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One: 1953

The microphones were dead, had been disconnected for many days. No one cared
any more. No one bothered to keep up the pretense. She had angrily broken all the
connections, but no punishment had come. The hard decision had been made
downstairs, and there was no turning back from that decision —so there would be no
retaliation no matter what she did. The sham had been abandoned.

She spoke aloud, keenly enjoying the novelty of being able to speak without fear of
the listening microphones. They couldn't listen any more; she had smashed the things.
She asked a question aloud but didn't really expect an answer.

"They intend to kill you? Now? Today —tomorrow?"

She was a pale, tensed woman who stood beside the window and stared down at the
immaculate green lawn three stories below. Figures moved about down there, manlike
tigures who carefully avoided looking up at the third-floor windows. Strolling puppets,
and the other puppets who spied on the puppets. The unnatural whiteness of the young
woman's face, the nervously playing fingers clasped behind her back —these were the
only outward indications of her anxiety. She stood erect, tautly waiting and watching at
the window, waiting for anything at all to happen.



"Paul...?" He hadn't heard, wasn't listening. He was reading again.

Her resentful gaze followed the puppets on the lawn, judging them, measuring them.
An occasional figure in trim military uniform strolled across the well-kept lawn and
across her line of vision; sometimes the military figures were accompanied by still other
men in civilian clothes. She knew those other men. She knew which of them were
security agents and which were staff members of the house, although they strove to
intermingle and thus hide their numbers and their identities. She knew who were the
clerks who carried on the routine things and who were the government agents watching
over the clerks; she knew the cable and wireless operators, the decoding experts, the
maids and butlers and cooks and houseboys, the bodyguards. She knew the men who
had only recently given up their earphones when she disconnected the listening ears. All
of them, all the puppets were like an open book — once the cover was turned they could
not hide their secret identities from her. Nor from him, from Paul.

Without turning from the window she spoke again, raising her voice to carry through
his absorbed attention.

"Paul — this decision to kill. Is it definite?"

"Yes." The man answered absently, his thoughts away. He was immersed in a heavy
book.

"Which one? Who is to do it?" Her quick gaze darted over the strolling men. "Do you
know which one?"

"I'm not sure," he said slowly. "I think it may be that new one, they call him Colonel
Johns. But I'm not sure."

The woman lifted her eyes from the tended lawn and the trim uniforms to seek the
horizon, to seek the high stone wall and the heavy growth of timber that was their
enforced horizon. The timber was old and tall and beautiful against the blue Maryland
sky, but the wall was new and rough, its top strewn with broken glass and alarm wires.
She could see the late afternoon rim of the low-lying sun above the graceful trees, the
roseate clouds formed in gentle ridges above the sun and flapping birds blackly
silhouetted against the clouds, but her concentrated stare could not penetrate the stone
wall. Something else was needed. The wall was new and had been built only a few years
before, a disgrace in its picturesque setting. Her eyes could see nothing beyond the wall,
nothing in or among the trees although she knew what moved there.

She knew men were there, just over that wall and scattered among the trees, men who
watched and guarded those inside without ever knowing whom they guarded. The
snipers crouched in concealing branches, stiff in their long-unmoving positions while
below them the machine gunners patrolled the ground in pairs. Wild life was
unwelcome, the small game and birds had fled with the coming of the soldiers. Their
abrupt, ringed horizon was scarcely a mile from the big house.

"Colonel Johns," she mused, her voice now low and emotionless. "He is army, I think.
And the others?"

"A friend of Slater, a hand-picked friend for this job. He's army —yes." Paul moved
slightly in the chair, the better to catch the light on the book he held. "The rest of them
are keeping hands off. Somewhat afraid, I suppose, and not sure it's the right thing to do.
Outwardly they agree with my sentence, but they personally refuse to carry it out."



"Colonel Johns came in from Washington a few hours ago."

Paul nodded. "Slater was with him."

"Here? He's here in the house now? That is unusual."

He nodded over the book. "They brought the decision. I'm sure of that."
"From Washington?" she questioned. "From how high up?"

"No higher than Slater. He made it." Paul glanced up from the page. "Not what you
are thinking —not the top. Top man will be told that I met with an accident, a very
common but believable accident. Everyone will express keen regret at my unfortunate
demise, crying the tremendous loss to the nation." He smiled briefly and dryly. "Top
man is not an unduly suspicious man. He believes in those he trusts and he's had no
reason to distrust Slater." His eyes were locked with hers, calm and warm, revealing his
affection for her.

"Paul!" She quickly left the window and crossed the room to him, pushing the book
from his hands. Softly and tenderly she raked his cheek with the diamond in her
engagement ring. "How can you read...?"

Paul retrieved the book from where it had fallen, awkwardly open. He closed it and
put it down on the table beside his chair, to reach out and pull her into his lap.

" hadn't read Robinson before," he told her, tapping the volume with a finger. "l
wanted to finish it."

She relaxed in his lap and laid her head on his shoulder, burying her lips on the soft
skin just above his collar. "Paul, what if...?"

"Don't," he cautioned, and glanced by habit at the corners of the ceiling. "Let's not
discuss that."

Her answer was muffled against him. "All right." The lips moved on his neck. "But
how can you read!" She put her arm around his head, drawing him closer.

"Too bad old Robinson isn't here to witness the answer," he told her and wrapped his
arms about her waist. "He would have enjoyed it, in a way. Someone decided to solve
his Situation Thirty."

She moved her head. "I don't know that."

"Robinson was a classroom strategist of the military school. He posed problems and
the students had to solve them. Among those problems was a classic, one seemingly
without an answer, and then he pointed to a solution if anyone dared take it. The
student was expected to solve the solution as part of the problem, I gather.

"Robinson's problem was a simple one. It consisted of two fighting ships, enemies,
who chanced upon one another suddenly in the darkness and then uneasily stood off,
watching each other. Neither could attack the other with hope of victory because they
were absolute equals; neither could turn and run for port, for such a move would reveal
the direction and perhaps the location of that port. All that apparently could be done
was to stand and watch until eternity, always waiting for the other to move first.

"Robinson then advanced to the next step. The men of one ship, in plain view of the
other, threw overboard a mysterious hollow sphere which in time drifted across to the
second vessel. It was not a mine, obviously, so the second ship took it abroad. The war



of nerves then set in, which was the real intention behind the launching of the sphere.
The commander of the second ship was afraid to open the sphere for fear such
tampering might cause an explosion. Similarly, he was afraid not to open it, for the thing
might prove to be a time bomb. And finally, he could not afford to simply throw it back
into the water, for it occurred to him that a second contact with the sea might be just the
trigger to set it off —if it was a mine. The explosion would take place against the side of
his ship. The problem devolves upon man's imagination and fear of the unknown. The
ship's commander would eventually destroy himself with his own uncertainty, and that
collapse might bring about the bloodless victory the first ship awaited."

"So he must retaliate," she offered.

"He must; he sends back a sphere of his own, and the stalemate is as before. Robinson
pointed to the only solution. One commander must set a blowtorch to the sphere and
open it, prove it harmless. Either it explodes and sinks him, or it doesn't and he is free to
plan something else. The question is —what else?" Paul hugged her to him. "Downstairs,
or in Washington, they've at last decided to solve Robinson's problem. Colonel Johns
has probably been chosen as the blowtorch."

"How will he do it?" she asked quietly.

"They don't know —yet."

"When?"

"Tonight, I think. But before sunrise tomorrow, surely."

She jerked up. "So quick? So soon?"

Paul echoed her words. "So quick, so soon. While they still have the nerve up."

Despite her rigid self-control she found herself shivering. "I can't help it, Paul. I'm
frightened, inside."

"Don't be, angel, don't be." He drew her back to him for warmth, to stop her quivering,
and pulled her head down on his shoulder. Beyond her the afternoon light was fading
from the window.

As though knowing he was looking out, she said, "It's a lovely Maryland sunset."
"I've seen Maryland sunsets. Many of them."

"Aren't you afraid?"

"Of them? Or what they will do? No. I only regret it, all of it."

"Paul, Paul, how did you ever get into all this, why did you ever get mixed up in it?"
His gaze remained on the sky beyond the window, on the tips of the trees moving
slowly against the sky. "A little boy got me into it, a young fellow on the streets of
Chicago named Paul Breen. A little boy who knew too much, but not enough to keep his
mouth shut, and who wanted to play G-man."

"And finished here," she said bitterly.
He nodded silent agreement. "And finished here."

A little boy who grew up, and finished here in a large old Maryland mansion which
resembled nothing so much as an army staff headquarters perpetually on the eve of a
major campaign. The uniformed officers constantly parading the well-kept lawn,



entering or leaving the house on mysterious errands of their own, or strolling with no
apparent purpose. While in and out among them wove a formless pattern of civilians, a
clerk, a butler, a radioman or a secret service agent, pretending to be something else.
And none of those with knowledge would glance directly at the third-floor windows.

Beyond the beautiful lawns, beyond the ugly wall were the far woods and more men
paraded there, watching the wall and that part of the house that could be seen above the
wall; watching the fields in the opposite direction. Nothing moved through the woods in
either direction, nothing passed the lines of picketing soldiers. Nothing alive, or lacking
a pass. The Maryland mansion represented the tightest security stronghold since the
days of the old Manhattan District, more than a decade before. More guarded than Fort
Knox, than Oak Ridge or Han-ford, than the White House.

All because a young boy named Paul Breen discovered a wild talent and knew too
much and too little.

Paul broke the silence between them. "I once had a very good friend who guessed this
might come. He called me a name and called himself another."

"Slater stopped that," she responded bitterly.

"Slater stopped them all, one way or another. One by one he robbed me of my friends
and —removed them. I owe him something for that."

The distant sun sank behind the trees, trees thick with men and guns, giving warning
of the coming twilight. The house was fairly quiet with only the subdued talk of many
men gathering for a meal, coming in from the outside. Paul spanked the girl lightly,
fondly.

"Dinner should be ready. See about it, will you?"
She hugged him the tighter, refusing to move. "Oh, Paul!"

"Now stop that!" he warned. "Don't lose your head, don't be panicky. You aren't
included in the decision, so you will have to take care of yourself. Watch for the breaks
and use them."

"I wish they had included me!"

"No you don't." He touched the ring on her finger. "You aren't dangerous to them;
they know very little of you. They know nothing important. And they used that to keep
you here, to keep you quiet." He moved the ring with the tip of his finger. "Take
advantage of it. This will be awfully rough, so take care of yourself."

"I don't care if it is rough. I can take that. I can stand it. I'm not afraid of them."

His hand closed around hers, encompassing the ring. "The important thing to
remember is that you don't know anything. The less you know, the longer you will live.
You aren't supposed to know anything about me, about what I've been doing here; you
know nothing of what is to happen. You've never heard of Colonel Johns and what he's
going to do to me. Remember that!"

"All right, Paul." She kissed him tenderly. "I'll remember. And afterward...?"

"Afterward, do just as you planned to do. Watch for a break. When it comes, run for it
and don't stop running. If they catch you...well."

"They'll never catch me, Paul. I promise you that."



He moved forward in his chair and pushed the girl toward the edge of his lap. "I'm
hungry. Please see what's holding up dinner."

She struggled to retain her seat, tried to kiss him once more but he stood up,
laughing. "Move! I'm starving."

She gained her footing, winked a secret thought to him and crossed over to the
apartment door. Her outstretched hand hesitated on the knob and she looked over her
shoulder for a quick, fond glance. "I'm glad you love me, Paul."

And opened the door.

She remained there for long frozen seconds with the door half open, staring into the
corridor outside, staring at someone beyond his line of vision. Her hand flew to her
mouth to shut off a scream and when she turned to him her face was flushed and
frightened.

"Be careful!" he shot at her. "Know nothing!"

"Paul..."

"Yes?"

"It has been very lovely knowing you, darling," she whispered. "Good-bye."

And she was gone from the doorway, roughly shoved aside by a tall, ponderous man
who seemed every inch the suave man of distinction. The newcomer was not in uniform,
but he could not discard his military bearing. He stepped quickly into the room and
shut the door behind him with a forceful, positive action.

Paul did not move from the chair. "Colonel Johns?"
"Since you know my name already —yes."

"Please come in."

"l am in." Briskly.

"Thank you. I've sent down for dinner. Will you join us?"
"No. And it will not come."

"Oh?" Paul relaxed in the chair with one hand resting lightly on the volume of
Robinson. "Now...?"

"Now," the colonel echoed bluntly. He remained at the door, braced against it. "And I
shall dispense with the formalities." He pulled a service automatic from under his coat.
"There will be none of this nonsense with last meals and last words. If you know my
name, you also must know I have the same regard for you as I do for a snake. I hate
snakes." He raised the gun to eye level, taking careful sight on Paul.

Paul Breen still did not move from the chair. "There is nothing I can say?" he asked
quietly.

"Nothing. It is decided." The finger tightened on the trigger.
"Then I am sorry for you. Good-bye, Colonel Johns."

The barrel of the gun flipped in a quick arc and exploded into flame. The walls were
soundproofed. Not even the deadened microphones carried the sound of the booming
shot.



Two: 1934

Paul Breen was thirteen years old, he had seven dollars and fifty cents tightly
wrapped in a handkerchief stuffed down in his pocket, and he was going to the Fair. No
wealthier, happier human existed on the planet. Chicago was a hundred and thirty miles
away and the bus fare was quoted at more than two dollars. That was too much. Paul
waited in the railroad yards for the freight train that passed through every morning just
before noon.

People had talked about the Fair all the previous summer, igniting in him the magic
spark of desire, the compelling urge to see it, but in 1933 he had been but twelve years
old and his aunt had firmly forbidden him the journey. Happily, unexpectedly, Chicago
was repeating the wondrous exposition for a second time the following summer, and
that summer he was no longer a child but a young man in his teens. The very first of the
teens, but that was brushed aside as unimportant. His aunt still said no, meanwhile
silently cursing those who were responsible for the repetition, those who would bleed a
good thing for the last dollar —hadn't the papers reported the Fair a tremendous
financial success? Paul persisted, knowing that this second summer would be his final
chance, and at last the badgered woman gave her reluctant permission but with a
condition attached. The condition was her out, her excuse, her method of shifting the
blame from herself to someone or something else. She thought she saw in the condition
an opportunity of directing the boy's coming disappointment another way. He could
go—if he had the money to take care of himself. That was only sensible, and it relieved
her of a decision, of a blame.

Paul surprised her two months later, in August. And in response to her curious,
annoyed questioning he told in detail with the accumulation of each cent, each dollar,
together with the names of men and places and dates and jobs. Seven dollars and fifty
cents. That was more, much more, than some men owned in the summer of 1934.

Paul went to see the Century of Progress Exposition in Chicago.

He sensed the approach of the railroad detective before he saw the man, guessed the
man's identity before the questions revealed it.

"Hey there, buster. What you doing here?"
"Waiting for the train," Paul told him.

"What train? The train stops down there at the station." The man towered over him
like an ogre.

"Waiting for the train," Paul repeated inanely.
The detective studied him. "How old are you?"
"Thirteen."

"Your folks know about this?"

"I live with my aunt. She said I could go. If I had enough money." The boy was faintly
defiant, feeling the need to bolster his sagging nerve, but still hoping the belligerence
wouldn't be noticed by the detective. "I got enough."



"How much?"

Paul brought out the knotted handkerchief to show it briefly and then thrust it back
into his pocket again. "Seven dollars and fifty cents."

"Seven dollars and fifty cents," the detective repeated. "So you're going up to the
Fair?"

Now how had he known that? "Yes, sir."
"Ever been to Chicago before?"
"No, sir."

"Well, let me tell you something, buster. That freight doesn't stop here and it'll be
rolling too damned fast for you to catch it. Now you go on up the line to the crossing;
there'll be a red light set against the freight and it'll have to stop there. But don't you
climb on until it stops rolling, do you understand?"

"Yes, sir!" The darkness was chased away and the man wasn't going to prevent his trip
to the Fair. "Up at the crossing."

"And let me tell you something else: don't ride into the Chicago yards. They'll pick
you up for sure and throw you in jail. You don't want to go to jail, do you?"

"No, sir!"

"All right then —when that drag slows down at the edge of the yards, you get off. And
watch yourself." His hand suddenly came out of his pocket. "Here."

A half dollar. And now he had eight dollars.

Despite the warmness of the August day, the moving freight was chilly, and he was
thankful for the jacket his aunt had insisted he take along. He put it on and stayed near
the open door of the boxcar, half determined to jump if the drunken man riding at the
opposite end of the car approached him. The drunk mumbled something at him, but
kept his place, toppling over to sleep after a while. When the freight slowed at the outer
edge of the Chicago yards he did jump out, stumbled and fell on the cinderbed, but got
to his feet immediately and ran across the tracks to the street. His hands were dirty and
scratched from the fall on the cinders, while his face felt grimy from the locomotive
smoke.

He had never before entered a saloon, but he knew there were washrooms in them.
Paul turned in at the door of the first one he came to—an easy thing in Chicago in 1934
—but was just as promptly chased out again. For the second attempt he waited until he
found one crowded with men and slipped in because the bartender was too busy to see
him. He was seen as he emerged from the washroom and again ordered into the street,
but he had accomplished his objective. A woman told him which streetcar would deliver
him to the Loop. From there, special buses ran to the Fairgrounds. And he was in
Chicago with a few cents less than eight dollars in his pocket.

With a single purposeness of mind he went directly to the Fair, bought his admission
from a dazzling young woman in the box office, and in the next minute stood lost in
rapturous wonder gazing down the beautiful Avenue of Flags.

Late at night, long after darkness had come and caused the modernistic buildings to



be bathed in riotous electric colors, Paul left the exposition grounds to ride another bus
back to the Loop. The street names there meant nothing to him and he didn't bother to
memorize them; the place where he would catch the bus again in the morning was fixed
in his mind, and that was all that mattered. He knew he was in the Loop as long as he
stayed within the shadow or sound of the elevated trains and so he wandered around.
Supper was taken at a restaurant bearing a price sign on the window; one of the dark
and noisy streets beneath the elevated structure had many such eating places. Full meal,
35¢. Complete dinner, 29¢. All you can eat, 24¢. Three-course dinner, 22¢. And the same
street seemed to be crowded with hotels for men, in hot competition with one another;
they bore their fees on the door. Rooms for the night, 50¢. Clean rooms, 35¢. Rooms with
breakfast, 40¢. He decided on that one; not now, not just yet—it was too early to go to
bed, but he would come back to that one. Breakfast thrown in for free was too tempting a
bargain.

The street was a fascinating place.

There was a man standing in a dimly lighted store entrance, selling little paper
clowns that seemed to dance unsupported in the air. The man would pick a clown from
the cardboard box under his arm, reach down as though to set the clown on its feet, and
the paper doll would madly dance on the dirty sidewalk. Paul looked at the black
thread on which the clown had been fastened and followed the thread to a second man
who stood eight or ten feet away. This other man stood with his hands behind him,
jiggling the end of the thread in his fingers. Both peddlers, Paul noted, kept constant
watch for a policeman.

There were drunken or sleeping men in all the darkened doorways, some of them
lying flat on their backs or stomachs on the sidewalk, and no one stopped to look after
them. There was a ragged man sitting on the curbstone with his shoes off, resting his feet
in a pool of filthy water. There were men who looked at him, watched him walk by and
were still looking as he passed down the block. And again there was a policeman who
stopped him, questioned him, and he repeated the story of his aunt and the trip to the
Fair.

There was a theater that remained open all night and the admission price was only a
dime. He went in and watched the picture through twice, Marie Dressier in Tugboat
Annie. He also found amusement in watching the usher making his rounds; every half
hour the man walked up and down the aisles, searching out the sleepers, to awaken and
eject them. Paul was dozing near the end of the second showing, but sensed the usher's
approach and turned wide-open eyes on the man when he paused near by. He left the
theater shortly afterward.

Many of the lights were out and the street was considerably darker, considerably
lonelier. The roaring, clattering din of passing elevated trains was heard less frequently.
He walked aimlessly along the streets, turning comers at random, unsure of his
directions and disoriented after the long stay in the theater. Another corner that seemed
familiar, and he turned eagerly into the new street —but it was not the one with the
restaurants and hotels. He was about to reverse himself and continue along in his
original direction when he saw the man.

At first he thought the man was drunk, but in the next instant Paul realized it was
something else. The man was on his knees at the mouth of an alley, just hidden from the
street. He seemed to be hurt—shot. The man was shot. Unthinkingly, Paul walked



closer. The man in the alley heard him coming and twisted around to stare over his
shoulder.

Paul stopped at the alley. "You've been shot."
"Get out of here, kid. Get going!"

Paul stood his ground, frightened but fascinated. The fear in his mind urged him to
run, to run as fast as his legs would carry him, but the man down on his knees was a
policeman who had been shot. "You've got to get them! They can't shoot a cop and get
away with it."

"Get the hell out of here now, you little fool!" The wounded man clutched his side,
staring foggily at the boy. The short image seemed to waver and dance.

Paul hesitated an instant longer, suddenly knowing many things, suddenly aware of
the terrible pain the man was experiencing. The man wasn't an ordinary policeman, he
was a G-man. From Washington. He wasn't carrying a gun. And he had been shot in the
side, high —near the shoulder, and it hurt like sin. The images of the street and the boy
(himself) were foggy, wavering. The man's name was Bixby.

"Mr. Bixby, I'll go get help. They can't shoot you and get away with it!"

Bixby turned startled, groggy eyes on the boy's face. "How did you know...?" and he
toppled over, the sentence unfinished.

Paul Breen stared down at the body with growing terror. He knew it was body, knew
the government agent was dead. A black horror seemed to dance and settle on the man's
upturned face, an undefinable blackness that suggested fading ... fading ... fading. Paul
turned and ran, ran until the breath choked up in his throat and the tears streaked his
cheeks, ran until his legs ached and the long exertion pained his chest. He fell suddenly,
stumbled and all but collapsed on the unswept sidewalk, brought down by the
desperate shortness of breath and the strained leg muscles. He sat down then, sat on the
sidewalk and held his hands to his face, fighting back the tears, gulping in the needed
air, trying to calm himself. He was still there, not fully recovered and not yet free of the
horror, when a man stopped beside him with the usual questions. This once he hadn't
sensed the stranger's approach.

To evade the exact truth, Paul said that he had lost his street and hotel, had been
wandering about for an hour trying to find them again. In response to the questions, he
described the street as best he remembered it and told of the many restaurants and
hotels with the cheap prices pasted over their doors and windows. The stranger pulled
him to his feet, to walk him less than four blocks and put him on the desired street; he
stayed with the boy until Rooms with breakfast, 40¢ loomed up in the night ahead of them.
Paul remembered to thank him, and climbed the stairs to the second-floor lobby.

The old, old man rocking contentedly in the lobby regarded him rather oddly when
he came in, when he asked for a room, but the old one took his forty cents and locked it
away in a cashbox, took up a flashlight and began climbing the stairs to the third floor.
Paul sucked in his breath with disappointment and stared at the room:s.

There were many rows of cubicles, long rows of them and they appeared to be
constructed of nothing more than heavy paper. Each had a door that could be closed,
each was covered at the top with chicken-wire netting. A strong smell hung in the air. A
single light bulb burned at the head of the stairs as they entered, while another red one



could dimly be seen in the far dark reaches of the room. The old man flicked on the
flashlight and led him down the aisle to an empty cell, pointed at it with the flashlight's
beam and then turned on his heel without a spoken word. Paul stood in the aisle and
watched the oldster vanish down the stairs.

He went inside and closed the door.

By peering closely in the dim light he could make out the message stenciled on the
back of the panel. Lock the door. Paul moved the bolt that locked it, and sat down on the
cot. There was one blanket, folded over to form a pillow. He unfolded it, lay down on
the cot without removing his clothes and spread the blanket over him. After a while the
pattern of the chicken wire overhead was visible in the near darkness. There were many
men sleeping in the large room, in many of the cubicles, and most of them were noisy in
their sleep. Over all was the odor of strong disinfectant. Paul drifted off to sleep.

He awoke sometime in the night, awoke suddenly and without reason to stare wildly
around him, uncomprehending. Slowly the shapeless forms took substance in the poor
light and he saw the walls of the cubicle, the stenciled message on the door and finally
the wire overhead. And then he realized where he was. Chicago—at last, Chicago! The
World's Fair. The continued dream of two summers come true. He was in Chicago and
that afternoon he had seen the Fair and tomorrow morning he was going back again.
And what else?

Mr. Bixby.

Mr. Bixby was a government agent, a real G-man, and he had been shot down, sinking
to his knees in that nameless alley. The G-man didn't have a gun, but those two men had
shot him.

What two men?

Why, those two men who were hiding in that upstairs window, across the street from
the alley. Had he seen the men? Well ... no, he hadn't actually seen them but he knew
they were there, knew they had fired the shots. How did he know that? Well, now.... He
didn't know how he knew it. But he did know!

He had been walking along the street and had found Mr. Bixby in the alley, wounded.
Two men concealed in a second-floor window across the street had done the shooting.
Those two men still crouched there, watching, as he walked along the street, as he
stopped to talk to Mr. Bixby, as the agent died, and finally as he fled in terror from the
unknown black thing on the body. They had stayed behind the window curtain and seen
it all. He had been fully aware of their presence at the time, but hadn't given it any
thought, being much too concerned with the wounded agent. Still, he knew all about
them.

How had he known Mr. Bixby's name, and that he was a G-man? That was puzzling.
Had he seen the man before —in the movies maybe? No. Had he been told? No. Mr.
Bixby was trying to ask that same question when he died. How then did he know all
about the dying officer?

No answer. He just knew.



As soon as he stopped to talk to him, he knew. He became aware of who the man was,
what he was, what had happened to him and who was responsible for it. And in the next
moment he was aware of the two men crouching behind the curtains in the upper
window. Mr. Bixby hadn't told him anything; he just knew. And he knew he was right.

It was as puzzling as those other things, the things that had happened to him before.

Like that railroad detective back home, and the cop out on the street that afternoon,
like the usher in the theater who walked up and down the aisles waking everybody up.
He had sensed the approach of each of them even though he hadn't been looking their
way, had known who each of them was and what they were going to do or say before
they actually spoke. But the puzzle wasn't confined to them. It had been that way with
his aunt, too. For a long time now he had always known the nature of the questions she
was going to ask before she actually asked them. Some of the time he had guessed the
questions so far in advance that he had time to formulate an answer before the question
came. Even the seven dollars and fifty cents, earned to insure his trip to the Fair. In his
search about the town for odd jobs, he had only approached those men actually wanting
jobs done. He had talked to no one who would turn him down.

But that's the way things were.

Paul dozed off a second time.

Breakfast was the hotel's second disappointment. The old man was still dutifully
rocking in his chair as Paul descended the stairs and paused in the lobby, waiting. The
aged one arose from the chair with a grunt and crossed the room to an oilcloth-covered
table, flipping back a soiled towel to reveal a cold slab of beef. He cut off two thin slices,
rummaged in a bread sack for bread, and made the beef slices into a dry sandwich. And
then he returned to the rocker and sat down.

Paul ate the sandwich, staring at the oldster.
"Have you got any writing paper?"

"No. Try the drugstore."

"Where's that?"

"Down on the corner there."

He swallowed the last of the sandwich and glanced around for water. There was
none. "Is that all I get for breakfast?"

"How much do you want for nothing?"

Paul left the lobby and went down to the street. He turned in at the first restaurant
door and had a second breakfast for twenty-two cents. Afterwards he stopped at the
drugstore and bought a stamp, but at the last moment decided not to purchase a paper
and pencil because he remembered a place at the Fair where they gave the articles away
free. And then he was running for the corner where the special bus stopped.

The Fair was the same wondrous, magical place it had been the previous day; he
bought another ticket and entered, strode down the Avenue of Flags, passed the various
buildings and exhibits until he found the railroad booth where stationery was available.



There was even a special post office in the booth and letters mailed there would be
stamped Century of Progress Exposition, Chicago, Illinois. On a letterhead bearing the name
of a great Western railroad, Paul Breen wrote a note.

I know who shot Mr. Bixby. It was a man named Tony Bloch. There was another man he called
Bob and they hid in the window across the street, upstairs.

Paul could think of nothing more to add, and was on the point of signing his name
when he thought the better of it. He scratched out the initial P that he had already
written, and hesitated. How should it be sighed? How did Mr. Bixby sign the letters and
telegrams he sent to Washington?

Bixby-twelve.

That sounded as though it were a code name, but if Bixby used it, it must serve. He
signed the note, Bixby-twelve. And folded it, inserted it in the envelope the railroad
happily provided, affixed the stamp he had bought and hesitated again. Who should he
send it to? Who would Bixby have sent it to?

There was no answer.
Paul wrote: The President White House Washington, D.C.
And dropped it in the mailbox, liberally covered with his fingerprints.

He stayed two more full days at the Fair before his eight dollars were spent.

Three: 1941

Paul Breen was twenty years old, had a satisfactory and comparatively easy job and
was earning thirty-seven dollars a week when he made a shocking discovery about
himself. The discovery came about as something of an accident and proved to be only
the forerunner of what was to come. It helped to explain many things, once it was firmly
grasped and understood. Paul found that he possessed a special faculty which other
people apparently did not have.

The dictionary termed it telepathy, but the brief paragraph in the dictionary did little
to explain it.

At fifteen he had found his first steady job in a movie house, ushering during the after
school hours and on weekends. The memory of the Chicago theater usher did occur to
him, but his duties did not call for similar work. In the small town where he lived
patrons rarely fell asleep in the theater; if they did, they were gently awakened and sent
home when the last show was over for the night. Not many weeks on the job had passed
before Paul was convinced that he was working in the wrong end of the theater — the
projectionist in the film booth had a much better job.

He promptly put in his application, filed a duplicate application with the union when
he found that to be necessary, and just before his sixteenth birthday he was admitted as
an apprentice. For the first few weeks all he was allowed to do was to listen and watch;
Illinois had a law prohibiting minors under sixteen from operating machinery. At the
end of those weeks his knowledge of the projection apparatus was astonishing. Paul felt
the questions coming. The projectionist questioned him about the knowledge, wanting



to know if he had operated machines elsewhere. He said that he had watched the school
instructors handling the smaller machines there and had obtained the rest from the
projectionist himself, listening and watching. This literal truth, coming as unintended
flattery, was accepted as satisfactory. The apprentice was marked as bright.

The apprenticeship was ended after two years and his first salaried job was in the
same theater; his teacher quit the projection booth to take a managing position. Paul was
the projectionist, the envy of scores of local youths of the same age, and was earning
thirty-seven dollars a week. He promptly bought a used car.

The uncanny sense of knowing things continued.

The accident leading to his discovery of himself came in his twentieth year, in the
projection booth, during the showing of what was billed as a horror movie. Nineteen
hundred and forty-one was a year in which the second-rate horror movie vogue was in
full swing. Bela Lugosi made horror movies, Lon Chaney, Jr., made horror movies,
Lionel Atwill made horror movies, Boris Karloff made horror movies, and a host of
lesser satellites made horror movies. Paul's theater, fondly referred to as "The Bat Roost"
by the local citizenry, played them all. The occasion of awakening was a special
midnight show on Halloween (two dollars extra in overtime pay for the projectionist),
and the picture portrayed Boris Karloff playing merry hell with the police authorities,
meanwhile luring pretty maidens from the safety of their homes by sheer mindpower.
Also in the cast was a know-it-all college professor who claimed Karloff was using
mental telepathy, a claim which was scorned by the police until near the end of the last
reel.

Paul was fascinated.

Karloff lurked in the hedge beside the road, reading the minds of those sent out to
catch him and thus thwarting their plans. Karloff crouched in the shrubbery outside the
bedrooms of beautiful girls, listening with his mind while the maid said good night and
left the room, left the damsel alone to his sinister purposes. Karloff hid in an adjoining
office in the city hall, mentally knowing the traps set for him by the police in a near-by
room. Karloff did everything by mental telepathy — by reading minds. He was finally
captured when the hero donned a metal helmet which cut off all thought —choked off
any telltale emanations which he might vibrate —and approached the villain from
behind, quietly and mentally silent.

Paul Breen rejected that last as fantastic, but the remainder of the novel idea stayed
with him. He lay awake that night thinking about it, weighing it, and scrap by scrap the
various unexplainable occurrences in his own life made themselves known to him.

He had got along very well with his aunt, during those years he had stayed with her,
because he always seemed to know in advance what she would and wouldn't like; he
always seemed to know her next question and had a proper and satisfactory answer
ready when she spoke. He had known a full week before her death that something was
wrong with her, that something about her facial image seemed to be fading. And the
teachers at school —school was a breeze because in both the oral and written
examinations he was ready with more information than could be found in the textbooks.
Additionally, school was sometimes embarrassing in a mysterious fashion when his
answers were too advanced for his grade or his age —although the teacher knew what he
was talking about. The expression on the teacher's face would indicate that the very



same information was on the tip of his or her tongue, but would remain there unsaid.
The girl across the street —she would have little to do with him after the first few
evening dates, despite his magical connection with the theater and free passes for
herself. He anticipated the girl's wishes a little too quickly for her serenity and comfort,
saw through her subterfuges and evasions. Mental telepathy.

He had picked up a working knowledge of projection equipment in a remarkably
short time, by listening carefully to the projectionist's explanations, by grasping at things
implied but not said, by following the man's swift fingers as he worked with film and
machinery, and by knowing just what should be done next—and then having the
satisfaction of seeing the man do it.

There had been a national election the previous year; a presidential candidate was
running for a third term in office, something that had never successfully been done
before and something that the townspeople said would not be done successfully this
time. Paul had accurately predicted to himself the outcome of that third term attempt.

But even before all that, much before...

The eager, teen-age desire to visit Chicago's Fair and the raising of the needed money
in money-tight times. Each and every man he had approached on the subject of work
needed something done. There had been occasions when the possibility of a job might
be there for the asking, but for some reason he hadn't investigated, hadn't asked if a job
existed. There had been no turndowns; he avoided all possibilities of a turndown and
unerringly picked those who had odd jobs to offer. Two months, seven dollars and fifty
cents, and the trip to the Fair. A railroad detective had approached him as he waited for
a freight in the yards; Paul had known he was a detective although he couldn't recall
seeing one before, had known the general tenor of the questioning ... although that could
have been easily guessed by the dialogue heard in many gangster movies. He had
quickly found the black thread on which the paper clown danced, quickly found the
confederate who was jiggling the thread. And he had quickly guessed the two of them
were constantly alert, constantly fearful of the police. He had known the Chicago
patrolman would stop and question him when he first glimpsed the officer almost a
block away.

It had been amusing to watch that other usher making his slow rounds, waking the
sleepers; amusing to fool the man by turning to stare at him while he was looking to see
if Paul was asleep. But there had come a moment shortly afterward when the strange
sense of knowing deserted him. He had lost his way after emerging from the theater.

Abruptly there flashed in his memory the glaring picture of a man sagging to his
knees in an alleyway.

Mr. Bixby.

Bixby had never told him his name, had not spoken to him at all except for those
quick, urgent warnings to get away — to run from the danger as fast as possible. But he
had tarried a few moments because Bixby was a G-man and his childhood ambition,
long nursed and cherished, was to become just that —a government secret agent. Bixby
suddenly represented a bond-brother, and he paused to help him. In that pausing,
seeing and sensing the man's agony, he had learned without spoken words the entire
momentary drama being played in the alley. Learned more —learned a fragment of
Bixby's background, learned the code name Bixby habitually signed to his



communications with his superiors, learned the names and the upstairs location of the
men who had trapped and shot him. And then suddenly there was something else, two
parts of the same pattern fitting together to form a whole. ...

A blackness had seemed to settle over Bixby's face as he died, a blackness that
suggested something was fading from view. A blackness that terrorized the boy. The
same faint blackness that had been present about his aunt's face, the same
unexplainable fading when she died.

Mental telepathy.

Paul was still awake when his bedroom window revealed the coming dawn in the
eastern sky.

"You sick or something?"
"No," Paul said. "Why?"

"I heard you tossing and turning up there all night." The landlady sat across the
breakfast table from him, watching him eat. "I thought maybe you was sick."

"Nothing wrong. Maybe it was too much coffee."

"You shouldn't drink coffee that late, going to bed on a coffee stomach is bad for you.
You should drink milk. Now you keep that in mind."

"I will, thanks." He hesitated, unsure of himself. "What is mental telepathy?"

The landlady moved her glasses higher on the bridge of her nose and stirred sugar
into her third or fourth morning cup of coffee.

"What is what?"

"Mental telepathy."

"What's that?"

"I don't know. It was in the picture last night. I thought maybe you'd know."

"Pttf — pictures! Sickness, maybe."

"No, I don't think so. It has something to do with mind-power, controlling other
people."

"Well I don't know and that's for sure. Still sounds like sickness to me; you know,
sickness words. Why don't you go down to the library and see?"

"That's an idea!" He wondered why he hadn't thought of that himself. "They must
have it."

The public library was an old-fashioned, two-story brick building, enscrolled with
much useless ornamentation, pigeon droppings, and a large gray cornerstone bearing
the names of every city official even remotely connected with the erection of the
building: the mayor of that bygone day, the various members of the city council, the
man who had donated the plot of ground, his wife in whose name it had been donated,
the superintendent of parks, the superintendent of streets, the architect, the construction
firm, and just incidentally the chairman of the library board.



Inside, Paul still hesitated to broach the subject; he disliked the idea of making a fool
of himself if mental telepathy proved to be a fiction, a device concocted for the motion
pictures. The sight of a large dictionary on a table by the librarian's desk solved his
dilemma. He opened it.

TELEPATHY (noun). The supposed communication of one mind with another at a distance by
other than normal sensory means; thought transference.

(Word coined about 1886 from the Greek to express power of mental communication.)

Thus armed, Paul put his question to the librarian. She seemed not in the least
startled nor even slightly moved by the request, but instead asked him to wait and
disappeared among the shelves behind her. Several minutes later she reappeared with
three dusty books in her hands and handed them over to Paul. Curiously, he turned
them about to read the titles on the spines. Two were by Joseph Banks Rhine,
Extra-Sensory Perception and New Frontiers of the Mind. The last was by a Dr. William Roy,
Studies in Psychokinesis.

The librarian regarded him for a moment and thought to add, "I believe we have
some fiction dealing with the subject. Would you like some of those?"

Paul glanced down at the volumes in his hands. "How many can I take out at once?"

"Four." She had followed his glance. "You may keep those for two weeks, and then
renew them for another two if you wish. There is a two-week limit on fiction, however.

"Just one, then," Paul decided. "I'd like these three and one of fiction." He suggested,
"A new one."

He read the novel first, slowly and carefully and searching for implications concealed
between the lines, read it first because it had to be returned the soonest and because it
was obviously lighter reading, an easier approach to a strange and puzzling
phenomenon. The Time Masters was a romantic thriller in which a man and woman
practiced mental telepathy by physical contact; holding hands, a kiss, a warm embrace.
When the couple were in such intimate physical contact they were able to read one
another's thoughts at will, able to plumb the depths of the other's mind. When the
contact was broken the thought transference ended.

But Paul had not touched Bixby, had seldom touched his aunt. When he was smaller
of course he usually kissed her good night; as he grew older those kisses were reserved
to those perfunctory occasions when either of them left home for a time. He could recall
no thought transferences occurring between them. So the novel did not provide the
answer he sought; nevertheless, still groping for what may have been hinted at but not
said, he wrote a note to the author addressed in care of the publisher. The note briefly
and politely asked for the author's views on the subject and did the author know of any
such occurrence? He wisely said nothing about himself.

Paul next turned to the two volumes by Rhine and made the shocking discovery of
himself.



Mental telepathy existed.

Several forms of the phenomenon existed, had been mathematically proven to exist in
spite of the fact that it apparently violated many natural laws of science. Rhine, a
parapsychologist at Duke University, through several years of experimentation had
developed a system which reduced vague and haphazard results to a mathematical
process based on the laws of statistics. Employing a deck of cards bearing five symbols,
Rhine — with the co-operation of selected subjects — demonstrated that the degree of
success in naming the correct sequence of cards was so high as to be outside the bounds
of pure chance, so high as to be improbable. He came to the conclusion that the subjects
were able to perceive the symbols on the cards without seeing those symbols —and then
proved his conclusion. From there, the experiments advanced beyond playing cards.

Persons seated in another room were able to know the thoughts or conversations of
the experimenters; some could copy on paper a message being written by another
student in a separate room, others could reproduce a symbol or rough picture by similar
concentration. But in all of Rhine's experiments under the best of laboratory conditions it
was evident that a high degree of co-operation was necessary between the subjects, that
one must concentrate while the others attempted to perceive the object under
consideration.

Paul, unwittingly, had found it much easier than that. The willing concentration and
co-operation on the part of the second party had never been necessary; he apparently
knew their thoughts and moods without their being the wiser, apparently sensed their
questions as they formulated them. More, he had known of the existence of things
without direct mental contact —how else explain the jobs he easily found, as a boy of
thirteen seeking funds?

Another technical term opened still wider speculations: extra-sensory perception,
abbreviated to ESP. ESP embraced not only telepathy but other undreamed powers of
the human mind: clairvoyance, precognition, telekinesis, and teleportation. The volumes
of Rhine and Roy explained them all, after another quick trip to the dictionary at the
library. Clairvoyance was the ability to see or know things not readily visible to the
normal eye or necessarily known to the normal mind — his locating the men with work to
be done, the quick absorption of projection techniques. Precognition was to know in
advance of something about to occur —his realization that the Chicago usher was
standing at his shoulder ready to shake him awake, the advance knowledge that the
presidential candidate would win a third term. Telekinesis was the incredible power to
move an inanimate object without touching it—Roy suggested that a paperweight might
be pushed from the desk and caused to fall to the floor, merely by willing it to do so.
Teleportation was a most startling form of transportation, moving one's self over a great
distance by will power.

When the four weeks had expired, Paul returned the books to the library and
attempted to purchase the volume by Roy; it was by far the most valuable to him of the
three, suggesting the most astonishing theories and concepts. The librarian would have
none of it, but did offer to look up the price and help him order it. She found the book to
be still in print, and Paul dispatched the order. It cost him seven dollars, but he thought
the sum well spent.

Thereafter the evenings in the projection booth saw more attention devoted to the
book than the film. He summoned the nerve to attempt practice of what he learned and



would stand for long minutes at the tiny porthole overlooking the auditorium, staring at
the backs of people's heads. Nothing happened so far as he could discern. He could not
perceive their thoughts, could not guess what they might do next. In mild despair he
turned back to the book.

He was deeply engrossed in it one evening, reading through it for the second time,
when the film broke in the projector with a snapping, tearing sound. Paul flung the book
onto the workbench and leaped for the machine to slam shut the dowser, aware of the
ever-present threat of fire. He flicked off the motor switch and applied the brake, was
already pulling the damaged film from the projector when he heard — or sensed —the
manager rapidly climbing the stairway behind him. The man burst into the booth with
the nervous, staccato manner of distraught managers everywhere when a breakdown has
occurred.

"What's the matter —what happened? Did the film break? Hurry up, will you —they're
getting impatient. How did it happen? Can you fix it? What..."

Paul said nothing, working rapidly, but in his annoyance with the man bit off a
savage thought: Damn it, get out of here and let me alone!

He ran the film down past the break, inserted it into the machine and slipped the
jagged end onto an empty reel. With one effortless motion he released the brake, started
the motor and lifted the dowser to put the picture back onto the screen. Only then did he
turn around. The manager was gone.

Months later he performed another act of supposed usefulness which he was later to
regret, an act which for the second time in seven years was to cause considerable
consternation in official Washington circles. An impossible kind of lightning struck them
twice.

Paul had since learned of the separate existences of two security bodies in the nation's
capital, two separate spheres of police duties. The Secret Service, operating out of the
Treasury Department, guarded the chief executive and performed other functions
identified with counterfeiting, federal tax stamps, customs inspection and the like. On
the other hand, the Federal Bureau of Investigation was a part of the Department of
Justice and concerned itself with national criminal activities. Paul was vaguely aware of
the lines of jurisdiction between the two agencies. He realized he had made a mistake in
sending his Bixby letter to the White House; the Secret Service people would have
opened it. It should have been addressed to the F.B.I. because Bixby had been a member
of that body.

And so with startling naiveté, he wrote a second letter — this one addressed to the
Bureau pointing out that his first had been misaddressed. He suggested that possibly
they could recover that first letter of seven years before if such incoming mail was saved
and filed at the White House. That first letter had contained information on the murder
of one of their agents and would be of value to them.

Paul could be credited with a minute grain of caution: again, he didn't sign his name
to the note nor give his address. As before, he wrote Bixby-twelve. The letter was written
on Y.M.C.A. stationery which did not bear the name of any town or city; Paul had



previously taken a supply of the letterheads for his own use. He mailed the note later on
that week in Peoria, where he had gone with a couple of friends seeking a good time.
And as before, the letter was well sprinkled with fingerprints. His new-found powers of
clairvoyance and precognition were conspicuous by their absence.

In Washington, a Bureau official named Ray Palmer drove himself into a rage.

The receipt of the first letter seven years earlier, finding its way to him through the
channels, had been enough of a jolt. Handwriting and fingerprinting systems had
readily revealed the letter to be written by a child. The information supplied in the body
of the letter led other agents to the upstairs room and eventually to the two gunmen who
had murdered Bixby. But in spite of it all, nothing led the Bureau to a child who had
used the dead man's signature and who put the finger on his killers. Millions of people
had passed through the gates of the Century of Progress Exposition; tens of thousands
had availed themselves of the free stationery distributed by the railroad.

Who remembered one child, out of thousands, asking for a letterhead and an
envelope?

The receipt of the second letter after seven years was as great a jolt. It provided only
one additional clue: the boy — now a young man —apparently lived in or near Peoria,
Illinois. An angry Palmer flew to Peoria to take charge of the investigation.

Paul Breen was not drafted into the army until the spring of 1945, ending a five-year
term of apprehension. With countless others he had registered on a cold, blustery
October day in 1940, sitting rather stiffly and self-consciously in a chair before one of his
former schoolteachers, watching the woman note down the information he supplied.
And then the following five years had been a bewildering shuffle through many changes
of classification, until at last he found himself ticketed 1-A. In the spring of 1945,
someone apparently found his file for the first time and noted that he had not yet seen
service.

He was twenty-four years old and somewhat beyond the usual induction age. His
services were allotted to the army. And as a matter of routine procedure he was
fingerprinted.

Ray Palmer had been impatiently awaiting just that. The odds were greatly in his
favor that the induction machinery would eventually uncover the young man he
wanted.

Four: 1945

"Hey-Breen!"

Paul was resting on his back and staring dreamily at the barracks ceiling, his hands
locked beneath his head. Now he lazily moved his head to stare across the tow of cots to
the door. The top sergeant stood there, breathing heavily as though he had been moving
too fast for his bulk. The sergeant stood in the opened screen door, searching the room.
Behind Paul, toward the rear of the barracks room a man was making a terrific,
unmusical noise on a banjo and several off-key voices were attempting to follow the



banjo with bellowing song. Like the man on the cot next to his, Paul had successfully
ignored the noise; that other soldier was sleeping soundly and snoring loudly.

"Breen!"

"Here," Paul said, raising up on the bed. "Now what?" Behind him the sound had
died away. "Roll your tail offa there and come on!"

"This is Sunday," Paul protested.
"I don't give a damn what day it is—get up and trot!"

"Go on, Breen," somebody called out from behind him. "Maybe the general wants to
give ya' another merit badge."

"Naw," a second voice objected. "This is important this time. G-2's found a Japanese
map and nobody can read it except the Emperor and Breen."

"Knock it off!" the sergeant roared.

Paul sat up to stare at the man in the doorway. He closed his eyes for a moment, as if
fighting away sleep or a sudden pain, and then began to put his shoes on. The topkick
seemed in a devil of a hurry and had come on orders of the captain. The captain had
been emphatic. Paul bit his lower lip with the sudden awareness that something
unpleasant was coming. He put his tie around his neck and tied it. The sergeant was
leaning against the doorframe, waiting with obvious impatience.

They went out into the company street, and the noise again welled up behind them.
"What's up?" Breen asked.
The noncom looked at him curiously. "Don't you know?"

Paul shook his head. "I haven't put in for anything." He realized that the sergeant
didn't know the reason for the summons either.

"Just between you and me, soldier, the Old Man's been keeping his eye on you
anyway. Maybe because you didn't put in."

By the spring of 1945, Paul knew enough about himself to keep his mouth shut and
his faculties concealed. He was aware, through the books of Rhine and Roy and by
studying those around him, that talents such as his were not given to other men, were
only now budding in the blind and groping minds of those experimenters in the
parapsychology laboratories. Upon his induction into the army, he had discovered
himself building up extraordinarily high scores in the intelligence and aptitude
tests —not because he was of superior intelligence, but because he was absently picking
the minds of those about him, unthinkingly ferreting out the proper answers to the tests.

Paul saw what he was doing, saw that the officer in charge was talking about his
scoring, and slacked off. He had no wish to call attention to himself.

In camp he struggled not to repeat the earlier episode in the projection booth — that of
knowing too much too early, of knowing before he could be normally expected to learn.
Despite his precautions, the training sergeant had picked him out one day.

"You been in the army before, buster?"

Paul told him he had not and realized that the man didn't fully believe him. After that



he redoubled his guard, but it was difficult not to do what the sergeant thought he
should be doing. At first it had been awkward and arduous to distinguish the unspoken
thought from the spoken word, to determine which was the mental propellent behind a
barked order and the oral order itself. Later he learned the fine distinction between
thought and word, thought and deed by careful observation and analysis. The mental
thought always preceded the word, the propellent always stimulated the vocalization,
regardless of the time lapse between the two. It was very much like hearing the same
things said twice for his benefit alone; he had only to remember nof to act the first time it
was relayed to him. Always to wait for the second and slower command.

With some of the trainers that had proven easy; their thought patterns were sluggish
and lazy in stimulating the vocal cords, but in combat veterans freshly back from the war
theaters the reverse was true. The double commands were snapped with hairline
triggering, the shouted word following the shouted thought by no more than a
millisecond, the two almost blending into one. Under them, Paul had made less
mistakes because there was so little need to distinguish the mental from the spoken
command, and because they on their part thought and acted so quickly they did not
notice Paul sometimes obeying the thought rather than the word. But with the other kind
of man found in the army, the unhurried thinker, he learned to watch his movements.

The top sergeant pushed open the door and walked into the orderly room, Paul
following. The room was empty. Paul waited while the sergeant knocked on the inner
door, and the double thought-voice of the captain was heard.

"Come in, come in."

The sergeant opened the door. "Private Breen, sir." He moved aside to let Paul in and
then closed the door.

Paul looked first to the company commander, Captain Evans, and learned next to
nothing; the man was highly curious at this new turn of affairs and was eagerly looking
forward to the interview, but as yet knew little. Eagerly looking forward to the
interview! Paul switched his glance to the two civilians sitting in the office and in the
following second received a double shock — the most startling of his life because they
bordered on shocks of fear. The two in civilian clothes were calmly staring at him.

Ray Palmer of the F.B.I., and Peter Conklin of the C.I.C.

Captain Evans leaned forward, indicating a chair. "Sit down, Breen. These gentlemen
want to talk to you."

"Yes, sir."

Paul sat down, struggling to control his growing nervousness and struggling to
prevent that emotion from showing. He waited stiffly in the chair, knowing what was
coming, knowing that two letters and eleven years had finally caught up with him. He
realized, too, what had trapped him. The fingerprints on the letters and those taken at
the induction center. As he waited, trying not to squirm under their scrutiny, he saw one
thing more. They were not aware of him, of what he was. They were still wondering how
he did it.

Palmer spoke first, a slow, almost drawling speech that suggested a patient, kindly
man with all the time in the world. Only the agility of his mind betrayed the camouflage.

"Breen, we've been interested in you."



"Yes, sir."
"Interested in your army record, really. A most remarkable record, wouldn't you say?"
"In what way, sir?"

"Well now, let's consider those intelligence and aptitude tests first of all." Palmer was
slow, unhurried. "You should be proud of your scoring."

"Yes, sir."

"Well, aren't you?"

"I don't think they were particularly high, sir."

"But they could have been," Palmer pointed out. Paul said nothing to that.

"I think they could have been much higher, don't you?" He paused to see if Paul
might agree. "A pity that they fell off, just as they did."

"l didn't know anything about newspaper procedure, sir. Mats, logos and
hellboxes — things like that."

"You went along very well on the remainder."

"I've done a lot of reading, sir. And I've worked on projection machinery and an old
car I had."

"Get around a lot in that car? Did you go out and have a good time on Saturday
nights?" Yes, sir.

"Ever been to Peoria?"

"Yes, sir, several times."

"And Chicago?"

"A few times. Not many."

"Did you go up to see the Fair?"

"Yes, sir." It was coming closer. "Enjoy it?"

"Very much, yes, sir. I stayed two or three days."

"I was there too," Palmer said. "Let's see, you must have been about twelve or thirteen
then."

"Thirteen." Any moment now.

"With your folks? Your aunt perhaps?"

"No, sir. I went alone. I saved up the money."
"All alone in Chicago? And only thirteen?"

"l wasn't frightened, if that's what you mean."

Palmer nodded. "No, I don't imagine you frighten easily." He pursed his lips, giving
the impression that he didn't know what to say next, that he was groping around. That
too was false. "Gangsters didn't frighten you, did they?"

Paul blinked at him. "Yes, sir, they did."
"Oh? Did they threaten you?"

"No, sir. But I was scared, all the same."



Palmer studied him. "What did you do?"
"[ ran away. Back to the hotel."

"Why?"

"Because I was scared...and..."

"And?" he invited.

"And because Mr. Bixby told me to run."

Palmer nodded to himself. "Bixby told you to run. Well now, that's sensible. What
else did he tell you?"

That was it. From this point onward he could move in one of two directions. He could
tell them the truth and ride it wherever it might carry him — or he could lie, and hope
with further lies to find a way out of explaining the entire situation. Already he saw a
vague picture of where the truth might take him, saw a solidified kind of future looming
up on the periphery of his mind. He saw too that he had already hesitated in answering
the question, and the hesitation had been noticed. Paul decided to tell them the truth
and let the consequences come as they may.

"Nothing," he said in answer to the last question.
Palmer looked through him. "Bixby told you nothing else? Only to run away?"
"That's all, sir."

There was a long moment's silence. Captain Evans was frankly eager for the
conversation to continue; he was enjoying it and he fancied he was learning great things.
Not every day did the F.B.I. and the C.I.C. descend upon your office to quiz one of your
men. He always thought there was something queer about Private Breen!

Paul flicked him a quick glance, hiding a smile.

He looked back to find both civilians studying him. He was becoming used to
Palmer, to his quick mind and his slow speech, but the silent Conklin tended to make
him nervous. As yet there was no way to know how Conklin's mind and tongue
co-operated in action. His thinking was sharp, razor sharp, and he had already
formulated a working theory — Paul sucked in his breath, astonished at the near
accuracy of the theory! He stared at Conklin, conscious of the man's potentiality; he had
best watch the C.I.C. agent.

Paul realized that Palmer had briefed Conklin in advance, had filled in his
background; he knew that the two of them had gone over his army record together and
arrived at the same general conclusions together. But he saw now that Conklin was far
ahead of Palmer in theorizing; where the F.B.I. man still didn't know the Chicago
answers, Conklin was already making shrewd guesses. Paul considered that difference
for a moment, and then did something he had very rarely done in his life. He gently
probed into Conklin's mind to see why he was theorizing.

Conklin knew about the book!

He knew about the battered copy of Roy's Studies in Psychokinesis which he still had,
tucked away in his foot-locker. The C.I.C. agent then had been peering around, had
come prepared to this Sunday afternoon meeting. And so—he was theorizing. He didn't
believe yet, he refused to allow his orderly mind to admit the possibility that Paul Breen



was a telepath. But that old book certainly suggested it.

Paul found one other thing. Conklin had no intention of telling Palmer of the book or
his theories. Whether much or little came of it, it would remain C.I.C. property alone.

That's what he thought! Paul was suddenly glad he'd decided to tell them the truth.
Both of them.

Ray Palmer cleared his throat and continued talking in his easy, unhurried drawl. "I'd
like to hear about Chicago, about Bixby and those gangsters."

Paul gave him a frank glance. "I've already told you most of it." He found no visible
reaction to that, but the man's thoughts leaped — This soldier knew who he was!

"Tell me again," Palmer suggested.

"l was wandering around the streets pretty late at night —lost. I couldn't find my way
back to the hotel. I turned a corner and saw Mr. Bixby in the alley; he was on his knees,
and had been shot by two men who were hiding in an upstairs window across the street.
I stopped to help him, and he told me to run. I waited a minute longer and did run.
Somebody showed me the way back to the hotel. And the next day at the Fair I sent the
letter to tell you about it." He paused and almost smiled at the memory. "Only I didn't
know where to send it."

"Jehoshaphat!" the captain burst out. "All that at thirteen?"

The C.I.C. agent silenced him with a glance. "I'm surprised," Palmer said mildly.
"Sir?"

"That you didn't know where to send the letter. Apparently you knew everything

else: Bixby's name and code he used as a signature, the names of the men who shot him,
where they were hiding. I'm surprised you didn't know where to send that letter."

"Mr. Bixby didn't tell me that, sir."

Palmer's eyes were quickly bright, stabbing into his. "You said that Bixby didn't tell
you any of this."

"No, sir, he didn't."
Palmer made a gesture of impatience. "Then how in the world did you find out?"

Paul glanced cautiously at the three of them, at the captain hanging on his every
word, at the puzzled and now angry Palmer, at the silent C.I.C. agent whose mind was
on the brink of a dazzling leap.

"I read his thoughts, Mr. Palmer."

Stillness. No physical movement, but ... Paul sensed a change in the room, a subtle
change on the part of one man. Conklin was regarding him stolidly, unblinking. Palmer
was of the same mind and attitude as before, except for an increase in his anger. Evans
decided the man was lying.

The F.B.I. agent said carefully, slowly, "No one has been introduced to you, Breen.
How did you know my name?"

Paul answered him but he was looking at Conklin as he spoke. "I read yours, too."



None of those four ever forgot the tableau in the captain's office; not the captain, not
even when he was eventually shifted to a godforsaken outpost on Kwajalein to get rid of
him, not Palmer, not to the day he peacefully died in bed with his shoes off, not Conklin,
not to that very moment a sentry's bullet cut him down somewhere in the heart of
Russia. Paul Breen never forgot it as he sat a prisoner on the third floor of the Maryland
mansion, watching a succession of sunsets. His candid admission was the turning point
in their four lives.

Evans snapped, "Now see here, Breen—"

Peter Conklin silenced the man a second time.

Palmer was on his feet, peering at him. "Are you trying to be funny, son?"
"No, sir."

"Why do you say a thing like that?"

"Because it's true."

"I'm disappointed in you, Breen."

Paul looked up into his face and said quietly, "Shall I tell you what you're thinking,
Mr. Palmer?"

" think you're making a fool of yourself."

"Yes, sir, you do, and you also think I'm lying, but you can't understand why I should
be lying. At first you believed that I might be related in some way to the two gunmen
and turned them in to collect a reward, but later evidence caused you to discard that
belief. Then you thought that perhaps Bixby had told me the situation and given me
instructions, only to discard that too when you realized Bixby couldn't or wouldn't do it.
Finally you admitted that you simply didn't understand it at all and asked your
superior officer to be relieved. He refused and assigned you to the case for as long as it
remained in the open file.

"Sir, you have a wife forty-six years old, who scolds you because you don't change
your socks often enough to please her; you have twin daughters who are twenty, and
one of them is married to a man who continually pesters you to find him a job with the
Bureau. Your private opinion of the man is that he couldn't fill a job digging ditches.

You suffer from arthritis in the left knee and also have a large permanent blister on
that heel; on bad days your limp is most pronounced and very annoying to you. You
fear that the Bureau may retire you before the time —"

Palmer shouted at him. "Stop!"
"Yes, sir."

Palmer backed away from him and sat down, eying Paul as he would an untamed
beast caught in a rickety cage. He said nothing, sitting straight and strained in the
stiff-backed office chair, breathing heavily.

Captain Evans was staring at the two of them, desperately attempting to believe what
his eyes and ears had just reported, shoving away for the moment the nagging doubt in
his mind that such a thing couldn't be true.



"Breen," he said, and looked around quickly to see if the C.I.C. agent intended to
silence him a third time, "Breen, is that true? Can you really do that?"

Paul turned to the captain.
"Yes, sir, I'm afraid I can."
"Now see here, you aren't attempting a leg-pull to get yourself out of a bad fix?"

"Sir, shall I tell you about the fifteen tons of coal that were diverted to a relative's
house? Or what Lieutenant Miller's wife said to you the night she found you in her
kitchen? The WAC detachment posted a—"

"That will be all, Breen," the captain said evenly. His face was an emotionless mask.
"Yes, sir."

The silence descended on them again. Paul glanced around, quite uncomfortable to
be the target of their eyes, and found each of the three studying him, weighing him and
not liking what they saw. He found speculation, anger and open hatred. His gaze finally
settled on Peter Conklin who was watching him with speculation —and nothing else.

Like the two others, Conklin didn't approve of the revelation, but there was no anger
or hatred in his mind. The C.I.C. agent still sat in the position he had maintained
throughout the interview, the tips of his fingers placed together and coming to a point
beneath his chin. He had seldom moved and had not spoken a word since Breen entered
the door. Paul returned his stare.

Conklin spoke suddenly. There was neither friendliness nor hostility in his voice.
"You need not prove yourself to me, Mr. Breen. I require no personal demonstration,
and I do not care to have my mental privacies paraded for view. Instead, let me say that
until I find evidence to the contrary, I shall believe you."

Paul smiled at him. "Yes, sir."

"How long has this been going on?" There were no particular tonal qualities to
Conklin's voice; like the man himself and his mode of dress, there was nothing to cause
him to stand out in a crowd.

"All my life I suppose, sir. I wasn't aware of it until I was thirteen — that night in
Chicago."

"Who else knows of it?"

"No one, sir. I didn't want to talk about it."

"I commend you. Do you realize what it will mean?"

"How do you mean, sir?"

"Never mind; I see that you haven't. We have something of a problem here."

Paul said nothing. Palmer turned in his chair to speak to Conklin and there was a new
note in his voice.

"What are you getting at?"
"Mr. Breen's peculiar talent must not continue to be wasted here."
Palmer stared at the agent. "Mr. Breen?"

Conklin nodded. "Are you not yet aware of a change in relative values? Of a bizarre



shift of command in view of that particular talent?"
"Well..." Palmer hesitated. "I guess he can't stay here on the post."
Conklin allowed himself only the briefest of glances at the captain. "Obviously."
"What are you going to do with him?"
"Washington."
"Washington?" Palmer considered that. "Your outfit or mine?"
"Mine."
"Well now, I don't know. He's been our problem for the last eleven years."

"He is in uniform now." Conklin inspected the summer tans Paul was wearing. "Our
jurisdiction."

Palmer shook his head. "That won't set so well, I'm thinking. The office will raise
hell."

"Let them take it to the top. I'm going to claim jurisdiction until he's taken away from
me." He turned quickly to Paul. "With your permission, Mr. Breen."

"Permission!" Captain Evans displayed the shock. "He's an enlisted man."

Conklin tapped the tips of his fingers on his chin, the briefest trace of a mocking smile
on his lips. "I'm afraid you aren't an overly imaginative man, Captain. Whether we
approve or not, a change in status occurred a few moments ago." He was still looking at
Paul. "There remains in my mind some doubt as to who is the actual master here."

"Are you serious, sir?"

"l am. I believe our present situation to be analogous to that of the Neanderthal and
the Cro-Magnon. I am trying to avoid a similar mistake." He turned back to Paul. "Mr.
Breen, I would like you to return to Washington with me. I want to present you to my
superior officers." Paul said, "Yes, sir."

Captain Evans cut in. "See here, I can put through orders transferring him to
Washington. I can arrange the transportation and ..." He stopped talking, taken aback at
the expression on Conklin's face.

"You will be kind enough to arrange the transportation, Captain. On tonight's train, if
it can be managed. Secure a double bedroom or a drawing room. Will you look after it
now?"

Evans was on his feet and moving toward the door. "At once, sir."
"And, Captain..."
"Yes, sir?"

"Not one word of what has transpired here is to pass your lips. You arc not to
mention the subject even to your wife." Again the agent's grim expression underlined
his words.

Evans said quietly, "Yes, sir," and went out. After a moment the outer door opened
and closed.

The old stillness settled over the room. Paul found the two agents continually
watching him, continually studying, probing, guessing, and to be the object of their



steady scrutiny was vastly uncomfortable. Doubly uncomfortable, for behind their
piercing eyes their minds were repeating the examination of him; their thoughts clearly
said what their eyes could not and their lips would not. In varying degrees they
accepted him for what he was, and yet they had not time to learn that all their thoughts
were open to him. They would not or could not say what they were thinking, still not
fully realizing that they may as well say it.

Paul saw something in Conklin's mind and was on the verge of speaking, when
caution gripped him. If he had used caution he wouldn't now be in this position —and
although it might be a late time to start, still it was a beginning. So he held his silence,
saying nothing, confident that Conklin would voice that thought sooner or later. It came
almost at once.

"Mr. Breen, I can't help feeling sorry for you."

Paul knew why, but for the sake of pretense and to spare the man's feelings, he asked,
"Why, sir?"

"Because your captain inadvertently gave you a taste of what is to come. Because in
the eyes of those who will know you, you are going to be the most hated man in the
world. I'm sorry for you, Mr. Breen. It is an unenviable position."

Five

The train moved eastward through the cloudy night, stopping seldom, whistling
often, and intermittently throwing long streamers of fiery soot and smoke back along the
cars and the right-of-way. Paul sat with his chin in his hand and his forehead pressed
against the window, watching the dark and back-rushing country. Little towns rocketed
by, no more than minute clusters of dull light around a station or an express office, and
sometimes there were other thin strings of lights reaching away into the blackness. When
the train sped across a highway there would be flashing red warnings that momentarily
lit up the interior of