.
It was Immy who broke the contact first for achange.

Amber looked at him with desire still plainly etched on her features. “ Immy, | don't think | can wait much
longer,” shesaid.

"| can't ether, but for different reasons. Dad has anew job in Cdifornia. Were moving.”

"Oh, no!” Amber could hardly stand the thought of it, of being separated. “ Jmmy, you can't go! |
couldn't stand it."

"Neither could I, not for long. | don't know what to do, though. We're not even fourteen yet, nowhere
near legd age. The law would make me go with them.”

They and their classmates were aware of the legal aspects of being underage. Some other cases had
come up liketheirs. One girl had been sent to reform school for continualy running away to her boyfriend
who had moved, and a couple of boyswere on the verge of being incarcerated for skipping school too
often and refusing to obey parenta restrictions.

Amber had a sudden thought. “Maybe your mom would let you live with usl™
"Mom might, but | doubt Dad would. He's funny.”
"Jmmy, you hardly ever see your dad.”

"I know, but they've talked about it when he was home. Both of them think it'll be agood thing. They've
had problems, you know."

"Uh huh. But what will anew job do?"

"Mom thinksit will help them be happier, and she thinks maybe moving away would help meforget al
this stuff about being specid.”



"Oh, Jmmy, she knowswe can't forget it. She...” Amber'svoicetrailed off and she smply leaned against
Jmmy. A tear did down her cheek. She was as aware as he was that Mrs. Gomez was becoming
increasingly lessresponsiveto their specid status. She would like the whole thing to go away, and Mr.
Gomez was even worse. He didn't understand it and didn't want to understand.

Jmmy said nothing, smply using hismind to try comforting her and doing a poor job of it because there
was no redlistic way out of the dilemmaother than both of them running away.

"We can't run away,” Amber said, picking up histhought. She sighed and forced herself to consider what
elsethey might do. Findly, she said, “Jmmy, let'sgo tak to Mom and Bailey before they leave. Maybe
they can think of something to do."

* * * %

"Thisis Casay'sdoings, I'll bet,” Pat said when Amber told her of what they were facing.

"Probably, but that doesn't change the facts. Jmmy, would talking to your folkshelp if | told them what
wethink Casey isup to?'

"No, gr,” Immy responded immediately. “ Dad thinksit's agreat opportunity and so doesMom. They
don't believe it's me they're probably after. Mister Jones, please try to think of something to do. We can't
bear to be separated.”

"Baley, hésright. Wejust can't. Wed run away first,” Amber said.

"Oh no, baby, you can't do that!” Pat exclaimed. She clasped her handstightly together, her mind racing
to think of arguments to dissuade them. “Listen, it would be only two and ahdf years, and you'd both be
sixteen. Immy could come back here then. In the meantime, we could take our vacations to wherever
you're going, but you just can't run away. Y ou have no idea of what it would be like, and you'd be
caught before long and separated anyway."

"Mom, you know it wouldn't be very easy to catch us. We could manage somehow."
"Wait aminute,” Balley said. “Kids, just hold tight and let methink."

Amber and Bailey passed the few minutes of silence with their minds tangled together in an apprehensive
dliance

"Firg of all, | think Pat and | need to know just how closethisrdationshipis. | know you'vetried to tell
us, but isthere any way you can make us fed it?"

"We couldtry, | guess” Jmmy said.

"It would be something new,” Amber admitted. “Really, we never even considered whether we could
show you likethat. Let usthink aminute, okay?"

The adults nodded and watched as Amber and Jmmy |ooked deeply into each other while they mentally
mapped out the way to proceed. Like the young people, Bailey and Pat were holding hands. Bailey
looked down and didn't even remember when it Started. He smiled at hiswife, trying to reassure her, and
found himsalf wishing that he could do it as easily asthe kids could with each other.

"Wereready totry,” Amber said. “We can't do it to you both at the same time, though. Who wantsto
gofirg?’

"Try me,” Baley said immediately and protectively, hisfird reaction being the urge to take any danger



from the process away from Pat if it did prove to be harmful.
"All right, just relax and close your eyes, Bailey,” Amber ingtructed.

Bailey did so. Presently he became aware of another presencein hismind. He shied away at first but
forced himsalf to accept it. The sensation wasn't painful, and it captured histotd attention. Hismind was
awash with the powerful impression of the children's closeness to each other. It went on, growing even
stronger. He could tell how enthralled they were with each other, how wonderful they felt being together.
He got an impression of how strongly their bodies reacted when they kissed and touched with their minds
merged. From somewhere far away, he sensed that they were actudly kissing. The combined emotiona
storm amost overwhelmed him. It was somewhat akin to sex with Pet, but different in away he knew he
would never understand fully. It was easy to tell how binding such passion could be—stronger than any
marriage bonds, deeper than normal love, more satisfying than any sensation he could conjure up from
memories of the most pleasurable emotion he had ever experienced. And till it grew. He dumped down
in hischair, trying to bresk loose from the contact, and suddenly, hewasfree.

Bailey shook his head to clear hismind. He grinned feebly at the children and then a Pat. “Whew!
Watch that first step, honey. It'sabig one!™

Pat reacted in much the same fashion as Bailey had, but when it was over she was shaking.

Amber got up and went over to Sit beside her for amoment, letting her mother hug her, wanting her to be
comforted and seeking some comfort of her own. When she thought her mother was able to continue,
shereturned to her seat beside Jmmy. Shetook his hand and leaned against him. She rubbed her cheek
againg his shoulder. It was smply unthinkable that they could be parted. Demongtrating their fedingsto
the adults only reinforced the redlity.

Amber added one more comment before seeing what the folks would say, though in truth, she and Jmmy
pretty well knew aready. “ That's how we fed now, and we haven't even had sex yet."

Bailey looked at Pat and nodded. She remained silent, knowing with an inner sadness that someone else
now occupied the primary focus of her daughter'slove.

"I'm convinced,” Bailey said. “Well think of something, | promise.” He glanced at hiswatch. “ Right now,
though, we have to go. I've got a patient with problemswho couldn't get off during the week, and Pat has
ameeting at school. Well talk some more when we get back. Be sure and keep the door locked.”

Amber hugged them both before they |eft, but her parents surprised her. Pat hugged Jmmy and kissed
him on the cheek. Bailey put hisarm around Jmmy's shoulder and squeezed briefly, letting him know he
approved.

"Isyour mom home thismorning?’ Amber asked as soon as she heard their cars drive away.
"No, she'sworking today.”

"Then come on. If there's even adight chance we might be separated, it's not going to happen without us
having made love.” Shetook his hand and led him back to her bedroom.



CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO

Their first coupling was somewhat clumsy, but Pat's frank talks with Amber gave her the knowledge that
made it eeder than most first times. That, plusthe fact that their minds were merged, helped them to fed
their way into the experience, and, as might be expected, the first time was over all too soon.
Neverthdess, it was ill the most intense emotion either had ever experienced.

The second union was so overwhemingly passionate that it was amost unbearable. Their mindswere
locked together even moretightly than their bodies, and each of them was able to experience some of
what some of the other was feding.

Amber thought it was the most wonderful sensation that could ever be possible, and it went on and on,
rising to an intensity that finally exploded over her body with aflood of emotion that made her cry tears of
joyful pleasure and excitement. Jmmy's body became part of hers, and he absorbed hersin the same
way. Both had been unintentiona participants with Pat and Bailey having sex when they first redlized they
were able to seeinto other minds, but their own experience went far beyond that. Amber knew it would
be impossible to explain or even use amind touch to show anyone ese what it waslike. It was unique,
only possible to those who could delve into each other, body and soul and mind.

Even after it was over, Amber didn't want to lose the closeness; she snuggled againgt Immy, staying as
near him as possible, thinking dreamily that it would be nice to not to ever have to move away. Her eyes
closed, and gradually, Jmmy's embrace |oosened as they drifted into deep.

* * * %

Amber woke and immediately sensed that Mom and Bailey were back home. She started to sit up and
redlized that she was ill loosdly entangled with Jmmy's naked form. She pressed againgt him for a
moment, long enough to bring him to awareness.

"The folks are back home. | guess we better get up and wash off and get dressed, huh?”
"Uhoh,” Jmmy said. “They'll know what weve been doing.”

"It'sokay; | think they knew we were going to do it before they left.” She kissed him and got out of bed,
heading for the bathroom. Sex with Immy waswonderful, but even the talks with Mom hadn't fully
prepared her for al aspects of it—and the after effects.

* * % %

"Bailey, those kids till seem s0 young. Thisis going to take some getting used to.” Pat smiled gamely and
gestured toward the bedroom.

"Areyou sure that's what they've been doing?’

"Of course. Bailey, | knew what was going to happen before we | eft. Didn't you see how they were
looking a each other? They had just finished showing us how close they are, and we were dtill talking
about them being separated. What would you have donein their place?!

Bailey munched some cashew nuts and took asip of the beer he had opened when he returned. “ The
samething, | guess. Pat, | doubt we can even come close to imagining how good it must be for them. Just
think of what they showed us, and project that closenessto a sexual union. We have to do our utmost at
keeping them together.”

"Wdll, I'm al for that. | want Amber closeto us, Jmmy too. They may be mind readers and as mature as



adultsin many ways, but they don't know everything. They're ftill going to need usfor afew years."

Amber's bedroom door opened and she led theway out. At first, immy had trouble meeting the adults
gaze, but when they showed no antagonism or resentment, he relaxed.

Pat intended to talk to her daughter later, but in the meantime, she did her best to act as casudly as
possible. She greeted them, went to the kitchen, and began bringing back packets of Chinese takeout
food she had picked up on the way home. It was gtill warm enough to eat straight out of the cartons.

It was Bailey who got them back on the subject of Immy being forced to leave. He pushed his plate
away and popped the cap off another beer. “ immy, are you absolutely sure talking to your folkswon't
help? Suppose | tell them I'm dmost certain it's your talents Joe's new employer is after and not your
dad's?'

"| tried, but he wouldn't believe me. Mister Bailey, | hardly know him; he's gone so much, and he doesn't
believe. He doesn't want to believe there's anything specia about me. He's dmost convinced Mom, too."

"Y ou could show him likeyou did us."

"I 1 did, it would just make him mad and resentful, and Mom would suffer. Theré's something esel
didn't tdl you. Mom is pregnant, and she wants to move away from here. She's scared the baby might
turn out like meif she stays.” The young man shook his head. “ It doesn't matter how illogicd it sounds.
We'relearning that people bdieve thingswithout areason ... or for reasons that have nothing to do with
redlity. It's so strange to us. It's hard to understand.”

"l imagine so,” Bailey said. “What did you kids have planned for today?"

"We were going to walk over to the mall and go to a movie and then come back and do some stuff on
our comps,” Jmmy told him. At firgt, he thought theterm “kids’ for he and Amber no longer gpplied.
Perhaps hisface showed it, for Bailey spoke up.

"Relax, Jmmy. Youll be“kids’ to your parents until the day they die, just like any children you have will
bekidsdl your life."

Jmmy thought about it and saw that he was right. He nodded that he understood.

"And so long asyou're going to be apart of the family, | think it's about time for you to cal me Bailey like
Amber does. Y ou can drop the Migter."

"Yes gar.”
"Be back by six. Were egting then, and Mister Hetrick is coming by to talk to us some more.”
"Wewill,” Amber said. She gave her mother and Bailey aquick hug, and they were gone.

Pat blinked back tears. Bailey saw them and drew her into hisarms. “It'shard losing achild, but it's good
to know we prepared her well for alife of her own."

"I know, dear, and it's not asif Amber isgoing to move out. The kids can't do anything until they're alittle
older. It'sjust that al thisis happening so fadt, it seems.”

"Wadll, look on the bright sde. We won't have the usua trouble with teenage angst and
misundersanding.”

"Therésthat. I'd better get some papers graded before Ray gets here.”



"Go ahead. I'll fix dinner."

* k% k %

Ray Hetrick arrived right on time. Once he was settled in with adrink, helooked around. “| was
expecting Immy to be here, too."

"Hisdad told him to stay in tonight,” Amber said. “It doesn't matter; I'll bein touch with him, and he can
follow what'sgoing on."

"Good. Firgt thing, I got the research started. It turns out that pudding had nothing to do with the results
when the nerve agent was mixed with it. It stimulates mirror neurons anyway, in chimpanzees at leest, and
| checked back on the andysis of the substance we did right at firdt. It seemsto be aderivative or
offshoot of one of the nerve agents manufactured during the Cold War. What apparently happened was
that the terrorist chemists made amistake in their production, and instead of being detrimental to nerve
tissue, it just simulated the mirror neurons. Perhaps, in younger children, it aso caused them to multiply,
but we haven't gotten that far yet. If you want meto go into the mind reading business, I'll have to know
what other substance was present that may have changed Amber, immy, and Jeannie.”

Bailey shook hishead. “Not yet, Ray. It'snot that | don't trust you, but I'm doubtful about loosing
telepathy on the world. It seemsto be fine for our two kids, but Jeannie ... well, I'm not sure. At any rate,
| don't want to let it get out yet. Besides, we don't even know why it took five yearsfor the mind reading
ability to appear in them. What | would likeis a sample of the nerve agent to run afew more experiments
mysdf.”

Ray Hetrick eyed Bailey closdly. He thought he knew what Bailey had in mind, but he smply nodded.
Thiswas onetime he had to just ride with the flow and do what he could to contral it. Even though he
wasretired, he fill felt aresponghility, and thiswas certainly the most interesting thing he could ever have
imagined doing in hissparetime. “Okay, I'll get you some. Next subject—"

Bailey held up hishand. “ Before you go any farther, you need to know something. Jmmy's father has
suddenly been offered ajob from out of the blue that appears too good to be true. We suspect it's
Casey's doing, the same way he enticed Jeanni€'s parentsto move.”

"Y ou hadn't told me that."
"Welearned thissince the last time we spoke.”

"Y ou need anumber to get in contact with me when thingslike that come up.” Ray wrote two numbers
out and handed them to Pat who was nearest him. “I've got some retired agents who're willing to help
and use their contacts while we see exactly what Casey isup to. | need for Immy to know as soon as
we can where those jobs are and with what companies.”

"LosAngeles” Amber said. “ They're both going there. Jeannie wouldn't say, but we found out that she's
working directly with Casey. Getting her parents out there wasjust away for him to get their hooksinto
Jeannie. | bet it'sthe same with Immy'sfolks, too."

From theway it looked, Ray didn't doubt it a moment.

"Okay, get me moreinformation. Cal mewhen you learn anything new. Now, that other subject. |
spotted atail when | came over here. | had one of my friends with me. We pretended to be local cops
and pulled him over. He wouldn't talk, and there were no groundsto notify loca authorities, however,
this sounds like something to do with the recruiting that's going on.”



"Morerecruiting?'

"I haven't beenidle. | already knew Jeannie€'sfolks had been offered ajob, aswell asafew other parents
of the most perceptivekids. | didn't know Jmmy's parents had though. That'skind of strangein itself.
The others are who the teachers are terming ‘ bad kids.””

"| probably know just which onesthey are, then,” Pat said.
"Me, too,” Bailey added. “ So where do we go from here?

Ray laughed. “1t sounds like you two are mind readers. How well off are you financialy? If you can
afford it, | can have a couple of men keep an eye on the school and your home at night. They want
something interesting to do and jumped when | told them alittle about the situation here, nothing about
mind reading per 2"

"We can gand it for awhile. Dad |eft quite abit of money behind when he died.”

"Good. I'll get onthat. A couple more friends will nose around and find out more about who's hiring, or
trying to hire, and why, but | suspect we aready know why in agenerd sense”

There was more talk, but the essence had been taken care of. It was Amber who brought up the one
subject that had been avoided just as Hetrick stood up and was ready to leave.

"Mister Hetrick, isthere anything you can do to keep Mister Gomez from taking that job?”
"Nothing that'slegd, I'm afraid. | take it you and Jmmy don't want to be separated.”

"We're not going to be, regardiess,” Amber said firmly. “Not for long.” She endured Pat's and Bailey's
scrutiny and reinforced what she had said. “1I'm sorry, but that's the way it is. Somehow we have to fix
thet."

"It'sal right, Lumpkin,” Bailey said gently. “We're going to moveto LosAngelesif | can't tak senseto
Miger Gomez."

Amber stood silent for amoment, communicating with Jmmy, and then ran to Bailey and her mother.
They gathered her into their amswhile Ray quietly let himsdlf out.

"Y ou're the best parents in the whole world,” Amber said through her tears. | just wish you could belike
us, so you'd know how important itis.”

"| think we do,” Pat assured her. “Y ou showed us, remember?'

"Y es but that was before Jmmy and | ... well, you know. It's even more wonderful than | thought it could
possibly be. WEll never be separated for long, not whilewere dive."



CHAPTER TWENTY-THREE

Sunday afternoon, Amber, Pat, and Bailey went to the firing range to practice with their weapons. Jmmy
was refused permission to come aong with them. It made Bailey decide to present Immy with agift of
an automatic pistal of hisown, the same modd as Amber's, with the admonition his parents weren't to
know. He redlized he was taking a chance, but the boy was going to be in a situation where he might
have to protect himsdif.

Amber revedled that he was coming aong with them, in a sense, as he had aready done a couple of
times. He could follow her actionsin his mind, getting some grasp of how it fdt to handle and fire the
pistol. She had dready gone over the mechanical handling with it late at night by mind touch, while they
were each in their own rooms.

When they returned, Joe Gomez was home and out mowing the yard, shirtlessin the heet of early
summer. After gregting him, Amber asked, “May | vigt with Immy for awhile?'

"May aswdl,” Gomez said. He shrugged. “Y ou won't be seeing him much longer."
"I know,” Amber said. “Hetold me.” She went to the door and Melissalet her in. Bailey lingered.
"Joe, what company will you be working with now?"

"CdliforniaPharmaceuticas,” he said, taken off guard and revedling the company before remembering he
had promised to keep it secret.

"Hmm. Big company. How did you manage that?'

"I've got agood salesrecord, Bailey. They camelooking for me,” he said proudly. He wiped sweat from
hisface with the towel hanging around his neck.

"Maybe they were looking for Jmmy, too."

Gomez put his hands on his hips, making hisrangy figurelook like agtick man. “Listen, Bailey, I've had
about enough nonsense about my boy being “specid” and al that crap. He's perfectly normal. All hesgot
on hismind isgirls. Y ou ought to know thét, of dl people.”

"Joe, I've got reason to think the people you're dealing with aren't that reputable. They..."

"l don't want to hear, it Bailey. California Pharmaceuticals? Y ou think they're not reputable? Besides, |
don't know if you heard or not, but Melissa's pregnant. We want to raisethe girl away from al this
specia kid nonsense, so excuse me for being blunt. Butt out. Okay?"

Bailey saw that there was no sensein going further. His mind was made up. “Asyou wish,” he said and
went onin.

"I just made my attempt to talk to Joe. It's no good. They're going, so | guess we better start our
arangements.”

Pat had adrink ready for him. When they sat down together she said, “1 didn't think talking to Joe would
do any good. | had achat with Melissathis morning but didn't want to mention it until you had a shot at
Joe. Shetold me about being pregnant while tried to pretend it was asurprise. Then she said she
wanted to move, that she wasthinking of the future, whatever that means, and didn't want another child



to grow up here and be thought strange.” Pat brushed at her hair, agesture she unconscioudy used when
shewastrying to put over adifficult concept in class. “ She'sgot theideain her head that if she moves
away, Jmmy will go back to being normal. It's sad, but that's what she thinks."

"l know,” Bailey agreed. “ Denid isan escgpe mechanism. Fairly common.” He shrugged his shoulders;
he knew that, without a person’s cooperation, there was little to do about it.

"Bailey, while were on the subject, won't Casey find out what we're doing? Moving to Los Angeles, |
mean? Do we have to worry about that?"

"Sooner or later helll know, but we can keep it quiet for awhile. Well have the house handled by ared
edtate agent after we're gone and have our mail sent to us by aforwarding company. Well plan on
following them as soon as possible, but it may wind up with Amber and Jmmy being separated for a
while, regardless of what they want."

"They won't likeit."

"I'm sure they won't, but | think they'll be okay so long as they know were going out there, too. Inthe
meantime, we can let them have as much privacy aspossible. Y ou know how it iswhen you first start
having s=x."

Pat grinned. “ Uh huh. Like you persondly invented it.” She moved closer. “And I'm in the mood tonight,
S0 you get alight supper and acouple of extraafter dinner drinks."

"You cantwis my arm if you like, but it'sreally not necessary."

* * * %

Later that night, they lay together, both replete but not yet deepy. Pat wondered idly if immy or Amber
had inadvertently picked up on their emotions during the height of their coupling. It had certainly been
intense enough, she thought. Even if they did, it no longer mattered. They were doing the same thing
themsalves when the opportunity presented itsdlf, and she knew neither of them would deliberately tune
in. Thinking of Amber led her into another subject.

"Jmmy said Joe had one more trip to make before schoal lets out. That'll give the kids some moretime
together without him interfering, but you know what? 1 fed sorry for him and Melissa both, with them not
wanting to believe anything nefarious about Joe's new job. I'm afraid they'rein for arude surprise.”

"Me, too,” Bailey replied. “I've thought of one schemeto upset Casey's apple cart, but | want to talk to
Ray first and seewhat he thinks."

"What schemeisthat?
Bailey told her.

Pat thought long moments, remembering, then findly pulled him to her. It was an avful decison to have
to makeif they decided to go through with it, and she could hardly believe Bailey had been the oneto
come up with it.

* k k %

At the sametime as Pat and Bailey weretalking, Amber and Immy were till awake, their minds
together. Knowing they might be separated for awhile despite everything, they were trying to gauge how
far they could extend their minds while locked together mentally. Surprisingly, they discovered that of the
group still awake whom they knew well, they could sense each of them asfar away asthe other sde of
town, though the contacts were very foggy. Then they tapped into Mrs. Larkin's mind. It wasn't foggy at



all; they weretoo used to her.

"She'swith Casey! They're in bed together!” 1t wasn't words they used, but a sudden awareness of what
was going on there. Quickly, they backed off. Neither of them were intentionally reading minds;, they
were smply seeing if they could sense thoughts from adistance. Both of them withdrew as quickly as

possible.
That's a new development, Jimmy! Amber thought.

WE'll tell Pat and Bailey about it tomorrow. Bailey will call Mister Hetrick. Maybe he'll know what
they're planning, Jmmy replied

It's not ethical, but maybe we should try finding out from Larkin, Amber suggested.

It wouldn't do any good to try now, not with what they have on their minds. He's sure got her
fooled, doesn't he?

Amber touched Larkin's mind briefly again. Uh huh. She thinks she'sin love with him, but he's just
using her. He'ssick.

We already knew that.

Jeannie was the final person on their list of persons they wanted to contact, and with her, they wanted
more than just a distance gauging mind touch because they were hoping she would communicate with
them. They had saved her for last, but she was deeping by then.

* * % %
Amber told Casey about the liaison of Casey and Mrs. Larkin the next morning before leaving for school.

"Weweren't deliberately reading minds. We were just seeing how far we could reach with our minds
separately in comparison to when we're merged, | guessisthe best word. Anyhow, we thought you
should know."

"Thanks. I'll passit onto Ray. Do you go to school full daysal week?'

"Shedoesnt. | do,” Pat said. “Teacherswill be busy with lots of stuff, but Thursday and Friday the kids
get out at noon. Speaking of that, Amber and | need to get going.” Pat sipped the last of her coffee,
kissed Bailey, and grabbed her purse. She took the car; Amber walked so she could be physicdly with
Jmmy for that period of time.

As soon as Amber joined Jmmy, he kissed her then said abruptly, “We've got amoving date. Two
weeks after school lets out. Dad caled usthis morning early.”

Amber felt her heart jJump in her chest. She wished Pat or Bailey could read minds so she could tell them
immediately that they needed to speed up their preparations.

* * % %

Surprisingly, Jeannie joined Amber and Jmmy for the walk home that evening. “Hi guys,” She said, and,
at the same time, touched minds with them in afriendly manner.

"Hi Jeannie,” they both said, delighted that she wanted to mingle with them again.

She appeared to be balancing something on a precipicein her mind but let it go. “I'm sorry | haven't been
very friendly lately, and Amber, I'm sorry | tried to seduce Jmmy. | wasjust lonely and wishing | had



something like you two have."

"It'sdl right,” Amber said. She could sympathize, if not entirely forget the matter. She didn't pry, but
thought Jeannie was holding something back. That was her privilege though. Even she and Jmmy had
some private compartmentsin their minds they gtill kept from each other: embarrassing incidents, errant
thoughts, and especidly some of the fantasizing daydreamsthat dl humans are subject to but would never
want made public. Even so, they were opening up more and more as time went on, and they found,
accidentally in most cases, that other people were like them in that respect.

"No, redly. I'm sorry,” Jeannie continued. “WEe're going to be separated maybe forever before long. It's
going to be awfully lonesome for me.” Shelet them see her thoughts ddliberately. Shereally waslondy
and wanted to enjoy the mind touching sensation as much as she could before leaving, but beneath the
veneer of her thoughts, she knew she was ssimply laying afoundation for later and what she hoped would
cometrue.



CHAPTER TWENTY-FOUR

All that week and the next, Jeannie remained friendly with Amber and Jmmy. The three of them spent
lunch hours and recess together aswell as some afternoons, but Amber and Jmmy kept to themselves
the afternoons when they were home but the teacherswere a schoal. It was their only time for complete
privacy where they could continue learning and enjoying each other's bodies. It only got better. Even as
normal teenagers would, they found themselves thinking about each other and what they had done and
would do again dmost to the exclusion of anything ese. They hardly missed Jeannie the last week before
sheleft for Cdifornia, nor paid much attention to how she was spending her time. Bailey and Pat had
encouraged them to use Amber's bedroom whenever they could. Melissa had objected at first but finally
relented. Joe didn't seem to care.

* k x %

"Y ou wereright, Jordy. Green stuff does make it better,” Jeannie said one afternoon. Her parents were
at thered edtate office signing papers on the house and for a change they could enjoy sex in her
bedroom.

"Toldyou,” he said, while playing with one of her breasts.

Jeannie had no great qualms about reading other people's minds, though she didn't make apoint of it
because such abig proportion of a person's thoughts was either uninteresting or downright disgusting.
Just like Jordy. She gently pried, and she could see that he cared much more about his satisfaction than
hers. To him, she wasn't much more than an attractive body he had accessto. She used her new talent to
avoid giving away what she redly thought of him, which was only someoneto learn sex from. Jordy was
sure he was the dominant one of the union, but he couldn't be more wrong. She was smply exploiting
him. Boys—and men, as she had found out—thought about sex much more than girls and women, but
she had to admit she enjoyed it. Epecialy with the mood dteration the marijuana provided. It intensified
the concentration and pleasure, but she was sureit till couldn't be anything close to what Jmmy and
Amber felt, damn them both. Why couldn't there have been four of them, two boys and two girls or even
just her and Immy? It wasn't fair, but if she had her way, she wouldn't be left out dl her life.

* * * %

Casey had done dl he could in Mountain Grove for now. He shook hands with the Smiths, the last set of
parents of the perceptives he had managed to hire. As he walked back to his car, he reflected on how
the job was going. Two of the kids had |eft with their parentsimmediately after school was out for the
year. Already, he had received word back that the boys had no scruples about using their ability in return
for cash and drugs and that it must be paying off handsomely aready because Brazoswas pleased. He
wondered what tasks they had been started with. He had recommended they be disguised as young
pre-interns and worked at innocuous jobs at first then gradualy expand their use. He didn't know if that
was being done or not. Brazos didn't reveal much about his activities. He did say that Casey's biggest job
was yet to come, that of arranging security for the ones being used, and to help prevent competitors
learning of their identity and ability. Helooked forward to it. That was more in keegping with hisline of
work.

He laughed to himsdlf as he thought of Larkin. After seducing her, she had revealed far more about the
perceptive students, both the good and bad ones, than she should have. It had made hiswork much
eader, but hewas glad to be rid of the damned old maid. When he thought of the way she was probably
crying and carrying on since he stopped seeing her and returning her cals, he laughed out loud. It made
him feel good. A couple of passengers boarding the plane with him looked at him curioudy, but he didn't
give adamn. Before this was over, he intended to berich, and, if he could, he intended to pry the secret



of mind reading out of Jeannie Burger. He quickly stifled that thought. Best to keep it out of hismind as
much as he could until thetime wasright.

* * * %

"I'm sorry, Lumpkin,” Bailey gpologized. “Wejust couldn't wind up our affairs quickly enough to follow
Jmmy and hisfolks close enough for you to stay in touch. One more week.” The three of them had just
finished breskfast and were cleaning up.

"It'sgoing to seem likeforever,” Amber said. Immy had gone beyond their ability to sense each other
after their first day's drive. He had been past the range of mind touch only three days, but already it
seemed asthough avita part of hersaf was missing. It had gotten to the point whereit was hard for her
to understand how normal people could go about their liveswithout alover, afriend, a confidant, amost
an dter ego to share everything with, someone who knew the foibles and advantages and disadvantages
of being the opposite sex. That was possible only with the mind reading ability.

Something about Amber's expression made Bailey suspect how great atrid the separation was. The
longing he saw in her eyes and face was almost palatable. He put his arm around her and squeezed her
shoulder. “WEell try to hurry."

"Thanks, Bailey. Y ou and Mom have been so understanding it makes me ashamed to complain, but ...
I'm sorry. | don't think 1 can make you understand.”

"Probably not,” Bailey said. He wiped the table and returned the dish cloth to its hanger. “ Onething I'd
like to know. What's your take on how the world would function if everyone had your ability? | don't
mesan paliticaly or how governments would work; you don't know enough about that yet. | want to know
how people would manage. Have you thought about it?"

"Oh, sure,” Amber said as shefollowed him and Pat out to the den. “Jimmy and | have talked about it
some. It would probably work best if kids started out that way. | think adults would have a pretty hard
timeof it if it happened suddenly. | know Jmmy and | did right &t first, but | guessthey could get used to
it. Probably it would wind up pretty much like the group did. Mostly good, some bad. | guess everyone
would haveto try to be alittle more honest. Maybe. Isthat what you wanted to know?"

"Mostly,” Bailey said. “ Thanks. Pet, which room shal we work on next? Remember, the moverswill be
herein acouple of days."

"Let Amber take care of whatever she hasin her room that she wantsto keep private, and let'sdo it
next. Go ahead, baby; we old folks need to rest after amedl.,” Pat said and winked at her daughter.

"Y ou guys should give parenting lessons,” Amber said, smiling. She went to take care of what few items
shewould rather the adults not see—not that they were anything to be ashamed of, or not much anyway.
While she was doing that, she thought of what anice world it would beif every child had parentslike her
mother and Bailey. She barely remembered her own father now. He had never displayed the dightest
interest in seeing her after the divorce. When the support checks stopped, Mom made no effort to track
him down and make him pay, telling Amber that if he cared so little, they were dl better off not having a
reminder of him. Amber agreed. Bailey was such agood person that she didn't careif she never saw her
biologicd father again.

* * * %

Jeannie was bored the first few days at their new home. She had been looking forward to the move, but
now she redlized how much she missed the contact with Amber and Jimmy and even the other perceptive
kids. It waslike living in aworld of dunces. Then Casey approached her while she was out for awalk to
see more of the neighborhood. It was anicer place than they had in Mountain Grove, but so far, she had



seen very few teenagers around, and of those he did see, none of them interested her.

"Hello Casey,” said when she came upon him at an intersection. At the sametime, shetried to see what
he had on hismind. It was hard to tdl within the maglstrom of his conflicting thoughts, and she had no
wish to dig deeper. One thing came through clearly, though. He had ajob ready for her.

"Y ou're going to be asummer intern,” Casey said, beginning to talk immediately in order to try keeping
his other thoughts muffled.

"Oh?" Jeannie saw that was true and waited.

"Right. Y ou're going to pose as agifted high school student looking for advanced credit. Y our school
records from Mountain Grove will support that image. It will be with the same company your dad is
working for. I've dready briefed your contact. Y ou'll meet him Monday. Y ou can ride in with your dad
the rest of thisweek while he's going through orientation and then well arrange transportation for you."

"What will | bedoing?'

Casey's mind immediately formed an image. Spying. “Y ou're going to be aspy, here and there. All the
time you'll ostensibly be going through the different departments to see how things are done, but your redl
job will beto ferret out people who aren't loyd to the company or who suspect my boss hastiesto the
company and controls some of its employees. Do agood job; you're going to be watched.”

"Don't worry,” Jeannie said confidently. “When do | get paid?’

"You'll be on the payrall, but I'm the one who'll give you the red money and goods. Heresyour firs.” He
handed over asmall cheap fanny pack then turned and hurried away.

Jeannie was very curious but she waited until she returned home before looking inside. Inside the pack
found abundle of twenty dollar bills, asmal zip lock bag of aready rolled marijuana, some methacoke
pills, and asmall vid of anillegd sexud stimulant. She took adeep bregth. Did Casey intend to turn her
into adope addict? If so, hewasin for asurprise. She put the money in her purse and hid the pills,
cocaine, and al but one of the cigarettes. Knowing she had two hours before her mother would be back
from shopping, shelit it and lay back on the bed, smoking and thinking.

* * % %

Jeanniesfirst day at work wasn't pleasant. In Mountain Grove, everyone knew her at school and around
the neighborhood. She wasn't used to being introduced to strange adults. The experience was
disconcerting, especially meeting the men in the distribution department where she began work. It didn't
seem to matter what age they were, whether married or single, their first impression of her would
inevitably segue to asexual image of one sort or another. 1t kept her from delving very deeply into their
minds at first the way she was supposed to. She knew she had agood figure for agirl approaching
fourteen. She aso knew she looked older than that, but she had no desire to see herself asthese old men
saw her. Wdll, dl except the two who were gay. They smply thought of her as anuisance.

Jeanni€'s contact, aman who gave his name only as Borcham, had an agendaal laid out. He had gone
over it with her before the introductions started. Borcham was a small man with streaked blond hair and
pale blue eyes. Hisimage of her wasn't pleasant at al. Not that he didiked her; he did. He admired her
youthful good looks in anasty fashion that would have made her shudder if she hadn't dready learned not
tolinger in mindslikethat.

"Your jobisto find out about everyone in this department. Take your time, but no more than two weeks.
Infact, on Friday, I'll be meeting with you al day unlessyou turn up some spectacular type of didoyaty



or hear someone think about Brazos when we give you atour of the plant. If you do turn up something
likethat, notify meimmediately. Understand?*

"What are you looking for? Perverts? Thieves?'

"Anything detrimentd to the company, but especidly for industria spies. Anyonewhoseloydty isto a
competing company. Anyone who came to work here under false pretenses. Anyone trying to get the
goods on Brazos. Got it?"

"l think 0."

"Besure. Your pay will depend on how good ajob you do, how much you learn about everyone. Casey
said you could do it, so let's get started. As soon asyou prove yourself, | have abigger job for you.”

"Alright."

That was when the introductions began. It was along, boring, and sometimes disgusting day.
Occasiondly, she probed Borcham's mind and learned that wasn't hisreal name, not that she particularly
cared. His thoughts were so focused on pleasing Brazos and Casey, along with aberrant fantasies
involving harm to dmost everyone he camein contact with, that she couldn't sand much of it. The next
morning, before leaving she took one of the timed rel eased methacoke tabl ets, a methamphetamine that
was combined with a cocaine derivative to keep the high from showing. She had gotten the same type
from Jordy acouple of times. The pill helped tremendoudy. She learned more thefirst two hours after
taking it than she had dl the previous day, and she knew shewould be paid very well if what she was
finding out was any indication. Nevertheess, it wasn't nearly as glamorous and exciting as she had
visualized it being. She was till bored and londly.



CHAPTER TWENTY-FIVE
"I want you to get immy out here, Casey. | don't care how you doit."

Casey laughed and Jeannie saw immediately thet if she had gone deeper into hismind at their last
meeting, she would dready have known he was on hisway.

"Damn you, why didn't you tell me?When will he be here?!
"Pretty soon, so don't worry. How was your first week on the job?!
"Boring. Wherés my pay?"

Casey produced a paper bag. Thistime, she checked to see what it contained before letting him go. It
was the same as last week; money, pills and drugs. She nodded and touched Casey's mind.

"Dont think you'll get me addicted; | can handleit,” Jeannietold him. “ Cal mewhen Jmmy getshere.”
"Won't you know?"
"It1l save me searching dl thetime.”

"I'll send word to you at work or drop a hint on your persona phone. No more calsto the houseline
unless| haveto. By theway, your dad wastold you're making much more money than what the books
show, but don't flash it around. People get suspicious of young kids with too much cash. They think
they're either rich or deding.”

"No problem. Y ou just get Jmmy where we can see each other, and you won't have to worry."

"Hell be here. In the meantime, why not try that big mal near where you live? Kidsin the area hang out
there on weekends, or so I'm told. Look for me at two o'clock sharp in the Barnes & Noble book store.
Check the guy I'm with. Seeif hel's being straight with me, and ther€lll be abonusfor you. After we med,
cdl thisnumber at Sx sharp.” He gave her adip of paper with the number onit.

Shesaid, “Youll need to give the person you meet a couple of cue words to make him think about
whatever you're worried about, or | might not be ableto tell.”

"Okay, I'll do that. By theway, you got agood report for your first week. They had no idea Branderlin
was taking money from another company, or that the research VP was suspicious that Mercer had tiesto
Brazos. Next week were going to bring you by the CEO's office. Try to dig into hismind, and find out
what walks hisdog.”

"I'll try. And by the way, you need to stop thinking about underage girls so much. It damn near shows on
your face"

Casey blushed, but not too much. He had done it purposdly, hoping she would look at thoseimagesin
his mind and not others. Asthe young girl strolled off, he thought he had succeeded.

* * * %

Mrs. Burger drove Jeannie to the mall Saturday at noon and let her out with instructions to be waiting for
her at the main entrance at five o'clock. Jeannie had wanted to stay longer, knowing lots more kidswould
be there later, but decided thiswould do for a start.



Jeannie had no trouble making friends or getting attention, but she was amazed &t the difference, the
sophigtication of the teenagers here compared to those back in Mountain Grove. She saw amost
immediately that her wardrobe needed improving and spent some of her time shopping, buying acouple
of the trangparent blouses she noticed were popular and colored bras to go with them. She bought tight
shortswith ovals cut out on each side and below the navel, and some blouses and short skirtsto go with
them.

She met anumber of young men and women and was again amazed at the plethora of drugs, acohol, and
mood atering pillsthat were offered for sale. She refused one offer when she saw the sdller knew they
were fake, but bought from another who was dealing in Jams, which she had heard of but never tried.
Jams were supposed to not only increase sexua desire, but aso make sex itsef more intense. She hoped
she could think of away to dip some of it into Immy'sfood or drink when she got him aone.

She showed up at the bookstore at two and caught Casey's eye. She didn't know hat he said to his
companion, but it had the desired effect. He disclosed amost immediately an impending betrayal of
Casey and Brazos himsdf by someone named ... Rudo? Y es, Rudo. That was all she got before Casey
clandestinely passed an envel ope to the other man and | ft.

After that Jeannie wandered around and met other teenagers. She exchanged phone numbers, but only
with boyswho displayed interesting possibilities beneath the veneer of their voluble, salf-assured
conversation. Indl, it was a successful afternoon. Shewas il running over it in her mind that night in
bed when she felt immy's mind touch. He was here, and he was searching for her!

* k% k %

Jmmy was pleased when he sensed Jeanni€'s presence, and she was receptive to him. Heand his
parents had arrived that day, but were staying in amotel until their furniture could be moved into the
home the family was buying.

It had been days since the last contact with Amber, and Jmmy was antsy with longing. Hisonly intention
in seeking out Jeannie was the hope that the |ast friendliness she had displayed would continue out here.
Despite hisand Amber's closeness, they both agreed that it was nice to be able to communicate mentaly
with someone else, and so far as they knew, Jeannie was the only other person like them in the world.

With the menta equivalent of speech, they agreed to seeif their parentswould drive them to the mal she
told him about on Sunday afternoon for afew hours.

When Jmmy's presence | eft her, Jeannie hugged herself. She would wear some of her new clothesand
enthral him with how much she adready knew about the teenage culturein Los Angeles. Not the drugs,
though. She knew he was pokey about that.

Jmmy had trouble going to deep in the sirange bed in astrange city with night noises continuing long past
midnight. In fact, they never redly stopped, but only dowed. He was worried about Jeannie. He sensed
something not quite normal about her mind. He had no ideathat it wasthe resdua drugs till working in
her body that skewed her thoughts. She had taken another pill before going to the mall, and it hadn't
worn off yet.

* * * %

The man Casey had met at the mal so that Jeannie could test hisloyaty was an infiltrator into one of
Brazos illegd organization, which dedlt in funneling counterfeit and fake prescription drugsto
wholesders. Brazos was using California Pharmacies as afront and dishonest executives in the company
ascover for that and other illegal activities, including a piece of the hugeillega narcoticstrade.
Unfortunately, Casey had revealed a bit too much about his activities and the abilities of the specid group



of children being recruited from Mountain Grove to him before he learned of hisimpending betraydl.

Casey used alow leve operative's phone to take Jeanni€'s report when she called to tell him that the man
who was going to betray him worked for someone named Rudo. Casey knew the name Rudo. It wasthe
code name for one of the biggest smuggler and narcotics dealer in the areaand was used by the
underworld and law enforcement officias dike. Rudo, in turn, worked for one of the big internationa
cartels. It was easy to seethat aready word had leaked that a specia source of information was shaping
up that might put Brazosin control of dl activitiesin Southern Cdiforniaand that other drug cartelswere
lining up to stop him. Unfortunately, he would haveto tell Brazos about the infiltrator since Jeannie hadn't
revea ed enough information so he could hunt Rudo down himsdlf. That was probably impossble
anyway. He would be too well guarded.

Casey knew hewasin arather shaky position; he would haveto tell Brazos what was happening, and
Brazos was smart enough to learn that he had been alittle too indiscrete with his own knowledge.

Casey debated with himsdlf, but ultimately called Brazos for an emergency meeting. It was going to start
an underground war, but, at this point, he didn't think he had achoice. He was just one man, and he
needed the protection Brazos could offer. He made the call to Brazos even though he knew that taking
out just that one infiltrator wasn't going to stop the impending violence or even dow it down much. He
just hoped he could make hisfortune and retire from the field before it got too bad.

* k x %

Sunday afternoon, Melissatook Jmmy to the mall. The request for aride had been smple since she
wanted to do some shopping anyway. They separated after agreeing on atime and place to meet later.

Jmmy and Jeannie had agreed to meet at the same bookstore where Jeannie had gone the day before.
He thought nothing of it since they both liked to read, and Jeannie had mentioned it asamesting place
because she had bought clothes the day before and still wanted to pick up abook or two.

Out of some subconscious suspicion he was only vaguely aware of, Jmmy approached without making
contact with her mind. He spotted her outside the bookstore, sitting on abench with two older boys.
They werelaughing and talking. One of them had an arm draped around her shoulder. Curious, he
touched the surface thoughts of the two young men, but quickly retreated. One of them was concerned
only with the possibility of whether Jeannie could be enticed into sex while the other's thoughts were on
how much money Jeannie might have and whether he could s&ll her some drugs for enough cash to feed
hisown habit.

They're almost as bad as Casey, Jmmy thought, just as Jeannie got tired of the attention. She glanced
at her new watch and extended her awareness, searching for him. She sensed his nearness, |ooked
around, and spotted him. She smiled at him, told her two companions a hasty good bye, and hurried in
hisdirection.

At the same time as Jeannie got to his side, both of them caught avicioudy sdlf-centered mind
concentrating on Jeannie with lethal intent. Startled, they couldn't help but searching the areato see what
the person harboring those thoughts looked like.

Asthey did, the man'slapd camcorder caught their image. He stared at them from behind tinted glasses
and acap with the bill in front, partidly hiding hisface.

Jmmy retreated from the man's mind quickly, not liking the mental contact with such atwisted
persondity.

Jeannie maintained contact a few moments longer; she had become accustomed to reading others minds.



Her mouth opened in surprise and fear. “Jmmy! | think that roach is planning on kidnapping me! Maybe
even...” Shedidn't want to consider what €lse the man held in hismind. He thought it might become

necessary tokill her.

Jmmy caught the concern. “Come on, let's get away from here,” he said urgently. In the back of his
mind, he could practicaly hear Bailey'sadmonition: Don't attract attention!

It wasn't that easy. While they had remained standing together, the two boys Jeannie had been seated
with gpproached, blithely unaware of the dangerousindividua nearby.

"Hey, kid!” Thetaller of the two spokein what he imagined was acommanding voice. “1 haven't seen
you on the floor before. What campus?*

"I don't know yet. Come on, Jeannie,” he said.

The other blocked their path. “What's the hurry, kid? We want to natter at the little one here. Decipher?’
Hetook a step nearer, getting into Jmmy's space.

Jmmy made amind probe and saw immediately that there was no use reasoning with them. They were
both bullies and were looking for trouble. He scanned the area hurriedly and found no one but the manin
sunglasses and hat paying attention. Quickly, he shifted asif turning to go then brought the four stiffened
fingers of hisright hand around in ashort, powerful punch to the boy's solar plexusjust as he had
practiced in the martid arts classes. The boy doubled over with awhoaosh of exhded air. Before the
other had a chance to react, he shoved the one who was struggling for air into the path of the other,
causing himto fdl. He grabbed Jeannie's hand and pulled her with him as he hurried away.

The man in the sunglasses made anote to himself. If the girl waswith that kid a the time, they would
have to be careful when they grabbed her. Maybe just dispose of him with aquick shot to the head or
heart with an autométic.

Then he remembered. Both the kids had known immediately what he was, and he had never laid eyeson
them before. Maybe the rumors were true!

"What in hell are you getting mixed up in, Jeannie?’ Immy demanded as soon as they were out of Sight.

"I don't know! | never saw that man before!” Jeannie declared. Shewas almost in tears, as much
because Jmmy hadn't paid the least bit of attention to her appearancein her new finery as because of the
possiblethreat to her life. That was dready fading now that they were out of sight of the strange man.

"Wdll, you better stay away from this place. He might be back, and those broke rocks you were with ...
you can do better than that!” As soon asthe last words were out of his mouth, Jmmy caught the reaction
from Jeannie. She could indeed do better than that, and it was still him she was fter.

"Jeannie..."
Then shedid burst into tears.

Jmmy had no ideawhat to do. Ingtinctively, he put hisarms around her when shefell againgt him. He
held her while she cried, glaring at shoppers who hesitated then hurried on when they saw thelook on his
face. He didn't attempt to pry into her mind. Whatever was tormenting her besides his unavailability was
her business.

Eventudly, Jeannie wiped her eyes, and they went on. Shetried to be happy at being with Jmmy while
Amber was gill back in Arkansas, but the thoughts of the man who wanted to kidnap her returned and



gpoiled the remaining time they had together. Even the mind touches they both had been craving were
tainted because she had to conceal so much.



CHAPTER TWENTY-SX

Bailey met with Ray one more time before they embarked on the trip west. He had gotten agood supply
of the nerve agent from Ray the day after he had asked for it some weeks ago and quickly got histrusted
friend to begin work in the anima research |ab where he was employed. Starting with white rats and
chimps, he had aready discovered the optimal dose of the agent required to stimulate the mirror neurons
in the chimps, and it did something he thought might be smilar with the rats. He also carried out Bailey's
suggestion of giving the adult chimps even higher doses, and Bailey was pleased with the results. Next,
Bailey supplied him with some liquid Benadryl, transferred to a bottle with no label and asked that it be
added in varying increments, along with arequest not to try discovering theformulafor it, just ashe
aready had requested that he not investigate the nerve agent's composition. He trusted John Woods not
to do soin both cases, promising to reved everything at the proper moment. Bailey discussed the
gtuation with Ray at theloca library where they had agreed to meet thislast time,

"My friend isaready excited about the results, Ray,” Bailey said. “So am |, for that matter, but I'm going
to have to think about what to do with the data. Y ou've been agreat friend, and | don't want to keep
things from you forever. In fact, when | get ready to tell you about the results of the experimentsI'm
having done, I'm probably going to need to consult with you before going any further.”

Ray grinned. “Weve been experimenting too, Bailey. What well do when the time comesis just compare
notes. By theway, | talked to Mrs. Larkin and told her about Casey. Sheis one pissed lady, but she only
half believes me. No telling which way shélll jump or what shelll do. | hope | haven't put her in danger. |
thought my shadows had quit tailing me, but then | spotted another one. There's more recruiting going on,
too, but Casey seemsto have vacated the areafor the time being.”

"Whoa's doing the recruiting now? And for whom?"

Ray shrugged. “Mogt of it on behdf of Casey, I'll bet, but there's another player, too, who isn't with any
legitimate company. One of them isaknown mid-leve illegd drug distributor who's probably acting for
someone higher up the food chain. There may be morefor al | know."

Bailey thought about this development for along moment. “Ray, my main concern is kesping my own
kids safe. | hope you understand that. If word gets out of what they can do..."

Ray nodded, face grim. “ Then they wouldn't be safe anywhere, Bailey."

After they parted, Ray sat at thetablein thelibrary for awhile longer. Hefelt guilty for not telling Bailey
he had traced the samples held mailed to his researcher friend and was well aware of what he was doing.
He had cometo like and admire the family, but this was too important to be |eft in the hands on one
person. It had national and world implications, but he was like Bailey in one respect: he didn't want
knowledge of real mind readers getting out either, not aslong as three teenage children were the only
onesin theworld who were capable of it.

* * * %

The day before they |eft for California, Bailey had aphone cal from awoman. Shewasfriendly and
pleasant over the phone and wanted to meet with him and Pat and offer them a great package. Interesting
and very well paying jobsfor each, she said.

"We're stisfied now,” Bailey told her and hung up. So, hethought, now it's us they're after. Do they
know? Hedidn't think so, but it was obvious that whoever she represented was well aware of Amber
and the group's extraordinary perceptive ability and wanted the parents as a means of accessto the kids.



All of them, not just the wayward ones. Word was spreading, perhaps dowly, but asinexorably and
remorselesdy asthe flow of lavadown the dope of avolcano.

* * * %

When Jeannie reported for work Monday morning, she had asurprise coming. Borcham led her toa
door in adead end halway. It had no nameplate to indicate what was inside, but Jeannie knew even
before Borcham produced a key, unlocked the door, and handed it to her.

"Beback downstairsin half an hour,” he said and l€ft.
Jeannie stepped confidently inside.

"Fancy meeting you here,” Jordy Rhieman said, ahuge grin plastered over hisface. His eyesroved over
her figure with unconceded longing.

"Jordy, what...” She got no further before he stepped forward and began kissing her and fegling her
breasts.

Despite hersdlf, Jeannie felt her body responding. Jordy wasfull of foam, but he knew what he was doing
when it cameto sex. Findly, she broke away and looked around. The room contained asmall
refrigerator, along wide couch of some velvety materid with acovering over the seat cushion, asingle
affair that extended the length of the couch, unbroken. Other than that, there were two chairs and two
coffee tables and a bathroom with abasin and a shower. The door to it was standing half open. She
could see it wasfurnished with plenty of towels.

"What isthis place?” Jeannie asked, even as Jordy's mind told her.

"Thisis an executive getaway room, where the big boys cometo jump rope. It's ours every day from
eleven to twelve, but Borcham said we had ahalf hour right now. We don't have to wait.”

Jeannie didn't have to think very long about it. Sex with Jordy might not be the best thing in the world, but
it certainly begt fooling around in the minds of drug distributors while pretending to be interested in what
they were doing. She nodded and began unbuttoning her blouse while Jordy locked the door to the
halway.

"Y ou should have told me about Larkin,” Brazos said. His eyes glinted with malevolence.

Casey faced Brazosin achair across from the desk his boss was sitting behind. Brazos' forearms
splayed out on its surface as he leaned forward.

"l did tell you! | said shewasthe onethat identified al the kids, didn't I?"

"You didn't tell me you were screwing her. Would you like to guess what happened when you dropped
her without even an attempt to ease her fedings?'

"I didn't think it was necessary,” Casey said. Hismind raced frantically, trying to think of what the
damned old maid might have done or said.

"It was. Y ou tell me everything you do from now on. Thisisyour first and last warning. Understand?*
"| got it. What did she do?'

"It's not what she did. It'swhat one of our competitors did. They heard about her from one of those



perceptive kids and went after her. When they discovered you had shafted her, they didn't have much
trouble recruiting her for ajob the old broad would love, but she's not going to live long enough to do it.”

"What?'

"Being in charge of the kidsthey recruited, some of the onesyou ignored. Theway | understand shefeels
about them, shélll do anything those peopletell her to so long as she can give the kids orders and control
their perks. Especialy after they told her you played on her fedingsto pry information out of her. We
can't havethat."

"I'm sorry, | didn't know it would cometo this"

"Sorry doesn't get it in this organization, Casey. Y ou're ether right or you're gone, and when | say gone, |
mean gone asin not ever coming back. Like Larkin will be before the day isout. I'm sure you redlize by
now thisisthe biggest thing weve ever found to fight the feds and the competition.”

Casey nodded, afraid to speak.

"Alright, I've started some repairs. Those three kids who can actudly read minds are the oneswe
absolutely have to have. Make sure Jeannie Burger iswell protected while we round up the other two,
and while they're helping us identify turncoets, feds, and double agents, we're going to find out how they
do their little mind reading trick if we haveto take their brains gpart cell by cdll. I've got little Jeanni€'s
boyfriend here now to keep her happy, but we need to get the other two mind readers.”

"How about Rudo?"

"Y ou did well identifying his spy, but I'll deal with him. Heré'swhat you do to get the boy into our camp
without attracting attention.” He gave Casey hisorders. “If that doesn't work, well use the other girl as
soon as we can locate her. They're on the road, on the way out here. I'm giving the orders now, so
therell be no delay once we pin down their location.”

Casey nodded. Inwardly, he sighed. He knew thiswas how the management end of theillega supply
chain maintained such tight control. Oncein, there was no way out. Not this side of the grave. However,
he wouldn't be part of that operation. After al, the Jones girl and her parentswould most likely beina
motel somewhere. It would be easy for Brazos to send acrew to comein the dead of night and take care
of what needed to be done. And at this point, he didn't want to tell Brazosthat it was redly Jmmy
Gomez whom Jeannie wanted, not that juvenile delinquent Brazos had given her. He wasn't even amind
reader.

Casey departed and drove to another building within the complex, the one where Joe Gomez was ill
being oriented. Gomez didn't know it yet, but hisjob description was going to change.

* * * %

Jmmy was scared and had no one he could talk to. Amber was till beyond the range where he could
contact her mentaly, and, certainly, he couldn't talk to her parents. In hisroom, he took out the Glock
Bailey had given him, atwin of the handgun Amber had gotten as a present when she turned thirteen. His
parents had no idea he owned it. He checked to be sureit wasloaded and had a cartridge in the
chamber then stuck it under his pillow. After that, he called Amber. Talking on the phone was better than
nothing.

* k k %

Ray Hetrick wasworried. Larkin was suddenly gone, moved from her rented home amost overnight,
and he had no ideawhere she was heading If he had to bet, he would put his money on southern



Cdifornia. What he didn't know was whether it was Casey's group or another who had gotten to her.
More of the perceptive kids and their parents were leaving, too. Apparently an al-out recruiting drive by
competing organizations was underway, al of them offering what appeared on the surface to be legitimate
jobs. The whole situation was getting out of hand. Regardiess of Bailey's and Pat's wishes, he needed
more help than hisretired friends were able to provide. The FBI was too hidebound with bureaucratic
bottlenecks and turf-protecting prima donnasin upper management to even think about bringing themiin.
Same for Homeland Security. The Nationa Security Agency was better, but like al the agencies grouped
under the anti-terrorist tent after 9/11, it had to answer to politicians. In ordinary circumstances, Ray
understood and approved, mostly. In ademocracy, government agencies had to be subordinate to
elected representatives. Thiswas different, though. If he broached the subject with any of them,
inevitably, there would be aleak and explosive publicity, which left just one option: Project Omega



BOOK THREE
CHAPTER TWENTY-SEVEN

Project Omegawas given its super-secret charter after 9/11 by itsfounder. Its funding was supported by a
trust set up by abillionaire who realized that, on occasion, action needed to be taken completely outside
the bounds of government; indeed, its very existence derived from that concept. The origind director was
ill running Project Omega under guiddines outlined by itswedthy benefactor. Its mission was sated
amply: What is necessary must be done. Its money came from numbered Swiss bank accounts, and it
answered to no government. The personnd and field agents were screened very, very carefully and
offered employment in such away that even if anyone working for Project Omega was apprehended
while on one of its missons, there was no way to link them to their superiors. Even had they confessed
completely, they wouldn't have been believed. The whole concept was too outlandish.

Ray Hetrick had been offered ajob with Project Omega as soon as he was dligible for retirement. He
had been considering it when the situation involving Casey and the perceptive kids came up. Now, he
thought it wastime to contact them again. If there was ever ajob the foundation wasfitted for, thiswasit.
He cdlled the Arkansas Gazette in Little Rock and placed a classified ad. It was completely innocuous,
but it would attract the attention of someone in Project Omega. After that, he waited.

* k% k %

Casey st Gomez up beautifully. First, he made the arrangements, and he dropped by the little office that
had been assigned to him. He acted asiif it was a casud visit.

"Hi, Joe,” Casey sad after knocking and coming into the office.

Gomez brightened when he saw Casey. They had met severd timesin Mountain Grove while Casey lined
him up for hisnew job but only once snce he arrived.

He stood up and came around his simple desk to shake Casey's hand. “Hey man, good to see yal
What'sgoing on?"

"Just stopped by to see how you're getting dong. Got afew minutes?”
"Sure, sure! Sit down. Want some coffee or a Coke?"
"Coffee would be good.”

Gomez had alittle carafe dready filled from the coffee maker residing in acorner on asmall cabinet. He
poured for them, and as soon as they were seated, began talking. “Hey Sean, | don't mean to seem
ungrateful, but the more | learn about my new job, the moreit lookslike I'm going to be bored tiff. Hell,
theres nothing to it, arranging truck routes after the reps get the contracts signed. I'll hardly ever see
anyone in person and won't do any selling myself. | thought it was my ability as asadesman this place was
after. Soon as| get adl the highways and cities sort of mapped out where welll send our shipments after
the new customers are on board, | won't have much to do.”

Casey beamed ebulliently. “ That's kind of why | dropped by, Joe. I've been talking to management and
the folks who've been orienting you, and | believe we underestimated your ability. | think we could use
you better as an evauator.”

Gomez frowned, hoping Casey wasn't congdering him for aposition out of his depth. He pretty well
knew his own ahility. He was a good salesman, but his education was limited to a high school diploma.



"Don't frown, Joe; | know what I'm doing.” He glanced at hiswatch. “Hey, tdl you what, why don't we
go for adrink or two and a bite to eat and discuss the matter. | know a good place right near here.”

"Finewith me,” Gomez agreed, glad to get out of the confines of the office. He redlly was bored.

Casey drove him to afairly high class restaurant where he had dready made reservations. Before going in
for their meal, Casey steered them toward the lounge,

Joe looked around, somewhat uncomfortable at the opulent surroundings and plush chairs and tables.
They were widdy separated instead of being pushed close together in order to crowd more customers
into limited space, as he was accustomed to seeing at his usud haunts. When he saw the prices, he
understood how they could afford it.

Casey saw thelook and laughed. “Don't worry, it's on my expense account. Y ou'll dso have avery
generous one, by theway, if you accept this offer.”

Casey gave the order to the waitress while Joe gazed at the woman serving them. Shewastal, beautiful,
and well-endowed. In order to avoid the appearance of gawking at her, he looked around the place. It
was only about athird full, but more than haf the customers were very attractive women, sSitting together
mostly, but anumber of them apparently aone. “Lots of good looking broadsin here,” he remarked.

"That'swhy | like the place,” Casey said and laughed.

The drinks were strong and appeared quickly. Casey avoided Joe's attemptsto talk about the
prospective job change and concentrated on telling him what a great place thiswasto have agood time,
pick up women, and perhaps score a hit or two of Jams or other products along that line. By thetime
they wereinto their third drink, which Casey had previoudy paid the barmaid to make stronger than usua
for hiscompanion, Joe was very relaxed. He saw nothing untoward in Casey sending acouple of drinks
over to atable inhabited by two very good looking blondsin their twenties. A little later it seemed
perfectly naturd for the women to be Sitting at their table, laughing and joking with them. Joe wasn't even
suspicious when it turned out that the one named Evie worked for CP, too.

After one more drink, they moved to the dining room. By the end of the medl, served with avery good
house wine, enough for the two men aswell as Evie and Carol, who were sitting with them, Joe found
that Evie was concentrating her attention on him. Sheleaned forward when he spoketo her, displaying
consderable cleavage. She touched his arm and played with his knee under the table while smiling
enticingly. By that time, Joe didn't want to hear any more about the prospective job. He barely noticed
when Casey and Caral quietly departed, merely nodding and grinning when Casey told him to stay as
long as he wanted and that everything would be taken care of.

Later that night, Joetried Jamsfor the first time. After that, he was ready for anything, even the other
drug Evie produced from her bedside table.

Joe Gomez saw Evie twice more that week and each time became more enamored. She was young,
undemanding, and had amagnificent figure. By the time Casey asked him if he could get Jmmy to come
to work for the company, he was ready to do anything to keep up with his new woman, even though he
gtill refused to believe there was much specia about his son other than his being rather remote and
somewhat bookish, unlike himsdf.

"Dad, can't you see you're being set up? Thiswhole thing wasjust aploy to get me.”

"No, it'snot. Besides, why should you care? Y ou need something to keep you busy during the summer



anyway. Taketheir job and earn some money for achange. It's no sweet off our balsif you can't do
what they think you can. Just play dong.”

Jmmy could tdll there was no use reasoning with him. “ All right, Dad, I'll try it, but just for aweek.” At
least he could see what kind of environment hisfather wasworking in and what they wanted of him.

"Gregt! That'smy boy. By the way, there's agood looking young girl about your age working asan intern
there. I'll try to arrange for you to meet her, how'sthat?"

"It won't be necessary, Dad. I'll find her mysdf."

"A chip off the old block,” Joe said and redized Mdissawas listening. He shrugged, uncaring. Mdlissa
had been acting very coldly the last few days just because he came home late and allittle wobbly.

Melissadidn't say anything. She had found lipstick stains and the smell of perfume on his clothes. She
knew hewas dready up to hisold ways, and they had hardly gotten unpacked. She turned away, wishing
Pet was out here so she could talk to her. She realized now that it was she who had been wrong. She
should have known Joe wasn't going to change.

* k x %

Jmmy woke up two days later; it was Saturday. They had gotten moved in finally. He had goneto his
room after lunch to listen to some music and muse over the problems surrounding him. Jeannie and her
yearning for him. The“job” he had reported for Friday that he hated almost immediately and had told
Dad he would not return to. Mom's unhappiness and brooding silence. Jeanni€'sincreasing involvement
with drugs and her revelation that Jordy was out here. The need to talk to Pat and Bailey. And, most of
all, thelack of contact with Amber. He dozed off wondering where she was right then, what she was
doing, how far away they might be by now, and how soon they would arrive. It wouldn't be long now, he
knew. No morethan aday or so.

His eyes opened wide, wondering whether it had been adream, then redized that it hadn't been; it was
red. Amber! It was Amber! Immediatdly, his mind was suffused with hers as they exchanged menta
endearments that were impossible to describe in words. It was more of an overwhelming, al-enveloping
awareness of how much they loved each other and needed to be close. The contact wasn't even sexually
oriented, but as their minds remained merged, each had impressions of the others' body sense. There
wasamutud longing for physical contact.

In her motel room, while Amber was happily renewing the ambrosid mind-to-mind contact with Immy,
other events were taking place. The man at the mall in the sunglasses and baseball cap had clandestingly
taken apicture of Immy with his phone and passed it on to his superiors with the information that he had
been identified as athreast dmost immediately by the children even though the they had never seen him
before. That gave Brazos away to find out where the Jones family was. He had aready discovered they
were on the way to Los Angeles by having their red estate agent strong armed, but his hackers hadn't
found any record of credit card use at motels along the way. They must be paying with cash.

Jmmy's phone number was easy to find, and a contact with the phone company relayed alist of the
numbers he had caled. There was only one. From there, Brazosinitiated atrace, using an operative with
fake FBI credentials. The license plate of the van Amber and her parents were traveling in was aso easy
to obtain. By the time Amber finaly touched minds with Jmmy, the telephone traces had the van's
location pinpointed. The pre-planned operation, which had aready been put together, was well under
way.

* * % %

Thefirst Amber knew of impending danger was when the pleasurable miasmaof Jmmy'smind was



penetrated by an image that intruded, faded, then intruded again, closer thistime. Someone was both
thinking of her and trying to avoid doing so.

Wait! Amber mentaly telegraphed Jmmy. She broke contact with him except for atendril of thought she
left entangled with his so he would know what was going on. It didn't takelong for her to find out.

Jimmy! Some people are coming for me! They're going to kill Mom and Bailey!! she shouted
inwardly. The minds shefdt drawing near were horrifyingly direct in their intentions, so much so that they
betrayed their presence, and there was very little time left to act. Sheflicked on the light by her bed and
sat up.

At first, Amber was blinded by uncertainty, but she remembered what Bailey had told her onetime. In
an emergency, do something, don't just stand there! Inginctively, she sought protection from the
nearest strong male—Bailey. She grabbed her phone and dided his cell phone number, knowing it would
take forever to go through the switchboard. To her, it seemed to take just that long before he answered,
while dl thetime shewasfranticaly trying to get through to him mentaly. She held the phoneto her ear
while she did out of bed, dressed only in panties and one of Bailey's old soft tee shirts. She hurried to her
auitcase and rummaged in it for her gun while the ringing went on, and the men bent on kidnap and
murder came closer and closer. She was just getting ready to dart out the door and try to stop it all
hersdf when Bailey answvered.

"Bailey!” she screamed, both vocally and with al the force of her mind. “ Get your gun! Men are coming
to kill you and Mom! No, wait—one isawoman, but—Bailey, shelll kill, too! Hurry, Bailey! Get Mom
out of Sght!” Sensing Bailey'sintentions and realizing the mistake she had made she screamed again,
“No, no, don't turn on thelight!"

Amber dropped the phone on the bed and clutched her automatic in both hands. They were trembling,
but she managed to dide the action back enough to see that around was chambered. The Glock had no
safety, leaving it ready and deadly.

The three men and one woman closing in on their rooms on the ground floor of the motel were dready in
the parking lot by then, out of their car, and walking toward them with the confidence of professionals.
Two of the men stopped at Pat and Bailey's room while the third man and the woman went on afew
paces and halted at the door to Amber's room.

Amber dropped behind the big bed, gun in hand and aimed at the door. She knew exactly what was
coming and what their intentionswere. At the sametime, she did her best to let Bailey know mentally
what was happening. It was much harder than smply telling him; she was still unused to having to make
anyone other than Jmmy or Jeannie understand her that way. It took al the menta effort she could
muster.

Outside, the four ns made eye contact and then acted in unison. They dready had cardsto open
the doors, having obtained them from the night clerk who now lay dead in apool of blood. Both doors
were unlocked and thrown open at the sametime.

"Shoot them, Bailey!” Amber screamed, even as her gun bucked in her hand. The noise was loud and
gartling without ear protectors. The scent of gunpowder she was familiar with from therangetingledin
her nogtrils. Being able to sense the letha determination in the minds of the man and woman who had
come for her madeit easy to pull the trigger. She shot three times, one bullet each asthey burst through
the doorway and one more for the man after they fell. He hadn't died as quickly as the woman. Amber
waited no longer. Sherushed out of the room, jumping over the corpse of the man as she went. Next
door, she knew Bailey hadn't fared aswdll.



Asquickly asBailey redized he wasn't dreaming, he reacted quickly, grabbing his gun from the night
stand and literdlly shoving Pet off the other side of the bed. He rolled off on top of her then got back to
his knees and faced the entrance from behind the bed just as Amber had. The door sprang open just as
Pet redlized something was badly amiss.

"Bailey, what..? Then she felt the presence of Amber's mind, amost incoherent with concern for their
sfety.

Unable to sensetheevil in the minds of the men intending to kill him, Bailey amost lost hislife by
hesitating until he saw the men were indeed intent on shooting him. Only Amber's gunfire from next door
saved hisand Pat'slife. The unexpected burst of shots from the room where the kidnapping was
supposed to be taking place startled the gunmen aiming at Bailey for just an instant, long enough for
Bailey to fire hiswegpon. Unlike Amber, one of his shotsdidn't hit squarely and his opponent was il
ableto fight back. He dropped to the floor and fired his pistol, keeping Bailey and Pat down while he
retreated toward the door in an attempt to escape. He got no farther than afoot or two beyond the
entrance when Amber shot him down. She did not hesitate, not at dl.

"Bailey!” Amber shouted asthelast killer fell. “Mom! It'sme!” Cautioudy, she eased forward and sensed
Bailey'smind relaxing as she ran into the room. She dropped her gun on the floor and ran to her mother,
tears streaming down her face. She and Mom embraced while she sobbed with relief that they were all
dive. Shewas dtill trembling and her earswere ringing from the loud noise.

Pat put aside her own emotionsin order to comfort her daughter, not yet aware that Amber had killed
two people and assisted with the third's death.

While Mom petted and hugged her, Amber filled Jmmy in on the details mentally, those he wasn't
aready aware of. Shetried desperately to make hersaf cam down enough to be understood by him.
Eventuadly, she succeeded.

"Areyou okay, sweetheart? Lumpkin?’ Bailey asked Pat and Amber as he searched for his phone. He
was dready caming down, and the sound of srensin the distance made him redlize that some kind of
explanation to the authorities was going to be needed quickly.

"I'm okay, Bailey,” Amber said. “ SoisMom. Go ahead with what you haveto do."
Bailey began diding.



CHAPTER TWENTY-EIGHT

Tarker Blackmon was aretired Mgor. He had served in the Army Specia Forces, first as an operative
until awound put him undercover in the Pentagon's Office of Specid Investigationsfor hislast year of
service. Hefinished law school before retiring early and immediately went into the FBI, fully recovered
from hiswound. He stayed only long enough to become disgusted with the ultra-cautiousness at the
management level of the agency. They protected the agency'simage first and the public second. He was
looking for more challenging work when Project Omegarecruited him. Now hewasjust finishing the
brief conversation with Ray Hetrick.

"I'll have a couple of men there as quickly as| can Ray, just on your say so. They may betoo lateto
keep the incident out of the papers, but no one will ever learn exactly what happened. | just hopethisis
important asyou say it is. We don't like short circuiting the regular law enforcement agencies unlessit's

absolutdy necessary.”

"Good. I'll tell you al about it soon as| can get out there. Y ou won't be sorry, believe me.”
"Good enough. It would help thingsif you come aboard, though.”

"Consder me recruited, as of now."

"I'll passtheword upgtairs. Okay, glad you're with us. Meet me there."

"Wherewill | find you?’ Ray asked.

"It'sasmdl town. I'll find you. Just get there soon.” The phone went dead.

Ray smiled grimly at the abruptness. His old friend never was much for long conversations and hated
wagted time. Tarker Blackmon was atal, brown skinned mixture of Caucasian, Amerindian, and African
American heritage. On him, the mixture appeared to have been wdll stirred. He was soundly built and
handsome in the rugged fashion that attracted women. For all the good it did them, Ray thought. He
had been married to the same woman since he was eighteen and his wife seventeen. Tarker would get the
job done. In the meantime, he had other callsto make, but he was extremely grateful that he and Tarker
had become friends during the man's brief tenure with the FBI, or he might never had heard of Project
Omega. Tarker had attempted to recruit him right after he retired. The mind reading phenomena had

been the convincing factor. Ray made some more cals as he headed to toward the airport. From there,
hewould fly to Los Angeles and rent acar.

* k% k %

Before the police arrived, Bailey told Pat and Amber not to speak to them but to let him do the talking.
Heredized they could bein some mgor trouble asaresult of thekillings. Even if they managed to
absolve themselves by claiming sdlf-defense, they could <till be arrested for carrying wegponsin
Cdiforniawithout alicense.

"They weretrying to kill us. All we did was shoot back,” Bailey repeated over and over to the county
sheriff. They had no attorney to cal here, but he knew he would have to find one quickly. At least Amber
would be ableto pry into his mind when the time came and decide whether he was competent and
honest. That was one good thing.

The police separated dl three of them over Bailey and Pat's protests. Asthey were led to separate patrol
cars, one county and two local, he said “Remember, don't talk to anyone until | can find an attorney.”



Amber and Pat nodded as they were urged away from him.

All three were il Sitting one in the back seat of each of the patrol carsthirty minutes later. Crime scene
technicians were going over their rooms and the adjacent areawhen acommotion began. A large, dark
gray sedan pulled into the parking lot and two middle-aged men got out followed by awoman afew
years younger. Bailey had to crane his neck sideways at an uncomfortable angle to see what was

heppening.

One of the men and the woman produced what were apparently some kind of credentials while the other
man made hisway in the direction of the county sheriff. Shortly, dl of them were engaged in

conversation. It went on for aimost aquarter hour before one of the men came over to the car Bailey was
in, accompanied by adisgruntled looking detective. The detective spoke to the patrolman in the car.

"Let him out. Thisissome sort of federa business."

Bailey heard the order and bresthed asigh of rdief. Without asking who the man was, he followed him.
Even before talking to him, there was something about his confident stride and bearing and the smple
clothing that made Bailey want to trust him. Amber only reinforced that fedling when she smiled at the
stranger and quietly said “ Thank you.” He knew he could trust her impressions.

They collected Pat, and as soon as they were out of hearing of any of the officias, the man hated and
finaly spoketo them.

"Werefriends of Ray. Y ou're coming with us. Give me your keys so someone can collect your luggage
and wegpons and bring your car later without attracting attention. I'll explain on the way."

"Wherearewe going?’ Pat asked as Bailey handed over hiskeys.
"To some place that's safe for the time being. | don't know enough yet to make any other decisions.”

All thistime, Amber had kept in mental contact with Immy. It was hisinvisble comforting presence as
much as her parents that had kept her from extreme emotiond distress. He helped her to avoid thinking
of the way the woman had |ooked when the bullet hit her just below the throet. In her hurry, she had
amed alittle high. She did into the back seet of the big sedan with Pat and the woman while Bailey sat in
front with another of the men. None of them had given their namesyet.

Amber suddenly thought of how Jmmy was living in an unprotected neighborhood. She turned to the
woman. “Can you protect afriend of mine? He might be in danger, too."

"Wheredoes helive?'
"LosAngees”
"Address?"

Amber had to get it from Jmmy. It took afew seconds to make sure she was getting the image of the
numbers and street correctly then she gave them to the woman.

"Well try to take care of it,” she said while taking her phone out of her purse, “though from the looks of
that scene back there, you people—whoever you are—seem able to take care of yourselves.” The
barest hint of asmile graced her stern countenance, making her look younger and more feminine. She
dided anumber and began giving ingtructions. After she put the phone away, she said, “It may take
longer to get to him than it did for you folks. We don't have that many field agents free right now."



"Thank you,” Amber said. She would bresathe easier now knowing Jmmy was going to be safe. She
didn't mention Jeannie. From what Jmmy had told her, she doubted that Jeannie needed protection.

* * * %

The lookout and secondary driver for the assassins drove away when he saw the shambles the operation
had turned into. Who would have thought some damn doctor and ateenage girl would be armed and
capable of not only handling their wegpons but killing with them, too? He knew from his army combat
service, before he was thrown out, that many people froze when the moment of truth arrived. These
people certainly hadn't! As soon as he was safely out of the area, he called his superior and reported the
development.

Brazos got the word an hour later. He consdered the situation for amoment and decided it wastime to
take the boy into custody rather than waiting until hisfather was gone. He cursed himsdlf now for not
giving the order as soon as the brat declared he would not return to work. Well, from now on, he would
do what hewastold, likeit or not. He met Casey in his alternate office an hour later. Casey was nearby.
Hecdled himinto reinforce hisorders.

Brazos didn't greet Casey when he arrived. He was keeping histemper very carefully under control. He
gtill needed Casey, but he knew he would have to dispose of him soon. Already, he knew too much.
“The Jones kid and her family got away, damn them. Isthe Burger girl pretty well under control?” He
asked immediately.

"Y es, she's getting in too deep to back out now,” Casey said, trying to control hisrelief that Brazos
wasn't raging over the failed misson to grab Amber. Thiswasthefirst he had heard of it. He didn't even
try correcting Brazos mistake. The girl's name was Morrison, not Jones. The doctor was only her
stepfather.

"Okay, we can forget her for now. Ther€ll be three of our men showing up herein afew minutes. Go
with them and help. Bring the boy back here. Dispose of his parentsjust like | told you; makeit look like
acrash and carry where the homeowner resisted, and make damn certain the sceneis cleaned up. You
know what the field technicians |ook for when they investigate. Make sure they don't find anything. Isthat
dl dear?'

Casey turned white. The moment he had been fearing had come. He felt nauseated and swallowed the
biletrying torisein histhroat. “Look, Brazos, | didn't sgn up for anything likethis. | want—"

Brazos rose hafway out of hischair. “Yes, you did. Y ou knew it. Now get the goddamned job done, or
you'l find yoursdf out in the desert fertilizing a cactus. Comprende?”

"Alright,” Casey said resignedly. As Brazos said, he knew what he was doing, even if he hadn't admitted
it to himsdlf until now. He excused himself and went into the bathroom.

Behind the closed door, Casey took out asmal vid, poured atiny heap of powder onto the counter next
to the basin. He leaned over and sniffed heavily, taking it dl up into his nogtrils. A few secondslater, he
felt the powerful rush of methacoke washing over him, making him fed controlled and confident. It wasa
great sensation and worked much quicker than the pill. No wonder it was addicting. Not for him, of
course; hewas only using it occasonaly.

Outside, Brazos stared at the closed door and smiled knowingly. Someone el se loved those drugs, too.

* * % %

Jmmy couldn't have gone back to degp had he wanted to. Amber was gill emoting, and it impacted him
amost the same way it did her. The emotion was so strong and engulfed so much of hismind that it took



awhilefor him to redlize he might be in immediate danger, too. He did out of bed and dressed. He
started to leave hisroom to go wake his parents, then stopped. He remembered what had just happened
with Amber and her parents and went back to hisroom. His gun was hidden in the recesses of his closet
where Mdissawouldn't find it while hanging up clothes. He brought it out, chambered around, then
stuck it under his belt and let his shirt hang out to concedl it. He knew his parents wouldn't let him carry it
if they knew. Heleft hisroom thistime and went to warn his parents.

"Y ou had abad dream, Jimbo. Go back to bed,” Joe Gomez said deepily.

Jmmy shifted impatiently from one foot to the other. “It wasn't adream, Dad. Some men did try to kill
Amber and her parents. They may be coming here, too."

"It wasadream, | said."
Mélissawas awake. “ Joe, maybe he does know how to read people. Maybe we ought to—"

"If he could tell what people were thinking, they wouldn't have fired him thefirst day of that so-called job.
They found out pretty quick he couldn't do that."

"It isnt that | couldn't Dad. | just wouldn't. It's not niceto pry at other's peopl€e's thoughts. Besides, it's
scary sometimes.”

"Yeah, right. Listen, I'm tired of this. If it'll make you happy, I'll get my gun out and puit it by thelamp
here. Okay?"

Reuctantly, JImmy left Joe and Melissa's bedroom and went back to his own. Rather than deep, he
brought his computer online and began playing a game, one where he didn't have to think much and could
keep part of hismind dert for intruders. He tried to contact Jeannie and see if she knew anything then
drew back. She was adeep, but the normal pattern of her deeping mind was different.

Drugs. She's il doing them, he thought miserably, wishing he could do something about it. Despite his
good intentions, by early morning he dozed off, with hishead on his crossed arms where he had rested it
for amoment on the surface his computer desk.



CHAPTER TWENTY-NINE

Even though he hadn't said anything, Casey knew Brazos was furious a the outcome of the attempt on
the Jones family. He aso knew that he had better not foul up himsdlf, or he would be on the receiving end
of that anger when it boiled over. He remembered Brazos' parting words:. “ After we grab the Gomez kid,
maybe well have some leverage over the Jones girl, too."

Casey was surprised when Brazos cdled him again.

"After you'vefinished thisjob, come back here. If | haven't gotten to it yet, | want Jeannie Burger in my
custody too, ong with her parents. If you get the assignment, bring her and her parentsto my place.”

"Do you want the parents aive?'

"No, you foal, bring their bodies here. Of course | want them alive. Now get busy.”

* k x %

Thisisalmost too easy, Casay thought as he followed one of hismen slently insde the home and
toward the master bedroom of Joe and Mdissa Gomez.

The other two men split up to check the two smaler bedrooms, not knowing which one Jmmy wasin.
Casey waited behind his partner while he dowly and gently turned the doorknob and eased the door

open, using only apenlight to see by.

Casey had supplemented hislast hit of methacoke when they arrived, and now, he wasriding adouble
high. He shoved the other man toward the larger figure visblein the dim light while he moved toward
what must be Mdlissa's side of the bed. Just as he wasraising his silenced wegpon, a voice split the
darkness.

"Mom! Dad! Wake up!"

Hefired as Mdissa began sitting up, ahadf second behind his partner's shot. Neither paused to seethe
result, for alouder gunshot reverberated through the house. Casey led the way out of the bedroom,
running and curang. The boy must have woken up, he thought. Why didn't those idiots silence their
weapons?

Jmmy awoke with an overriding sense of danger blurring everything e sein hismind. He had donesoin
enough time to save himself, but not Mdissaor Joe. He barely had time to scream awarning and pull his
gun from beneeth his shirt when the door to his room was flung open. Hewas waiting. He fired
immediately at the man who was holding awesgpon. The noise startled him. He barely regained his senses
in time to shoot the other man, the one holding the handcuffs and duct tape. At the same time the awful
impression of bullets crashing into his parents’ skullsamost overwhelmed him. The full sensation of their
minds being shocked suddenly into desth was stunning initsimpact. It parayzed him for amoment, but
knowing there was nothing he could do for them alowed him to escape. He ran from hisroom and out
the back door just ahead of Casey and the other killer. Behind him he heard Casey yell as someone fired
agun. The bullet whistled past him and impacted somewhere beyond.

"Don't shoat, you idiot! We haveto have him aivel” Casey yelled angrily, not the least because he knew
Brazos would be even angrier than he dready wasif Jmmy escaped.

Jmmy ran down the aley and sprinted between his house and the one next door toward the street. He
heard footsteps thudding behind him and ran even faster. He jumped a hedge and cut across the lawn of



their neighbor's home and then across the street. He darted between two other homes and down another
dley. At firgt, he didn't know where he was going; hisfirst impulse wasto smply get away because he
had no ideaif other gunmen were near and Smply not emoting at alevel he could detect. A couple of
minutes later, he redized he had ingtinctively headed toward the little park a couple of blocks from home.
He kept weaving in between houses and running down alleyswhile keeping part of his mind focused on
Casey. Beforelong, he reached the park and got out of sight, going to ground behind the bank of alittle
depression where short stubby trees hid him from sight. There he waited.

Amber was gill adeep, aswas Jeannie. He wanted desperately to let Amber know what had happened
and to warn Jeannieif she ever came out of her stupor. Immy lay still, trying to dow his bresthing so that
no sound escaped. Casey and the other man were still searching, but he could tell Casey was frantic now
and had no ideawhere he was. He kept trying to wake Amber and Jeannie, but it was after daylight
before he fet the touch of Amber's mind.

* * % %

Amber and her parents had been taken to ahouse in a sparsaly populated neighborhood beyond the
western outskirts of Los Angeles. Amber hadn't paid much attention to where they went because she had
been busy embracing Jmmy's mind from a distance. They had al been shown to bedrooms and assured
they were removed from any other danger. Pet and Bailey were still deeping when Amber opened her
eyes and began moving. Thefirst thing she did wastry to contact JImmy and find out how he wasfaring.
Seconds later, amidst commiserating with Immy over his parents deeth, she was running toward the big
bedroom where Pat and Bailey were. Knowing they were deeping, she knocked loudly once then burst
ingde

Bailey sat up, reaching for hisgun.

"Bailey! Mom, it'sjust me. Wake up!”

Asquickly as she was certain they were functioning, Amber told them what had happened. Bailey did
out of bed and donned his trousers and shirt. He met one of their guardians on the way out of the
bedroom.

The woman, who had finally introduced hersdlf as Betty Porter, met him at the entrance to the den.

"What isit?’ she asked, holding her weapon down by her side, eyes dert and searching for sgns of
danger.

"It's Amber's friend, Immy. The one we told you about. Gunmen just killed his parents and tried to
kidngp him."

Betty Porter eyed him sharply. “How do you know?"

"Never mind that now, we need to do something about Jmmy. | thought you people were going to
protect him. What happened?’

"They must not have gotten there soon enough. We don't have enough manpower to cover the country
likeaglove. Whereishe now?"

Bailey looked to Amber.

"He'shiding inalittle park near their home. The men who were chasing him finaly gave up, but he's il
scared. He thinks they're going after Jeannie now."

Again the Omega operative peered sharply, thistime at Amber, but ultimately decided that questions



about the origin of her information could wait. “Okay, I'll get the crew that's on the way to collect him. If
you can contact him, tell him to stay where heis until someone cdlshisname.”

"I will,” Amber said, dready telling Jmmy mentdly, but she headed back to her room asif shewere gong
to call him on her cell phone. Besides, she suddenly redlized she needed to dress. All she had onwas
panties and aman's short deeved shirt that she had dept in. Their luggage ill hadn't arrived.

"What about Jeannie?'

Betty porter sghed. She was beginning to show signs of fatigue. “I don't know anything about her.
Where does shelive?’

"Il go ask Amber,” Pat said.

While Pat was gone, Betty sat down in order to get off her feet for amoment. She had been up al night.
Her hair was mussed and her face showed lines beneath the old makeup. She had a so shed the jacket of
her suit, leaving the holster with her gun replaced in it visible. She crossed her legs and Stared at Bailey.

"There's something funny about you people,” she said. “Once we get you al safely out of harm'sway, 1'd
liketo know as much asyou can tell me."

"You'll haveto tak to your boss,” Bailey told her. He smiled at her, knowing how curious he would have
been in her place. “It's possible you redlly don't want to know,” he said as Amber came back into the
living room after pretending to have made a phone call. She had pulled on apair of overlarge jeans that
had been left for her but till wore the big shirt. Had she wanted to pry, she would have found out how
redly curioustheir protector was.

Amber told Betty the address where Jeannie lived. She and Jimmy till hadn't been able to get through to
her.

* * * %

Brazos was furious that the only other known mind readers bes des Jeannie Burger had been dlowed to
escape. The perceptive kids would be helpful once he got them al working, but only about haf of the
available ones could be counted on. Other agencies and cartels were after them, too. Word had gotten
out among the parents and many of them were holding out for more money or trying to renegotiate
contracts. One of hisundercover contacts reported that the military intelligence services were snooping
around, too. Theindustria cartelswouldn't be far behind, if they weren't dready onit. Hefdlt like he was
lucky to have gotten as many of the perceptives as he had. In the meantime, with Jeannie Burger the only
one of the mind readers he had accessto, it was absolutely essentia to secure her permanently, no matter
the cost. Aswell as she had done her job so far, he intended to keep her close to him from now on. With
her near his side and under control, no one could get to him. He thought she might also be used to find
the whereabouts of the other two so he could try again to capture them.

Casey was brought to his office and received ordersto collect Jeannie and bring her and her parentsto
Brazos clandestine headquarters, an isolated mansion in the hills above the city that was secured by a
high fence, darms, guards and attack dogs.

"Don't come back without them,” Brazos warned. “Y ou've fucked up once dready. I'm sending some
company aong with you. Fail thistime, and their orders are to dispose of you.” He showed histeeth, but
itwasn'tagrin.

"It'skind of hard to sneak up on agoddamned mind reader, Brazos. That's what happened with the
others, but I'll get these people,” Casey said with more confidence than heredly fdt. If he did manageit,



he intended to ask Brazos for asession with Jeannie. Shewas alittle old, but till desirable enough for
what he had in mind. Thelittle bitch deserved everything he intended to do to her.

* * * %

Jeannie had gotten too high on drugs the night before. Neither Amber nor Iimmy, nor both in concert
could wake her. She was gill adeegp when Casey came.

Casey got out of the van he had driven and scanned the areafor observers. When he found none, he
motioned for therest of his crew. When they got out and joined him, he relaxed, as much ashe was able
to with thethird hit of methacoke that night in his system.

Thistime the operation went as planned. Before the Burgers knew what was happening, they were
handcuffed and being forced outside into the van with Casey guarding Jeannie and her parentswhile
another of the crew drove.

Jeannie was fully awake by thistime, though barely dressed and her hair uncombed. She was furious with
hersdlf for being taken so unaware. “What in hell do you think you're doing, Casey? Y ou can't force me
towork likethis"

"Can't 17" Casey said, while animage formed in hismind of what he planned on doing to her. “You've
got about three seconds to throw some clothesin abag. Get moving.

Jeannie blanched and reached out with her mind, searching for Amber and Jmmy. She could tell them
where shewas and they could send help. She hoped she hadn't dready aienated them beyond
redemption.

Her parents were an upwardly mobile couple who spent little time with their daughter. Jeannie didn't fedl
redlly closeto either, but nevertheless, shefet sorry for them when she was shoved into the back of a
van and saw how scared they were. Her father had arising bruise on the side of hisface. Drops of blood
were dtill escaping from acut under his eye and trickling down his cheek. She could tell from their
thoughts that they had no earthly ideawhat was going on, nor why they had &l been kidnapped.

Insde the back of the enclosed van, Jeannie couldn't tell where they were going even by prying into the
mind of the driver. He wasn't thinking of their destination, but Smply concentrating on driving and
watching for adversaries. She knew she might find out by tapping Casey's mind, but hated to delve into
the cesspool of histhoughts. Her parents were totaly in the dark. When her father asked what they were
going to do with them, Casey told him to shut up.

Jeannie closed her eyes and tried to contact Immy and Amber. Shefdt alittle better when she met their
minds, but she knew shewasin agreat ded of trouble. She was sartled when she redized Jmmy wasn't
having avery good time either.



CHAPTER THIRTY

Ray Hetrick walked into the living room where the Jones family was sitting with Betty Porter egting a
scratch breskfast from such items asthey found in the refrigerator. He was carrying a suitcase Bailey
recognized as his own. Behind him was another man, carrying two more.

Bailey and Pat stood up to greet them. Amber remained seated. Her eyes were closed. Shewastrying to
maintain contact with both Immy and Jeannie while they were dl separated, something she redized now
that they needed more practice at if they al survived the burgeoning war over control of their talents.

"Good news,” Ray said. “We have your luggage and car here and Tarker has people who'll pick Jmmy
upinalittlewhile. Y our weapons arein your luggage.”

"Tarker?'

"Oh, sorry. He turned to the brown skinned man behind him. “Thisis Tarker Blackmon. His people are
the oneswho were responsible for quieting down the locals back at the motel and providing this place to
keep you safe until we can al decide on our next steps.”

Bailey and Pat shook hands. Amber blinked her eyes open and stood up.
"Thisisour daughter Amber,” Pat said.

Tarker strode forward, wanting to get agood look at the teenaged girl who was responsible for Project
Omegasinvolvement.

Amber smiled a him. “Thank you for helping us,” she said, taking hishand. “ And for helping Jmmy, too.
Y our peoplejust found him. Hes dready in their car.”

Amber's smile suddenly disappeared. Despite being used to concedling her talent, she redlized that she
had given it away before stopping to think. She had been so happy over Immy'srescue that it caused her
todip. “Uhoh,” shesad.

"It'sdl right, Amber,” Ray said. “1 had to let it out to get them so involved, but Tarker isthe only one so
far who knows what you three can do besides me and that damned Casey, | guess.” Ray was dso abit
forgetful, redizing too late that Betty Porter wasin the room. The other two had been resting. However,
when he glanced &t her, he saw that she was so tired that his remark passed her by.

"No there's another,” Amber said. “ The man Casey's working for knows. Casey just kidnapped Jeannie
and her parents. Besidesthat, immy's parents are ... they're dead.” Her eyes became suffused with
gathering tears. “He wasn't close to his dad, but he loved his mother. He's crying right now.” A tear
escaped and ran down her cheek.

Tarker suddenly became dl business. “ Excuse meaminute, | need to send some people and get Immy's
absence from the scene taken care of and start the procedures for keeping him out of the hands of the
Child Protective Services. Heisunderage, isn't he?

"Yes,” Pat said. “That poor boy. Can wetake himin?'

"I'll fix it somehow.” Tarker made acouple of calswhile the others waited and spoke again, thistimeto
Amber.” Alright now, tell me about this other girl, Jeannie. Do you know where they're taking her, Miss
Jones?’ He asked the question asif he aready believed completely in her mind reading ability.



"Just kind of vagudly, but I'll probably find out exactly when they get there,” Amber said. “And please
cal me Amber, Migter Blackmon. Also, my last nameis Morrison, not Jones.” Shewinked at Bailey.

Tarker blinked and nodded “Fine, but well wait to do anything about her. A car-jacking istoo
congpicuous. We've dready shown our hand too much the last day or so."

"Canyou redly fix it where Immy can come live with us, Mister Blackmon?’ Amber asked. “That would
be wonderful!"

"It shouldn't be aproblem, dthough I'll haveto let my bossin on the secret to judtify it. | can take action
onmy own, like| just did, but I'll haveto tell him why as soon as the Stuation quiets down abit.”

"Can you tell mejust who you are and who you work for?” Bailey asked, alittle uneasy “ Are you with
the government?’ He trusted Amber and Ray, but il liked the comforting presence of the Glock riding
inaholgter at the smdl of hisback.

"No, and ordinarily, we do things without explaining why.” Tarker grinned lopsidedly. “Although inthis
case | doubt it would do any good not to explain since the young people can read my mind.” Heignored
Betty Porter's presence, figuring she had probably deduced their talents by thistime anyway, but he
glanced at her and saw that she had falen adegp on the end of the couch with her head on the armrest.

"Wedon't doit unlessit'sredly necessary,” Amber said. “At least Jmmy and | don't. Jeannie has sort of
.. wdl, she's...” Amber didn't know quite how to explain how it worked and why Jeannie had been so
resentful when Jmmy and she became a pair. No one but another mind reader could understand, not
completely. Shelooked helplesdy toward Bailey and Mom.

"Jeannie has gone alittle bad, according to Amber. She's resentful of Amber and Jmmy becoming lovers
and excluding her,” Pat explained.

Amber blushed but nodded.

Tarker raised his brows minutely, wondering about her age and the way her parents seemed
unconcerned about it. She was well-developed but still looked awfully young to be having sex.

"The perceptive kids are dl more mature than their peers, and the three who have mind to mind contact
even more s0. Think about it, and you'll seewhy,” Bailey explained after seeing Tarker's expression.

"| dready am,” Tarker said. “I'm thinking about alot of things. In the meantime, isthere any breskfast
left? 1t's been awhile since Ray and | have esten.”

"I'll fix you something,” Pet offered. “Bailey, you and Amber go put our things up. I'll put on some more
coffee, and we can dl tak in alittlewhile. Leave my gun out so | can check it.”

Amber took the time to change clothes. She had showered that morning but had had to put on the same
clothes she had been wearing. Now, as she removed garments from the suitcase, shelaid aside fresh
underwear, jeans, and tee shirt, dong with adenim jacket to carry her automatic. The Side pocket
supported it nicely, and after the last day or two, she didn't intend to be without it. All the time she was
dressing, she kept in touch with Immy and intermittently with Jeannie. When she returned, Ray and
Tarker were sested in the living room polishing off scrambled egg sandwiches. Bailey and Mom were
back, and they had changed clothes, too.

"Have you contacted Jeannie again?’ Bailey asked as he came into the room.

"She'sdtill in back of the van with Casey. Bailey, hesadimebug. | don't liketo touch hismind. It's nasty.



He's going to do bad thingsto Jeannieif we don't help her.” She shifted and |ooked imploringly at
Tarker, knowing he was the one to go to.

"| takeit ‘dimebug’ means something pretty bad?"

"Yes, gr. Like the men you see on televid sometimes, those that grab little girlsand kill them.”
"Find out where she'slocated, and well try to rescue her. Are her parents still dive?!

"Uh huh. I think Casey's boss wants them so he can control Jeannie.”

Ray shook his head, disgust evident in hisfeatures. “I surewish | had known what kind of man hewas
when hewasworking for me. It would have saved usdl thistrouble."

"L et's concentrate on the present,” Tarker said. “ Amber, please let me know the minute you find out
exactly where Jeannie is so we can plan on how to get her away from those people.”

"I will,” Amber said.

"Now, without going into details, | work for aprivate agency. It's very secretive, and the less you know
about it, the better. Suffice to say, we're the good guys. We only become involved in extreme and
unusud Stuations where we think we can make adifference in world affairs or help improve chancesfor
human dignity and safety on alarge scae. Ray convinced me that we needed to get involved, though |
must say that once he mentioned mind reading, it didn't take much convincing.” He smiled grimly. “I only
wish we had known sooner, even about the perceptive kids, but that'sin the past. Right now, if any of
you have any suggestions, | want to hear them.”

Bailey fidgeted, trying to conceal what he had done when he went to empty hisand Pat's luggage. He
didn't even want Amber to know yet. To help conceal what he had done from Amber, he brought up
another subject, the same one he and Pat had discussed and that he had been mulling over the last week.
“I haveanidea,” hesad.

"Let'shear it."

"Go ahead and make what happened to the perceptive kids public. I've had some research done, and so
has Ray. If we disperse that knowledge, along with the formula of the nerve agent and how to
manufacture it, pretty soon therelll be thousands, probably millions of people who can do the same thing.”

Tarker had to pause amoment to take it in. Ramifications of such an action raced through his mind and
he remembered. “I thought that agent only affected younger kids? It made them sick too, if | remember
right. Wouldn't rdleasing the formula be dangerous?’

"No,” Ray answered for Bailey. “I've had friends working on it, too. The dosage needs to be adjusted
according to age and body mass. That'swhy it originaly only affected the younger ones. If what we've
discovered in chimps carries over to humans, persons of just about any age could become perceptive.”

"That's the same conclusion my friend reached, whichiswhy | say releaseit,” Bailey sad. “Otherwise,
therésjust going to be more and more fighting over the perceptives we have now. Just think what would
happen if everyone was as perceptive as those kids; it wouldn't make a difference.”

"Whew! It'sadraconian solution you're proposing, my friend. It sounds good, but it till doesn't help the
gtuation now. AsRay explained it to me, it took several months before the younger kids began showing
sgnsthey weredifferent.”



"Actudly, our research showed adults reacted very soon, given the correct dosage.”
"Still, it'sonly in chimps so far,” Tarker said. “How can you be certain?"

"I'm not certain,” Bailey admitted.

"l am,” Ray said.

Everyonein the room turned in hisdirection.

"A couple of our researcherswere so intrigued, they tried it on themselves. They're dready showing sgns
of increased perceptive abilities, and what's even better, there have been no sde effects so far.”



CHAPTER THIRTY-ONE

Amber had been following the conversation while staying in close touch with Jeannie, afraid she might
miss the moment of her arrival and have to probe the dark depths of Casey's mind to find her location,
assuming helearned of it. Suddenly she jJumped to her feet, ahuge grin creasing her face.

"Jmmy'shere! Immy's here!” she shouted and ran for the door. She had been so involved with Jeannie
that hisarriva snuck up on her.

Just as she got there, it opened. A second later shewasin hisarms, holding him in atight embrace while
tears ran down her face,

"Y ou kids can close the door any time now,” Bailey said as he laughed. He and Pat went to meet Immy
while hewas ill entangled with Amber.

"I'm so sorry, Immy,” Pat whispered, putting her arms around both of them.

"You'regoing to livewith us” Bailey said, hoping it would ease Immy's pain abit, but, of course, Amber
had aready conveyed the news.

Amber had, and she was dso swiftly filling him in on developmentsthe last few minutes. Those thoughts
were interspersed with keeping track of Jeannie.

Once he was partidly loose from Amber, IJmmy'sfirst words were “1'm hungry.”

"I'll make you some breakfast in aminute, Jmmy. | just need to run to the bedroom for amoment, first.”
Pet told him.

Once Amber and Jmmy were seated, Sitting very close to each other, Tarker introduced himself and
picked up where the conversation had left off.

"Okay, arewe al agreed on releasing the news and the formulato the public?’

"Pat and | are,” Bailey said, knowing she would agree. Anything to lessen the danger to the kids. They
had al so tossed around ideas of what the world might become like if everyone was as perceptive asthe
children were growing up to be.

" think it'sthe right thing to do. I've dready given some thought to what might happen should we do that.
It's going to cause some awesome changes in the way society functions,” Ray said. He gestured toward
the outside with an open hand, indicating the endless number of people who would be affected.

"Y ou don't know the half of it,” Bailey commented from his perspective as both a psychologist and
physician. “ There's going to be giant upheavas, but, in the end, | think well have a better world.”

"They've arrived,” Amber abruptly announced. “ Jeanni€'s getting out of the van. | don't know the
address, but it'son alarge hill. She can see some of the city down below. It'sagreat big house. There
are men around with mean looking dogs.”

"Damn, | hoped it would be somewhere Jeannie could see the address or a street sign. Amber, you or
Jmmy may haveto read Casey's mind to find out.”

"He probably doesn't know, either. He's been in back of the van with Jeannie and her parents.” She
paused, closing her eyes and focusing dl her attention while Jmmy did the same. A moment later, she



sghed. “I'm sorry. We can't read the driver's mind. Weve never met him and don't know the ... the...”
She looked puzzled. “I don't know how to describe what we were trying for. Once you've looked at
someone's mind, therésasignd, | guessyou could call it, but that's not redlly right. Anyhow, once you've
touched amind very deeply, you can find it again. Otherwisg, it'slike sumbling around inthe dark in a
place you've never been before.

"A man named Brazosis behind this” Jmmy said. “ Jeannie learned that from Casey. If he goesto see
Jeannie, she can find out from him. Well know then."

Pat came in from the kitchen with more bacon and egg sandwiches. She was very carefully trying not to

think of what she had done in the bedroom before going back to the kitchen. The kidswouldn't read her
mind deliberately, but she knew they sometimes unintentionaly picked up stray thoughts from those near
them. “We need some more groceries,” she announced as she extended the plate toward Jmmy.

Jmmy grinned and took asandwich. “ Thank you,” he said and began eating ravenoudly.

"What are they doing with Jeannie and her parentsnow?’” Tarker asked. “ And while you're connected,
try to remember each step they take inside the house. It might be important later.” He was thinking
slently to himsdlf that if there were guard dogs, rescuing Jeannie would be harder than he anticipated. It
was too bad they couldn't have pulled off arescue while they still knew where the van waslocated, but
there had only been one operative near enough to even try. It probably wouldn't have worked.

"They've been separated,” Amber said. “1'm following her mom while Jmmy stays with Jeannie.”
"What about her father?'
"Neither of ushasever met him,” Immy explained.

"It doesn't matter,” Amber said. “I can tell from her mom that they're together. They just got shoved into
abedroom. She heard them lock the door.”

"Samefor Jeannie” Jmmy sad.

No one said anything else while the adults waited, their eyes on Amber and Jmmy. Jmmy had finished
one of his sandwiches and was working on the other, hampered by Amber clinging to hisarm. Eventudly,
Amber said, “Nothing eseis happening now, but Mrs. Burger islooking around. Theresaphonein the
room, but it doesn't work."

"Isitlive?’ Ray asked immediately.
"Yes, but it won't did outside. Shetried. Wait. Now she's calling up some numbers that've been dided.”
"Memorizethem!” Ray said urgently.

Amber did better than that. She till had her phone. She concentrated, trying to see the numbersin Mrs.
Burger's mind. She thumbed them into her phone's memory, getting dl of two of them and most of athird
before the woman stopped fooling with the phone and began doing something e se. “ Okay, Mister
Hetrick, hereswhat | got.”

Sheread them off while Ray entered them into hisPDA. “ Gresat,” he said. Now | can get arecord of
what numbersthey've called in the past. If we're lucky, the people belonging to those numbers have
called the place where the captives are being held and we'll get their location. We dready know it'sin the
hills above the city. That narrowsit down dready.” He dialed anumber and presently was conversing
with someone who had access to the phone company's records. After he wasfinished, he said, “Now we



wat."

"While were waiting, we may aswell start putting together aweb page and a clandestine press rel ease of
the perceptive-inducing formula. How to manufacture it, the effect it has on people, and so forth. So long
asweredl agreed, theré'sno senseinwaiting,” Tarker suggested. “Ray, I'll need you and Bailey to help,
and | need to talk to my boss about this. I'm relatively certain they'll agree, but or something thishbig, I'd
better check firgt."

"While you're doing that, may we be excused?’ Amber asked politely, but shewas dready on her feet
and tugging at Jmmy's hand. He got up, too.

"Just let usknow if the Situation with Jeannie changes,” Tarker said absently. He was composing areport
in hismind and a the same time trying to come up with away to protect the three mind readerson a
permanent basis.

Pat and Bailey watched them leave the room, arms around each other's waists. Each of the them was il
thinking of how young their daughter was to be heading to a bedroom with her boyfriend. It seemed
strange, no matter how mature they were.

* * % %

Later, Amber lay with her head resting on Jmmy's shoulder while he moved his hand gently over her
body. Shewas still amazed at how wonderful it was to make love when their minds were merged as
deeply together astheir bodies were.

"I wish there was some way to make Mom and Bailey know how good it iswhen were together like
that,” Amber said. She shivered momentarily as Jmmy touched her breast.

"Y eah. There's not, though. Even the perceptive kids can't feel what we do.” His hand stopped moving,
and his voice broke momentarily. “Poor Mom. She was never even very happy with Dad.” He closed his
eyes, thinking how grateful he wasthat Amber could fully share his hurt in away no one ese possbly
could. She even understood how he could make love with her so soon after his parents' desth and not
fed aheavy burden of guilt, something he couldn't possibly explain to anyone dse.

"| guesswe better go back outside. Bailey just came back in.” Amber hadn't been reading minds.
Anyone she was as close to as Bailey and her mother emanated a mental aurathat told her when they
were nearby and when they moved around. It was like background information, not particularly
important but always present. She got up and took her clothesinto the bathroom.



CHAPTER THIRTY-TWO

Jeannie wasfindly beginning to understand just what she had gotten hersdlf into. It wasn't ahappy
redlization, and she saw no way out of it except through Amber and Jmmy. She was aso worried about
her parents even though she wasn't redly close to them. They had never had time for her, but she il
supposed she loved them after afashion. She checked on them periodicaly. So far, they had been left
aone except for having food being brought in by an uncommunicative woman twice aday. They were
provided glasses, but had to use the cool water from the bathroom tap to drink.

It was hours before anyone came to see her, and then it was Casey. He was gloating.

"Not so high and mighty now, are you?’ Casey said, hot so much a question as a declaration that he was
now in control.

Jeannie refused to read his mind and wouldn't even give him the satisfaction of spesking until he suddenly
lashed out, dapping her across the face with brutal force.

"Tdk to me, you little bitch,” he ordered.

Theinnate cruelty indde him was plainly evident in hisvoice. Jeannie didn't haveto seeit in hismind.
"What do you want?’ Jeannie asked, holding the side her face.

"l want you, little dumpling, o get your clothes off."

"No."

"Then I'll—" He broke off as his phone rang. Hetook it out and held it to his ear for amoment then
turned to leave. “ Sorry, you'll have to wait, but don't worry. We're rounding up dl you little mutants now.
Maybe I'll take turns, but don't worry; you'll befirgt."

Casey left, but not quickly enough to keep Jeannie from reading his mind. He had been telling the truth.
His boss had ordered dl the perceptive kids of the group he could get his hands on to be taken into full
custody. Casey didn't know what would happen after that, but he thought some of them would be
shipped to Mexico and Canada or near the bordersto help with identifying federa drug enforcement
agents and other groups competing for the lucrative narcotics market.

Jeannie quickly passed the data on to Immy and Amber. She couldn't bring herself to reved Casey's
plansfor her.

* * % %

For the next few days, Tarker Blackmon and Ray Hetrick were very busy. The complete story
describing the ultimate results of the terrorist attack on schools over five years ago went out, causing a
national uproar on the Internet that quickly spread to the print world. Newspapers and weekly magazines
gave the story wide coverage, which only reinforced the Internet frenzy. After that the two men came and
went at al hours, and while they were present, one or both of them were usudly on the phone.

Tarker explained it while they were al together eating a scraich medl prepared by Pat and Bailey. “There
are severd organizations vying for thekids services. Some of them are legitimate, others aren't. None of
them trust the information we disseminated enough to leave the kids done until other perceptives are
avalable”



"What are you doing to protect them?’ Pat asked, aworry linesforming on her face. She was afraid for
the children she had known and taught despite her complicity in releasing their story.

"Actudly, weve got three operations going at the sametime, and it's stretching us almost to the breaking
point. First priority isrescuing Jeannie, of course. | have ateam standing by ready to go if we ever
pinpoint the exact address."

"Didn't the phone numbers work out?"

"No, it was agood idea, but we've checked all the addresses called and none matches what we know.
We have severd big houses as possibilities, but so far were not sure enough to go in.”

"Jeannieiswatching Casey sometimes,” Amber said. “He's got agang trying to grab some of the group.”
"We know. The second operation involves stymieing him, and so far, he's been successful only twice."
"With Brendaand LaTonna,” Jmmy said.

"Uh huh. I'm sorry we didn't get there fast enough to prevent them from being kidnapped, but as | said,
we're stretched thin. Y ou did find out where they're being held, so welll get them back when we can.”

"Why don't you just kill that bastard Casey?’ Pat said. “If anyone ever deserved to dieit'sthat dimy son
of abitch.”

"He's il the key to Jeannie, remember? If he would ever go back to where the Burgers are being held,
we could have Jeannie or Amber and Immy follow him with their minds. Hes driving most of thetime
now and seeswhere he'sgoing.”

" Jeannie passed word to Jmmy that Casey wantsto get back to her, but hisbossistill using him to find
the last ones of the group. She didn't say why he's so anxious to see her, but we can all guess. Why didn't
you bring the other kids here?"

Tarker glanced at Ray and sighed, wondering how to best explain the reasons to the worried teacher,
which wasn't easy to do. “It's not that smple, Pat. Maybe you aready know from your kids, but I'll tel
you anyhow. Somehow, word has gotten out about the three full mind readers. Y ou two are safe here,
and we want to keep it that way. Besides, we have to have permission from the partiesinvolved; we
can't just barge in and carry them off; were not into kidnapping. All we can offer is sanctuary and money,
and even the money isshort.”

Bailey got up to help Pet gather the remains of the meal. They had esten in theliving room. *Y ou look
like there's something € se bothering you, Tarker. What isit?"

"The military is getting into the act. So are foreign governments. Hell, even the terrorist organi zations want
apiece of the group, and al the ones who know about them want the three mind readers.”

"Sowejus wait, huh?'

"That'sal you can do for now,” Ray said, hisvoice gentle. He knew the inactivity must be dragging on
the family. Even Amber and Jmmy occasiondly wandered about the house, looking for something to do
out of bed other than watch television or surfing the net. They had asked for books that no one had time
to get, and they certainly weren't being allowed ouit.

* * * %

Jmmy gently shook Amber awake from where she was curled against him, spoon fashion.



"Hmm? Again, dready?'

Jmmy chuckled, but it died quickly. “ Jeannie says Casey's been recaled and is on the way to that big
house where the dogs are.”

Amber sat up in bed immediately and merged with Immy's mind. Seconds |l ater, they were up and
gathering their clothing. As soon asthey were dressed, Jmmy headed for the room Ray was occupying.
Fortunately, he had returned after going out and was trying to catch up on lost deep. Tarker hadn't come
back that night, calling to say he was too busy. While Immy waswaking Ray up, Amber headed for her
parents bedroom. Both of them awoke immediately at Amber'sfirst soft tap dmost asif they had been
ligening rather than adeep. She opened the door and saw that Bailey was dready Sitting up.

"What isit, Lumpkin?’ he asked without glancing in her direction.

"Jeannie says Casey is coming to where sheisnow. Can you or Mister Hetrick contact Mister
Blackmon? If he has people waiting like he said he did, maybe they can rescue her now."

"WElIl bethereinaminute,” Pat said, swinging her feet to the floor and standing up.

Amber headed for the kitchen to put the coffee on. She knew everyone would want some at thistime of
the morning, including Immy and her.

Within afew minutes, they weredl in theliving room, the odor of fresh coffee wafting in from the kitchen.
Ray was dready on the phone relaying information from Amber or Jmmy asthey got it from Jeannie.
Amber tried once to follow Casey with her mind but quickly retreated from the morass of sick thoughts.
Did Jeannie know what he had planned for her when he arrived? Surely she must. No wonder she hadn't
mentioned it!

Ray was hafway through his second cup of coffee when Jeannie reayed images from Casey's mind
describing the last few hundred yards he had driven before turning off on an unmarked side road. When
she described the gate where he stopped, and the German Shepherd dogs on the other side of the high,
solid fence, Ray |et an exuberant epithet escape.

"Got it. | recognize the gate! It was one of the possbilities. Damn, that's going to be atough nut to crack.
Let mecall Tarker and see what he wantsto do.”

"Whatever it is, please hurry,” Amber pleaded. “ Jeannieis scared. Casey is planning on doing bad things
to her. Awful things™"

Ray took the phone from his ear for amoment. “Is his boss there?"
"No, but he's supposed to meet Casey. It's Brazos."

Ray taked another moment then put his phone away. “ Tarker wants me to go help. We're going to need
every able body we can scare up for this, and it till might not be enough. If wefail, well haveto bring
thearmy inonit to get her out.”

"Thenthey'll grab her,” Bailey said postivey. “That's how they think."

"No matter. Better them than Brazos.” He took hisweapon out, checked the action, and put it back inits
holster.”

"Do you want meto come dong?’ Bailey asked.



"No. Stay here, and help protect the kids, just in case.”
"In case of what?'

"In case they make Jeannie tell where we are. I'm surprised they haven't thought of it before now.” Ray
looked around until he found a pencil and a scrap of paper. He scribbled rapidly and handed it to Bailey.
“Thisisthe address of another safe house. Stay by the phone. Beready to leaveif | call. If | do, head for
this place, and welll send some people quick aswe can to guard you.” He ran from the room, and, a
moment later, they heard the sound of his car starting. Histires screeched as he roared away.

In the house, Amber and Jimmy concentrated tensely on what Casey and Jeannie were doing. Pat and
Bailey waited slently for them to relay tidbits of information to them when they could. Bailey looked at
his watch. Four o'clock. Dawn would be breaking before long. Neither he nor Pat had corrected Ray.
Perhaps he had forgotten how Amber and Jmmy had gotten away from their intended captors. The
“kids’ could pretty well protect themsalves, especiadly with he and Pat on their side.

Bailey got up and |eft the room for amoment to concentrate. He nodded to himsalf and went on down
the hall to the room where the computer setup was. He had it already prepared, and now he made the
find decision. All he had to do was cdll up thefile and pogt it. In amoment, it was done. There was no
turning back now.

* * * %

Jeanniefrantically searched her room, looking for something, anything, to use as awegpon. Therewas
nothing, and dready Casey was past the gate guards and driving up to the house. She knew exactly what
he had on hismind. It was so frightening it made her fedl sck. Ashe got out of his car, she went over the
room again. No weapons, no blunt objects. Not even alamp; the lighting was overhead. With nothing to
fight with, she began thinking of how she might escape. The only thing she came up with wasto turn off
the lights and throw a pillow to throw at Casey when he came in. He wouldn't dare shoot her. He knew
Brazoswould kill himif he did. Maybe the pillow would distract him long enough for her to get past him
and run. She was grateful the handcuffs had been removed, but with the dogs outside, it seemed likely
that no matter how cleverly she escaped, shed never make it to the edge of the property.



CHAPTER THIRTY-THREE

Casey looked down at thefloor in front of Jeannie's room. There should have been alight showing from
benegth the door. Little Bitch, he thought, she's turned off the light. She knows I'm here. He stood
gtill while he took out the big automeatic he favored and removed the clip. No way was he going to give
her a chance at aloaded weapon. He reversed the pistol and held it by the barrel to useasaclub in case
sheresisted. Hewasn't worried. Not even mind readers could stand up to superior strength, notina
closed room. He pushed the door open just enough to reach inside and flick the lights back on. He
kicked the door on open, using his body to block the entrance. He grinned when he saw Jeannie
hurriedly retreating across the room. She got behind the bed, putting it between them. He closed the door
behind him and dowly advanced. That wasn't going to help her, not for long.

* k x %

Bailey waswatching Amber and Immy. He could see the knuckles of their hands that were clasped
together steadily whiten asthey continued to monitor Jeannie. From their expressions, he knew Casey
must be very near Jeannie now, maybe even in the room with her.

Amber gave out asmal cry of despair and buried her face againgt Jmmy's chest. Jmmy held her close.
His eyes were closed as he concentrated his attention on Casey. Amber joined him. They both held their
breath and tried with dl their might to mentally force Casey away from Jeannie.

* * * %

Casey felt the touch of another presencein hismind, but he treated it as no more of an annoyance than a
pesky fly buzzing around his head. The fresh methacokein his system alowed him to concentrate dl his
attention on the business at hand. He pushed the bed against the wall, trapping Jeannie then jumped
acrossit to get at her.

Jeannie flung the coversa him, but it didn't work. He deflected them and grabbed for her. Thefirst
couple of times she avoided his hand or the clubbed pistol by knowing hisintentions. Frustrated, Casey
began swinging with both armsin aflurry of motion impossible for Jeannie to detect intimeto avoid all
the blows. The butt of the pistol caught her on the temple with stunning force. Red dots exploded in front
of her eyes as shefdt the strength drain from her body.

Casey grabbed with his other hand and at last had her in his grasp. He yanked at her arms and her body
followed up onto the bed, which was just where he wanted her.

* % % %
"] can't watch!” Amber screamed.

Jmmy held her tightly, sickened by Casey's actions. He could stand it only seconds at atime himsalf as
Casey straddled Jeannie and began ripping at her clothing. She and her parents had been alowed to
bring afew garments hagtily thrown in bags. Each time shetried to rest, he hit her with his closed fidt.
Lust and theflood of narcoticsin hisbody maddened him. He forgot al about Brazos and what he might
do when he saw Jeanni€'s body. He got her completely stripped and secured her hands with plagtic cuffs
again. Hefumbled at hisbelt buckle, bresthing heavily form the struggle and anticipation.

Theonly thing that kept Jmmy going back to Jeannie's mind was a feeble attempt to support her mentally
by telling her help was on theway. It was dl he could do.

* k k %

Jmmy and Amber were so wound up with Jeanni€'s gppalling predicament that it was Bailey, not them,



who first sensed danger. It cameto him like asudden intrusion in his mind, impulses of animpending
assault onthe family from very near.

Jmmy's momentary cry of triumph was overridden by Bailey's sudden shout as he redlized with ashock
what was happening. “Amber, Jmmy, Run!", he shouted franticaly. “ Go the back way before they block
it!"

Amber was momentarily confused by Jmmy's exuberant yell and Bailey's frantic warning, coming to her
both by voice and asamenta signa. Bailey! Hedid it! sheredlized before Jmmy grabbed her arm and
pulled roughly. She cameto her senses, and they ran, not toward the back entrance, but toward their
bedroom. Neither of them had seen aneed to carry their gunswhile Bailey and the other adults were
armed. Their mindsworked in perfect unison. They had no intention of leaving Pet and Bailey aone.

Amber heard Bailey's menta cursaing amost with amusement as he saw where they were headed, but
then there was no time to tarry and examine the new phenomena of him becoming amind reader. She
and Jmmy sensed the nearby danger themsalves, even more powerfully than Bailey now that they weren't
being distracted. At the sametime, Amber caught a quick thought from Jmmy that the assault on Jeannie
had stopped but there was no time to ask for details. Neither was there time to get out the back way,
even if they had intended to run. There never had been.

* * % %

Jeannie reached the depths of despair when she caught amomentary glimpse of another man entering the
room. Oh, God, not two of them! she thought miserably, but then she sensed the man'sintentions. She
tensed and held very till. A puzzled look appeared on Casey's face as she stopped struggling. Then he
grinned as he thought she was rdaxing to the inevitable. HEd have her crying in amoment though. He
liked it much better that way.

Those were Casey's last thoughts. He was so intent on Jeannie that he neither heard nor sensed the man
as he came up behind him and extended hisarm. He held agun in hishand and fired abullet into Casey's
brain from two feet away.

Casey collapsed on top of Jeannie, saturating the sheet beside her with hisblood. Casey's heart kept
pumping for afew more moments. Blood spurted against Jeanni€'s chest from amgjor artery in his head
that had been ruptured. Disgusted and relieved at the same time, she shoved him off her and sat up. The
gunman stared at her nakedness as she did off the bed and stood upright. Jeannie probed hismind. He
was called Sharko and he had been sent specifically to kill Casey and dispose of the body.

Jeannie held out her hands. “ Casey put these on me. Please take them off so | can wash and dress
mysdf."

Still staring, Sharko reached into his pocket and took out a penknife. He returned his wegpon to his chest
holster while he opened the little pocketknife.

Jeannie could tell that he had no idea at all she was amind reader nor that she could be athreat. She
kept her mind focused on his thoughts. As soon asthe plastic cuffs were severed, she dso saw that he
didn't have an inkling about her physical capabilities, either. He smply intended to leave her in the room
asingructed should hefind Casey there. While his attention was diverted by closing hisknife and
returning it to his pocket, Jeannie suddenly lunged violently forward, trying for an escape now even
though she was till dizzy from Casey's blows. Smal as she was, her unexpected assault knocked Sharko
off hisfeet. Jeannie darted for the door, narrowly escaping an attempt to grab her leg as she passed. She
was out of the room in asecond and locked it behind her, just as her captors had done to keep her
confined.



Jeannie knew the locked door wouldn't contain the man for long. He would decide to shoot off the lock if
he couldn't get out any other way. She ran adong the hallsin the route she remembered from when she
and her parents were first brought into this horrid place. When she reached her parents room, she didn't
knock but smply unlocked it and flung it wide.

"Mom! Dad! Get out of here and run! Help is coming! Hide somewhere else! Under abed, any place
they won't find you for awhile!™

With that, Jeannie raced on, bare feet dapping the floor. She used her mind to scan in front of her, hoping
she could detect the presence of others before she saw them or they saw her. She knew it would take an
intense emotion from an unknown mind before she would sense the person. She would barge
unexpectedly into someone unless she found a place to hide until help arrived.

* * % %

It had taken amgjor effort, but Brazos had finally tracked the other two mind readersto their safe house
by using contacts and tracking devices for phones combined with hackers and computers attuned to key
words. As soon as he was certain, he sent five men and awoman to take them into custody. He didn't
tell the crew that they could read minds; he still wanted that kept secret. He waited impatiently for them
to report back before doing anything else. Too many law enforcement agencies were now getting
involved, and too many competitors, legal and illegd, since that damned doctor and hisfriends had given
away the secret of the perceptive kids. He didn't know which way to jump. Then he got the report of
Casey's desth, which he had ordered, but aso received the unwelcome news that the Burger girl and her
parents were loose. He headed to the mansion himsdlf to get the Situation there under control. He had to;
his own powerful bosses were demanding results, and they wanted them soon.

* * % %

Jmmy got to his gun just as he heard the front door crash inward. He felt the desperate intensity of
Bailey'smind as he blazed away at theintruders. The reverberating sound of the gunshots kept him and
Amber from hearing the back door open, but there was no need. Both of them could sense the presence
of the three men and awoman by the boiling excitement of their emotions asthey came prepared to kil
anyone who got in the way of taking the two children prisoner.

Bailey had been hit in the first exchange of gunfire. Pat detected the mental pulse from the numbing pain
of the bullet that broke his upper arm. She had been afew seconds behind Bailey in finding her gunin the
dark and rushing out to defend her family. She ran into an immediate quandary of who to help first;
should she head directly to Bailey or to Amber and Jmmy? It was solved for her by the mental despair
shefdt from Bailey as he stared at the second of the two men who had comein the front way. He had
killed one of them, but he was helpless now. Only the fact that the impact of the shot that shattered his
upper arm and knocked him to the floor saved him from immediate death. The intended murderer took a
few secondsto |ocate his body in the darkened room; his partner was supposed to have turned on the
lights, but he died too quickly. Bailey stared helplesdy asthe barrdl of the pistol lowered and aimed a
him.

Pat madeit just in timeto save Bailey's life. Shefired as quickly asthe gunman cameinto sight. Her first
shot missed, but it startled him enough so that he dso missed Bailey with his shot. He never got off
another; Pat killed him with three rapid rounds directly into his chest. He crumpled. She gtarted to runto
Bailey when she sensed how badly he was wounded then stopped. Amber!



CHAPTER THIRTY-FOUR

Jeanniefinaly conceded hersdf in alarge laundry hamper when she stumbled across the wash room. She
pulled dirty clothesin on top of her and sent her thoughtsin search of her parents. They were safe for the
moment in ancother room somewhere hiding under abed. After that, she explored with her mind until she
found Sharko, the one who had killed Casey. Even though she had met him only briefly, his proximity
alowed her to enter hismind. She learned the name he was called by and began to observe his
surroundings through his eyes and thoughts.

It wasn't too bad. Sharko was akiller, agun for hire, but the rest of his personaity was no more deviant
than the generd population. She could stay in prolonged contact with him and not fedl the sickening
disgust Casey's mind caused her.

Sharko reported to hisimmediate boss, Brazos, by phone.

"Stay where you are and wait for orders,” Brazostold Sharko. The news Bailey had released on hisown
was causng amediafied day and now Brazosfully expected an assault on the mansion by any number
of antagonigs. | should have taken care of Rudo already, he thought. That bastard would be one of
the first coming after his prize, but others of hisilk wouldn't be far behind. The military and theintelligence
services were getting nosy, too. He knew the street gossip aready had her location pinpointed. He
needed to get her away from there and to a safer place as soon as possible.

"How long do | stay here, boss?*

"Until | tell you to leave. Y ou protect that little girl once you locate her, goddamniit. | don't care what the
newsissaying; it'sal hypothetical, and shesafact! Round up everyone there and get them prepared for
awar. Thenfind thelittle girl. She's fill insde somewhere, otherwise the dogs would have made afuss.

Sharko had no ideawhat Brazos was talking about other than “thelittle girl,” but he didn't think was so
little now.

"What about her parents? She turned them loose and they're hiding, too."

"Capture them. We can use them as hostages to control the girl. Now get moving. No more fuckups, or
you'll wind up like Casey. Comprende, amigo?"

"Yes, ar,” Sharko said quickly. He got busy.

* * * %

Amber wasn't in trouble. Pat had smply detected the furious mental energy she and JImmy were using to
locate their intended kidnappers and their irresistible rage at what they had intended to do to them all.
Their mental powers made it easy for them to wait in ambush and begin shooting a the optima time and
location. The only thing that marred their actionswas Jmmy's hesitance.

Amber didn't necessarily intend to kill the two men she and Jmmy had agreed she would target asthey
ran toward their bedroom, but neither did shetry to only wound them. They must have had information
on thefloor plan of the house because they never hesitated, but now she would never know for sure. She
stepped from the concealment of an acove in the hallway holding a decorative table, her gunleveledin
just the fashion she had been taught. She fired four times. Both the ones she shot at were dying asthey
crumpled to the floor.

Jmmy killed the other man just as easily, but the woman was a different story. He hesitated the barest



moment in shooting the woman as he caught amental image of momentary fear and regret from her that
disguised her determination for a second or two. It alowed her to get a shot off that sent wooden
gplinters from the side pandling flying when the bullet struck an inch from his head. One of the splinters hit
hiseye, nearly blinding him and causing an incredibly sharp needle of pain to arrow into the nerves
around hiseye. His pain distracted Amber. Shefelt it dmost as much ashe did and it caused her to miss
when she got off around.

The woman whirled and was gone from sight around the corner.
"Mom!” Amber screamed, frightened amost to panic as she redized where her mother was.

Pat had come running when she thought her daughter wasin trouble. She was nearly deafened by the
noise of al the gunfire, but she heard Amber'swarning cry in her mind. She stopped, crouched, and shot
severa times as the woman came zooming around the corner. She careened forward head first and did a
few feet, coming to rest amogt in front of Pat. Blood pumped from exit wounds on the woman's back for
asecond and finaly stopped.

Amber and Jmmy knew that no one esewas after them, but, in the same instant, reglized Bailey wasin
trouble. The whole unbelievable episode had taken only moments, but it seemed to have goneonin dow
motion. There appeared to be no end to the crisis. Amber stepped over the dead woman and said,
“Come on, Mom! Bailey's bleeding, bad!"

Pat's mind was till whirling with adrendin-laced reaction, but she caught the urgency in Amber'svoice
and felt the distressin Bailey's mind. It waslike a nightmare that wouldn't end. She raced after Amber,
with Immy right behind her.

Bailey was bleeding profusely and trying to hold his hand around his arm above where the bullet had hit.
It was s0 high up hisarm he hadn't been ableto stop it. Already he was fedling weak from blood loss and
was unable to make any further effort. He smply stared at the blood flowing from beneath his weakening
fingers

"Turn on thelights” Pat commanded as she knelt down by Bailey and added the strength of her hand to
his, making aliving tourniquet. The room brightened. Her ssomach rebelled at the Sight of the carnage the

large caliber bullet had done when it hit. The right humerus of Bailey's arm was broken and splintered,
and abig chunk of flesh had been chewed out of hisbicep muscle.

"Get me abdyt, the bullet hit an artery,” Pat said, her voice shaky, but remembering her teachers
emergency firg ad training. “No, first make sure no one dseishere.”

"Thereisn't, not anyonetrying to hurt us” Amber said while Immy removed the belt from hisjeans.
Between the three of them, they got it adjusted and the bleeding stopped, but, by then, Bailey was barely
CONSCIOUS.

"He needsto get to ahospital quickly,” Pat said. “Bailey, sweetheart, hang on. Jmmy, cal 911, we don't
have away to take him oursaves. Tarker hid our car."

Jmmy caled, but while he was doing that, Ray drove up. He saw the shattered doorjamb and camein
cautioudy, gun drawn. He stopped, mouth agape when he saw Bailey ill lying inapool of blood.

"Good God, what happened here?"

"Never mind, it'sover with,” Pat said shortly. “I had to call an ambulance because we didn't have acar.
It's on theway, but there are four bodies back by the bedrooms. If you have any influence, get moving



and keep us away from the police and the feds."

Ray acted quickly, not stopping to ask any more questions. He got busy on the phone, telling Tarker and
his own contactsto start building abrick wal of denid even while Tarker was fill heavily involved with
planning the impending rescue attempt of Jeannie. He was il talking on his phone when they heard
gpproaching sirens. Apparently, their nearest neighbors had heard the gun battle.

"Jeannies ill in trouble,” Amber said, “But now we can help. She'sloose and had a contact with one of
the men there, so she cantdll uswhat they'reup to dl thetime.”

"Great,” he said. “Listen, you kids run to the street and huddle in the back of my car so you won't be
seen. Takeyour gunsand spare clips,” he added grimly. “I'll pull sometricks here and get Pat and Bailey
on their way to the hospitd ."

"What are you doing, Ray? They've been through enough aready!” Pat exclaimed harshly, but she shut
up asthe determination of Amber and Jmmy to hel p rescue Jeannie suddenly got through to her.

"I'll keep them away from the action, but if they've got eyesinsde that damn fortress, we need them, Pat.
Tarker sent me back to get them so everything doesn't have to be relayed from Jeannieto immy to a
phone before he can try taking the place. We need on the spot advice, and if Jeannie has a contact insde
now that Casey'sdead, it will help tremendoudy.” He didn't mention that Tarker had doubts about
assaulting the guarded mangon with histhin crew.

"l ... | putit out about mind ... mind reading,” Bailey said through teeth clamped tight againgt the pain of
hisarm.

"I heard, but it doesn't matter right now. Tarker's spotters have rlayed word that Rudo's gang is going to
try for her, and aso that Brazos is heading in that direction. The FBI isinterested, too."

Pet strained to touch Jeannie's mind but she was too new at the ability. It wouldn't have helped in any
case. Amber or Jmmy could have told her that to find someone at adistance, you must first have had
deep menta contact with them. Even closg, if aperson hadn't been known before, it took emotional
turmoil on their part, such asthe gunmen had just displayed, to be able to detect them.

"Hurry up, go hidein the car!” Ray ordered, more urgently thistime as the Sren sounds grew louder.

Amber and Immy dill hesitated, not wanting to leave the wounded Bailey, but fearing for Jeanni€slifeif
they didn't. For dl her antagonism and misguided attempts to change their three-way relationship, she
was gtill the only other mind reader they knew of, other than the sudden ability Bailey and Pat were
unaccountably displaying, and Jeannie seemed to be truly remorseful now; they didn't intend to abandon
her.

"Go!” Ray ordered again and they hurried outside, reluctantly but swiftly. They had no sooner scrunched
down behind the front seats when the emergency vehicles began arriving, and down the street, a curious
neighbor peeked from adoor.



CHAPTER THIRTY-FIVE

Sharko had been put in charge of immediate defense of the big house until Brazos arrived. Jeannie and
her parents were till hiding, but Sharko had men and women not on guard duty going through the place
room by room looking for them.

Thelong wait in the car in uncomfortable positions was an excruciatingly tenseinterva for Amber and
Jmmy. They couldn't even tell Ray when Jeannie reported new devel opments to them.

Both Amber and Jmmy got a sense of how uncomfortable Jeannie was, huddled in the laundry hamper
beneath abunch of smdly clothes, but didn't take time to commiserate. What she had learned was more
important a the moment.

Jeanni€'s thoughts were clear. “ Sharko'sthe man | got away from. Now he's expecting Brazos, the big
boss, to be here before long, and he thinks Brazos has away to sneak me and the folks out safely.”

"Find out how hesgoing to doit,” Jmmy urged her.
" tried. | looked into him adeep as| could and he doesn't know; he just thinks Brazos can do it.”

In order to keep her overwrought mind in a semblance of order while they waited, Amber attracted a
part of Immy's attention that wasn't locked with Jeanni€'s and exchanged thoughts with him.

"Did you get al that about Pat and Bailey?” Jmmy asked Slently.

Amber squeezed his hand and answered him the same way. “| think so. They must have both swallowed
abig dose of the nerve agent then took alot of Benadryl on top of it. They're learning to be mind
readers, just like us! Did you hear what Bailey said?’

"What? Oh, something about releasing the stuff about mind reading? Uh huh, | heard it, but | didn't pay
much attention a the moment. | wonder why hedid it?"

"I guess hefigured if it worked on him and Mom, it would work on most everyone—and if the whole
world learns how to read minds, wéelll be normal again. He did it to protect us| think."

"Hewould,” Jmmy thought to her. He moved his head into a position where they could touch lips. After
they kissed, he continued “1 don't think well ever be norma again, lovie. Not after dl this, and it's not
over yet. Jeannies ill in trouble, and we're till wanted by God knows how many people.”

"Oh bums, yes, I'm not ramping my B cdls” Amber's mind stayed quiet a moment then she went on.
“Jmmy, | hated that business. I'll have nightmares forever about the way those minds went dead when
we shot them. It was even worse than last time.” She could tell Jmmy felt amost the same way but had
been trying not to think about it.

Amber sent her mind out to check on Bailey again. “Hey, the ambulance is leaving with Mom and Balley.
Maybe Mister Hetrick will be ready to go now,” she whispered.

Ray was more than ready, but there was lill fifteen more minutes of impatient waiting before hefindly
convinced the county sheriff and his deputiesto let him go, which meant that agrest number of ancillary
phone calls had been required.

Amber bresthed asigh of relief when Ray findly opened the driver's Side door and did inside.



Ray started the car and drove away, keeping a careful watch behind and ahead. He didn't try to talk until
he waswell away from the area.

Jmmy findly spoke up. He didn't think they should wait any longer to tel him what was happening with
Jeannie.

After that, Ray drove faster. He didn't spesk of the circumstances that had the three of them traveling
together, perhapsinto another fight. It was till hard for him to imagine how children as young asthey
were had come through a gun battle where they had killed other persons and il be acting amost
normdl.

Evenif he had asked, Amber and Jmmy wouldn't have been ableto tell him much. They didn't have
wordsin the language to describe how they knew they had to fight and kill in order to survive or how
they had known how ruthless and immora their opponents had been. Neither could they describe how
they comforted each other in away far more intense and profound than mere words ever could have
conveyed.

* * % %

Jeannie heard footsteps in the washroom. Shetried to find the mind the footsteps bel onged to but it was
astranger, one who apparently wasn't riled up enough for her to detect histhoughts. All she could do
was listen and wait. She heard the big washer lid being pulled open then dropped shut. What she thought
was the dryer door banged against something then the noise echoed again as it was closed. The footsteps
made acircuit of the room quickly then stopped by the hamper.

Jeannie held her breath, not daring to bresthe as the top layer of dirty clothes were removed and tossed
away. She could fed hands fumbling with more of them and she thought she waslost until she heard a
disgusted male curse. She still held her breath, but now she had to try to keep from laughing. The man
must have encountered the layer of soiled undergarments, some of them very dirty indeed. They had
amogt kept her from choosing this hiding place, but now she was glad she had. The man cursed again
and went away. When she heard the door close, Jeannie gasped for air and bit her lip painfully to keep
from braying with hysterical laughter. Well, the clothes were smelly, but she decided to stay exactly
where she was while she sent her mind exploring again. She recognized Sharko's mentd aura
immediately, but something was different about him. He was much more relaxed. A second later, she
knew why. He had her parents.

There was nothing she could do for them at the moment. She could only follow their distressed thoughts
as Sharko ordered them out from under the bed. She reached out for immy and was surprised at the
impression she got of he and Amber in amoving vehicle. They al merged minds. Jeannie bit her other lip
to avoid crying out for happiness. They were coming on the rescue mission, too! It raised her spirits high
enough that she didn't even mind the continuing pain from the battering Casey had given her.

* * % %

Tarker still held him crew back. He hadn't anticipated as many defenders as Jeannie reported and didn't
think adirect assault on the mansion would work without generating alot of noise and killing that would
draw a huge amount of attention. He had already used up just about al the pull he and his superiors could
manage to keep previous shootouts from the public eye. He didn't think he could do it again, not tonight.
He was il trying to decide whether to intercept Brazos and capture or smply kill him. His deeth would
certainly be no lossto society, but the man held alot of useful information the authorities would liketo
have access to. He had almost decided to detain him when he received word from Ray, relayed from
Jeannie to Jmmy and then to him. Brazos thought he would have no problem getting away with Jeannie
and her parents, but he hadn't revealed how he would do it to Sharko. Tarker aready had Brazos
spotted and had an operative following behind him as he neared their area. That made the decision for



him. Brazos had no way of knowing Jeannie would be able to follow his every move so long as he stayed
relaively closeto Sharko. If Brazosthought he could get them out safely, best to let him do it and then
attempt the rescue. He dlowed Brazos to pass and go on through the gate with his three bodyguards.

* * * %

Brazos hurried past hisinner guards who held back the dogsto let him pass. He kept his phoneto his ear
thewholetime, listening to reports from his outsde confederates. The Situation was changing dmost by
the minute. He heard that Rudo was on the way to the mansion with abig gang, intending to either
capture the mind reading girl or render her usdlessto anyone else. He was told the FBI would probably
arrive as quickly aslines of authority were sorted out. An action team from military intelligence had
reportedly landed at the airport in preparation for a possible assault, and aside from al those, another
shadowy agency was gpparently on the loose, giving succor to the perceptives and especidly the mind
readers. He didn't know who they were, only that the retired FBI agent Ray Hetrick was somehow
associated with them.

"Take meto thegirl's parents,” Brazostold Sharko as soon as his assistant reported to him.

Sharko led the way to an inner room on thefirst floor where they were imprisoned. He stepped inside
with Brazos and confronted the Burgers. He wasted no time.

"I know your daughter can read your minds. Tell her she has five minutesto surrender. If she doesn't, one
of you dies. Five more minutes and the other will follow. Sharko, get ready.”

"I don't know how to contact her!” Mrs. Burger wailed. “Please, | swear! Don't kill us!”

"Judt think it; shelll get the message.”

"Those kids aren't mind readers, you fool,” Mister Burger said. *Y ou're making a big mistake.”
"Sharko, chagtisehim.”

Sharko didn't hesitate. He dammed his gun barrel across Burger's cheek, splitting the skin open. He hit
him a second time on his forehead, and he dropped to his knees, moaning.

Mrs. Burger shrank away, expecting the same treatment any moment.

Jeannie wanted to cry, to wail for forgiveness and share her father's pain. Her mother'sfear and anxiety
were making her mind fedl funny, like it was about to break into pieces. When Jeannie saw Sharko
checking the time she could stand it no longer. She heaved the dirty clothes off her and climbed out of the
hamper. She ran down the hallway toward the areawhere she thought her parents were being held. She
thought she had their location pinned down from Sharko's thoughts. She burst into another halway,
screaming “ Don't shoot! Don't shoot!” Severa guards came hurrying, but they weren't needed. All she
wanted to do was save her father or mother from being shot. Brazos heard her criesand smiled thinly.

"Sounds like your daughter can read minds after dl, hmm?"
Jeannie was taken into custody without a fight.

Brazosimmediately began herding them aong, using Sharko and one other trusted assistant. They went
back down a hallway, turned a corner, and Sharko opened a door. Steps led downward into a
basement.

There was aconcealed doorway in a storage closet in acorner of the big basement game room. Sharko
and Brazos looked around to make sure no one had followed then opened the door. It led to adimly



lighted underground tunnel, barely wide enough for one person.

Sharko led the way, with the Burgers next and Brazos and his other assistant following.



CHAPTER THIRTY-SIX

Ray, Jmmy, and Amber had joined forces with Tarker by phone, who wasin his car by himsalf some
distance away from the action around the mangon. Whilewaiting for Ray to give him more information
about Jeannie, he was trying to coordinate two other small crewstrying to rescue perceptive kids from
Brazos gangstersaswell asfrom those of Rudo, Brazos main comptitor.

"Where arethey now?’ he asked immediately when Ray called again.

"Still underground, but neither of us can tell which direction the tunnd goes” Jmmy said. “How canwe
find them unless they come out somewhere near astreet sgn?”

"I think I know,” Tarker said. He visudized the city map and satellite download of the immediate areahe
had been using to plan the aborted assault. “ The ground behind the place dopes down toward Serra
Street. Any other direction except in front, there's no good way to exit from their tunnel without attracting
attention. Just by thinking like the sneaky bastard heis, | doubt he would have an escape hatch in front
anyway; that's where most of the fedswould beif they planned araid.”

Ray immediately headed by acircuitous route toward Sierra Street, the only way to get there. Then his
phone rang before he even had achanceto cdll his crew waiting near the mansionto join him. Hegavea
slent curse and thumbed it on, dreading what he was going to be told. He could hear gunshots behind
them, even through the closed windows.

It was Tarker's second in command, Roark Johannsen.
"Tarker, we're pinned down and can't move your way."
"Whoisit?"

"One of the drug cartd gangs, | think. | lost Marin and Beverly iswounded. Were going to haveto try to
back out of hereif we can."

"Y onny, do what you can to get away. I'll be back in touch. Rescuing that girl without alot of casudties
was going to be kind of dicey, anyway.” He hung up and was silent until he turned onto Sierra Street.
Now it wasjust him and Ray—when he got here—and the kids. Damn, damn. He dialed Ray's phone.

"They're coming out of the tunne now,” Jmmy said.

Ray relayed the information to Tarker. “ Okay, from now on tell me every step they take,” Tarker
ordered for Immy. “Ray, tel me exactly where you are, and well meet. I'm on Sierra Street, down the
hill from the mangion. The rescue gang | had standing by tangled with abunch of cartd thugs, and they're
out of play.”

Ray gave him their location then told the children the news.

"I hope your menkill them dl,” Amber said, surprising hersdf with the venom she felt toward the people
causing so much agony and despair.

Jmmy remained slent amoment before adding some extrainformation from Jeannie. “They'rein ahouse
now. Jeanni€'s scared. She says Brazos mind islike ablock of ice. He's cold blooded and doesn't have
emotionslike norma people.”



"A psychopathic persondity,” Ray explained. “ That would scare me too, but it's dl the more reason to
try to get Jeannie and her folks away from him. Areyou il with her?”

"Yes, dr. They'rein the garage of the house now. Theresacar there. Now they're arguing. Brazos wants
to leave. Sharko istdling himit's safer to stay hidden for awhile longer. Now they're going back inside.
They're sitting down. Jeannie saysit'stheliving room.”

"Keep tuned.” He dided Tarker and gave him their location and asked, “ Tarker, how much farther
now?'

"Y ou're almost there. Next street should be Winding Way. Turn right and go two blocks; you'll be on
Sera

A few minutes later, Ray was parked along the curb on Sierra Street. As soon as he spotted them,
Tarker jumped out of hiscar, ran over, and did into the front seat beside Ray.

Jmmy shrugged helplesdy when asked if he knew which house the captiveswerein. “1 can't tell unless
Jeannietellsme. | guessthey aren't thinking about an address.”

"Would it hep is she asked some leading questions?”

"I'll s;e—no, wait, they just got back up. Sharko istaking Jeannie to abedroom. The other man istaking
her parents to another one. Brazosisgoing to ... he'sin asort of office.”

"Tel Jeannieto seeif she can get the number if he usesthe phone there, quick, or if she cant, get any
number he didsand tell meimmediately.” Tarker dided anumber on his phone and was quickly switched
to acontact with the phone company servicing that area.

"Takethisdown,” Jmmy said suddenly. He voiced atelephone number dowly to be sure someone
recorded it.

Thefirst time Brazos wasn't on the phone long enough to produce results. The second time he dided,
they got lucky and got atrace back from the number he dialed to his phone to the exact address.

"Three blocks down, Ray,” Tarker said and hung up on his contact. “Park afew houses away; they're
separated pretty good in thisarea. Well walk from there.

AsRay put the car in motion, he said. “We need to do something quickly. Immy says Jeannie will try
digracting her guard.”

"Wewill,” Tarker said. He opened a panel under the dash and pulled out another handgun to add to the
one hewas dready carrying. “ Jmmy, are you sure there's only three of them?”

"Jeannies sure.”

* * * %

Jeannie had been alowed to bring a change of clothing with her. She washed and dressed while Sharko
drug Casey's body to another room. He was aready back inside when she came out of the bedroom.

Jeannie felt much better now. She was on the bed, sitting and leaning againgt the headboard, ignoring
Sharko. Now that she had met Brazos, she could concentrate on his mind and find out what he was
doing. A few minutes later, she felt the sudden dertness of hismind. He was listening to varioustiny
microphonesin turn, each connected to the wires that led from the huge house where they had been held.
They led through the tunnel and back to the room hewasin. Apparently, he had just heard something he



didn't like. Jeannie couldn't tell for certain what it was. Before she could try further, Immy's thoughts
intruded. She paid rapt attention and relayed her increasing concern over Brazos' state of mind and his
half-formed intentions. She urged them to hurry with whatever they intended to do.

Jeannie waited impatiently until Jmmy let her know the rescue party was ready and went into her act.
Her part of the plan wasto keep Sharko distracted. From looking into his mind, she knew exactly how
to do that. Jmmy hadn't mentioned that the rescue party was only two men and he and Amber.

If it wasn't for the seriousness of their situation, Jeannie would have laughed at the dumbstruck expression
on Sharko'sface as she did off the bed and began disrobing, taking her time about it.

"What the hell're you doing?’ Sharko asked, staring at her as she unbuttoned her blouse and took it off.
Shelooked at it amoment then dropped it to the floor.

"I'm deepy and getting ready to go back to bed. Want to join me?’ Jeannie yawned thestrically and sat
on the edge of the bed, making a production of diding her tight fitting jeans down past her hips. She
dowly removed each of her legsin turn from the jeans. She stood up and kicked them away, clad now
only inaskimpy braand panties.

"Get your clothesback on, girl,” Sharko said. His breathing and pulse had speeded up noticeably. He got
up from hischair.

"I told you, I'm going to bed. | aways deep naked. Of course, | deep alot better after sex. How about
it?" She reached behind her and unhooked her bra, again taking her own sweet time. She smiled at
Sharko asit dowly dipped free of her breasts. She dangled it by one of the straps for amoment before
dropping it to the floor. She dternated her thoughts, reaching out to Immy, then Brazos and last to
Sharko, trying to time everything right. Jmmy was at the front door with Tarker while Amber was & the
back with Ray. Jeannie was astonished that there was no one ese. She held back the fright at the uneven
0dds by sheer determination. In the office, she was tuned to Brazos' thoughts as he put down the phone,
having reached adecison.

Hurry! Jeannie screamed slently to her friends. HE's made up hismind! Asif in adream, she snaked
her panties down to her knees and let them fall. They puddied around her feet. She concentrated on
Sharko. He was wavering, wondering if he could get away with going to bed with his captive. Shehad a
great figure for one so young. The bikini tan lines only enhanced it, making her more dluring. He stood
mesmerized as she dowly waked toward him. He had avagrant thought that something was wrong, but,
by then, hislust had the upper hand. Heignored it and let the naked young girl lead him to the bed.

* k k %

Brazos pulled out hishandgun. It wastimeto get avay from this place. He was aggravated with himself
for adlowing Sharko to talk himinto staying thislong. They should have left immediately. From what he
had heard though his hidden microphones and what his outside contacts were telling him, avirtua army
had descended on hislong-standing refuge. Even now, feds and cartels and God aone knew how many
otherswere mixing it up there. He knew some of his people would surrender rather than die defending his
interests. They would talk. In other areas of the city, his perceptive children were being taken into
custody, mostly by feds but some by his enemies. The only safe place for him now was acrossthe
border. He would take the girl, one way or another, but not her parents. It would be too dangerous. Best
to digpose of them in case the little mind reading bitch had managed to pass his thoughtsto them. He
stepped out of the office and was heading toward the bedroom where they were being held when a
disconcerting noise stopped him. He turned and saw the back door opening. He ran.

* * * %



It felt strangeto Tarker to have agirl sill afew months short of fourteen years old coming longon a
crash-and-shoot mission, but there was no help for it. The increasingly urgent messages being relayed by
Jeannie brooked no delay. It took him a couple of minutesto bypass the darm system and get the back
door unlocked. Ordinarily, he would have had aspecidist for that kind of thing with him, but again, there
had been no time to get a proper crew together. He pulled his wegpon and motioned for Amber to stand
to one Sde, even as she whispered urgently to hurry.

Tarker pushed the door open with hisfoot and immediately heard footsteps. A second later, he heard the
shout. Amber screamed.

"Kill them quick and get out of there!” Brazosyelled to the guard as he threw open the door to the room
where the Burgers were being held. He ran on, trusting the distraction would give him time to get to the
garage. He stopped at the bedroom where Jeannie Burger was being guarded by Sharko, turned the
knob, kicked the door open, and stopped dead in histracts.

Sharko was entangled with the girl on the bed. Both of them were naked, with Sharko on top. Hismind
raged at the betrayal. His gun was dready out. There was o time now to untangle them and grab the girl.
All he could do wastry to save himsdlf, but he was so angry that he couldn't resist. He dready had his
gun pointed in their direction. He fired three quick shots at the bodies and ran toward the garage again.
Behind him, he heard the girl scream in agony. Good. If he couldn't use her, no one else would, either.

Jeannie had been hit in the leg by one of Brazos' bullets, but that wasn't why she screamed. Her parents
had just been shot to death.

* * % %

The guard who had killed the Burgers ran out into the hallway and immediately died in ablaze of gunfire
from Tarker and Amber. Tarker had no time for prisoners, and Amber wouldn't have taken the man
captive under any conditions, not after she mentally witnessed the two minds dying at the gunman's hand.
“Sharko's dead, but Jeannie's hurt,” Jeannie said, her voice fast and shrill with excitement. One of
Brazos shots had blasted away the back of Sharko's skulll.

Tarker hardly hesitated. Amber'sword was good enough for him. He had caught a fleeting glimpse of
someone el se running toward the front of the house and followed quickly. It could only be Brazos.
Behind him, Amber heard Jeanni€'s cry and ran to help her, trusting Tarker or someone elseto take care
of Brazos.

Brazos got to the garage exit then suddenly realized that not only had Sharko had been carrying the keys
to the car, but aso that the garage door was closed. The only escape now was out the front. He whirled
and ran toward that door. He was just in time to be sandwiched between Jmmy and Ray, who were
aready through the door, and Tarker coming up from behind. His cold, reptilian mind decided to kill or
die, but he had to stop to takeaim.

Jeannie was following Brazos with her thoughts even through the pain of her wound and relaying them to
Jmmy indantaneoudly.

It wouldn't have mattered because Brazos was in such arage that Jmmy could follow his mental
presence easily. He knew the agony the man had caused Jeannie, both physically and mentadly, in the last
few moments. “Down, Tarker,” Immy yelled and began firing a Brazos at the sametime.

Tarker was very fortunate that one of Immy's shots didn't hit him. Hisfirst two impacted the gangster
squardly in the chest, but the final one passed over Brazos head ashefdll. Tarker wasdready lying
prone. Hisadert mind had followed Jmmy's orders without hesitation. Neither Ray nor Brazosfired a
shot. Iimmy had been too quick.



"Jeanni€'s hurt. Weve got to help her,” immy exclaimed as he shoved his gun back into his belt, feding
the warmth of the barrel againgt his body like acomforting hand. He didn't know what room Jeannie was
in, but Tarker did. He followed him then shoved him aside as Amber touched mindswith him again,
urging him on. Heran, both to help Jeannie, but even more importantly to bein Amber's physical
presence. He had been mortally afraid something would happen to her during the fight. Heran into the
room where Jeannie lay on the bed beside Sharko's body. Amber was trying to stop the bleeding from
Jeanni€e's thigh with abunched up portion of the sheets. He grabbed some more of the sheet and leaned
over besde Amber o that their bodies could touch like their minds were already doing.

Tarker and Ray, both much better versed in emergency wound treatment, took over from the youngsters.
A minute later, Tarker said, “ The bullet didn't hit the bone or puncture an artery. Help me, Ray."

Between the two men they quickly got torn pieces of the sheet wrapped around Jeanni€'s leg.

"We haveto get out of here. The neighbors aren't that close, but they're bound to have heard the gunfire.
Let'sgo.”

They all hurried to the street and toward Ray's car, Tarker carrying Jeanniein hisarms, her body draped
with asheet. A couple of people at the other end of the street stood outside doorways or peeked from
windows asthey piled in the car and sped away, but none of them were near enough to read the license
plates. They made a clean getaway, but that didn't stop Ray from disposing of the car just to be safe.



CHAPTER THIRTY-SEVEN

We've sure lived in a lot of different houses lately, Amber said. She and Jmmy were sitting together in
an easy chair a the latest place, Amber in JImmy'slap.

Pat and Bailey aso sat together on the couch across from them. Ray had just arrived, and he was il
standing and trying to get used to the idea of how he could now communicate so easily with the family
mentdly.

"This ought to be about the last one,” Ray said vocdly. “ So many people have tried the nerve agent and
Benadryl combination that even the government redlizes thereés no danger.” He shook hishead ruefully.
“Just add Benadryl. It sounds too damn simple, but the proof isin the pudding, pardon the pun. Of
course, governmentswill try to exert control, but it won't work. There's already so many mind readersin
the world now that you origina onesare no longer unique, other than that the mediagtill wantsthe story
of how you werethe first ones. That will probably die down though. By the way, Bailey, now that the
research is being donein the open, I'm getting reports that the reason your three kids didn't develop their
mind reading ability right at first wasthe lack of a sufficient number of syngpses. They probably had the
latent ability, but it took some aging and experience before manifesting. That'swhat | wastold, but as|
said sometime ago, most of the technical stuff passes me by. Does that sound right to you?”

"I had about concluded the same thing mysdlf,” Bailey told him with asmile. He squeezed Pat's hand. The
kids had been right; there was nothing anorma person could compare telepathic bonding with.

Ray looked around the room, counting heads. “Where's Jeannie, by the way?'
"She'scoming,” Amber said. “ She had adoctor's gppointment.”

Jeannie walked into the room, looking very much better than she had a couple of months ago. She had
been working with Bailey in counsdling sessions at first, but as soon as he found another psychologist
who could read minds, he turned her over to him. Her attitude had improved tremendoudy, helped by the
prospect of now having achanceto find apartner to pair with like Amber and Jmmy. She il envied
them their closeness and utter happiness, but she no longer resented them.

"Doctor Menlow has gone back over al our records, Balley. He says| won't have any more problems,
but he gtill wants Doctor Simpson to see me once amonth for awhile.” Menlow and Simpson were
married and practiced together, but they used separate names to avoid confusion.

"Great,” Bailey said. He smiled at his soon to be foster daughter. He and Pat had decided to take her
into their home aswell as Jmmy.

"I'm glad to hear you're getting along well, Jeannie. Tarker sends hisregards also,” Ray said. Heredlized
he was il standing and took a sest.

"Whereis Miger Blackmon?"

Ray scanned the room, his expression bland. “Don't ask. In fact, don't even think about him if you can
helpit. And al of you, keep what you know of Project Omegato yoursdlf. | doubt we can maintain
complete secrecy for too much longer, but the less said about us the better. We till have lots of work to
do."

"You look like the cat that ate the canary, Ray. What other tidings do you bring?’ Pat asked.



Ray nodded affirmatively. He opened the briefcase he had brought in and removed a sheaf of papers.
“These papers are the deed to your new home, your bank accounts, drivers' licenses, and so forth. I'm
sorry the FBI confiscated them, but it'sall right now. The government finally had to admit al that fighting
at Brazos mansion was connected to the perceptive kids and the mind reading stories. You'll also be
glad to know that the last of the perceptive kidswasfindly rescued from the gangsters. They were way
down in Columbia.”

"Wonderful!” Pat exclamed. She amiled at first, but it faded as she remembered that two of the children
had also died in rescue attempts.

Bailey went over and took the papers. When he sat back down, he and Pat exchanged glances. Then he
turned to Ray. “ Thanks. Y ou've been agood friend. However, we've about decided to move back to
Arkansas. Not to Mountain Grove, but another small city inthe area. | think well al be more
comfortable there.”

"Isthere anything in particular that brought on that decison?!

Bailey removed his glasses and polished them, promising himsdlf to get that eye surgery, firg thing. “This
has al been very traumatic, for usaswell asthekids. But putting that aside, Pat and | think there's going
to be some giant upheavasin the world. Wed prefer to be back in familiar territory while it happens.”

"| can see'your point, Bailey and you redlly don't know the haf of it. It will get worse beforeit gets
better. Y ou can't have a great paradigm shift like most of the race becoming telepaths without alot of

change
"Telepaths. That sounds S0 sciencefictionish,” Pet said.

Ray laughed dong with everyone else. He rubbed his chin thoughtfully. “Y ou know, I think I'll buy a
home somewherein that area, too. It would be good to come back to when I'm not off on amission.”

"Come visit when you can. Just don't ssumble over the kids when you do. We decided to take you up on
that idea of home schooling,” Peat warned him.

"I'm going to study just like this” Amber said from Immy's|ap. She leaned down to meet hislipswith
hers. In amoment, she looked back up. “ School will be lots more fun now. Especialy recess!™

Ray laughed. “ See what | mean? Lots and lots of changes.”

Amber and Jmmy shared his mirth, but their minds were merged and there was no disagreement. They
both knew that for them, the mgjor changes had aready occurred.

THEEND
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