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      I had to keep myself from reading Mary’s mind. She had said that I should only read her in an emergency, but she had kept me waiting for more than 15 minutes, which to me, qualified as an emergency. I hate waiting.

      Who is Mary, you ask? Well, I can’t help it if you haven’t been paying attention to what has been going on with me. I’ll fill you in, but I don’t like to repeat myself, so pay attention from now on. Mary is my new boss, who replaced someone who had tried to kill me and ended up with his head smashed into a pulp. That happened because I got exposed to a gadget that fiddled with my brain waves and unleashed my innate extra-sensory ability. You never know what goes on inside your box until someone messes around with it.

      Mary’s official title was Undersecretary for Something or Other, but for real, when this story began, she was managing the ESA operation. “ESA” stands for Extra-Sensory Agency. Simply put, she was in charge of all the weirdos, including myself, who had developed unusual abilities one way or another. My unique ability is telepathy—I can read your mind, but I can also actually take over its management altogether. I know what I’m saying—I can control you, and I can’t help it if it sounds spooky, but that’s one of my skills, and for me, it’s pretty fun. Not so much for the bad guys who have the misfortune of getting on my wrong side.

      Oh, and I almost forgot to say that I saved Mary’s life. Twice, so she owes me big time, although she tends to forget that. It looked like she forgot this time. Listen to what mission she had cooked up for me and judge for yourself.

      It was the first time I had seen her new posh office into which she had moved only recently, and it was impressive. It had a big desk, a luxurious sitting area, and a large window with a park view. Her secretary ushered me in, and Mary greeted me with a broad smile.

      “Hi, Tessa. Sorry to keep you waiting,” she said.

      She patted the leather coach’s cushion on which she was sitting, inviting me to come and sit beside her.

      “Wow! They are treating you well. This is a cool office.”

      “Yes, it comes with the territory. They reward a good job around here, pretty much as we rewarded you.”

      I can’t say that she was wrong. The apartment where Liv and I stayed and the government was paying for, was cozy and well-furnished. We had no complaints. I told you about Liv, didn’t I? Lieutenant Liv Ellman is my BFF, and, so you know, we are; how should I put it … more than mere friends. She’s not just a pretty face—and pretty all over, at that—but also a brain scientist and currently in charge of my brain’s health—but I will get to that later.

      “Alrighty, what’s up?” I asked.

      “I have wonderful news for you; you’re going back to school.”

      I had to say those words back to myself in my head to believe she had spoken them.

      “What? Are you crazy?”

      Cheeky, right? But that’s me—I say it as I see it. I haven’t attended a proper school since I was 14, but the government trained me well during basic training and beyond. True, the curriculum wasn’t exactly the same as you get when you go to an average high school because it was personalized. I learned a lot of math, physics, and geography (which I hated), and I read a lot because I apparently needed a broad education. I read even more than required simply because I like reading. Properly speaking, I am a bookworm. One thing I knew for sure: I definitely did not need any more schooling.

      “No, listen: this is not about you; it’s for a mission,” Mary hastened to explain.

      “Good! You had me scared for a moment. What’s this mission about?”

      “It’s a rather long story. Let’s start by saying that the government operates a research center near Emendale. That’s a small town, so small that it’s difficult to find it on the map. This research center officially develops agricultural and environmental solutions. But in fact, it’s a high-security facility that employs our best brains.”

      “So, what do they develop there?”

      “It doesn’t matter; you don’t need to know. The place is so secret that people in one department don’t know the scientists who work in the others. There are four distinct departments, each with its separate building, access, and facilities. We are concentrating here on two of those scientists. The first one is Doctor Joseph Burns, who specializes in honeybees.”

      “Honeybees? That sounds dangerous,” I said and laughed.

      Mary gave me a severe look and continued.

      “As I said, we concentrate on two scientists. The second one is Doctor Abraham Aiken, whose specialty is wild wheat.”

      “Wild? That’s even more dangerous than honeybees— sorry,” I said when I saw a pained look on Mary’s face, “I’ll try to stay serious, but you’re making it hard for me.”

      “Good. Be quiet and listen. As I said, the work they do at the research center is top secret. They have no work relations with each other, and that’s done on purpose. Nobody can guess what that project is or where it’s going without having all the pieces of the puzzle. So imagine how worried we were when we discovered a leak; information available only to those two scientists who work in different departments had been obtained by a non-authorized individual.”

      “So, these two doctors are leaking information, right?”

      “A different agency branch raised the alarm, and that’s what they initially thought. But after a thorough investigation, they concluded this was not the case. How they reached that conclusion is too complicated to explain, and there’s no need to go through all of it. Simply put, the leaked information consisted of snippets only available to the scientists. But here’s the punchline: those snippets were incomplete to the extent that the information was useless. There is a rumor that circulates in Emendale about the research that is going on there. The rumor as a whole is utterly absurd, but some of the details are true and could not be known without having access to those two scientists and their work. We couldn’t find the source of the rumor but concluded that the scientists were not leaking and that whoever acquired that information had taken it at random and not skillfully. So we came up with a hypothesis about how this information had leaked.”

      “A telepath!” I was excited. That meant that there were others like me out there. True, I had not invented telepathy, but all the others I had heard of until now had very minimal capabilities. None of them would be able to dig into the minds of a couple of scientists to extract top-secret information. Except for Bill, of course, but he was dead. I’ll tell you about Bill in a minute.

      “Spot on! That’s the only explanation that we have so far. It puzzled us for a while, and we wondered why those two particular scientists were involved, so we looked for similarities. The only point of contact we found was that they both have sons in high school, each a seventeen-year-old like you⁠—”

      “I’m barely that, and for your information, I look younger!”

      I like to keep the record straight. Mary gave me a poisonous look and went on without acknowledging the interruption.

      “Doctor Burns’ daughter, Jenny, and Doctor Aiken’s son, Jim, are in the same class. So the theory, right now, is that someone who knows them and moves in their social circle is a telepath and is the one who obtained and leaked the information. So we are looking for a teenager telepath.”

      “That makes sense. So what’s the plan?”

      “We want you to go there and ferret out that telepath for us. You were so good at that last time, and we know we can count on you.”

      “It takes one to find one, right? So how am I going to do that?”

      “The school year starts in two weeks. Congratulations, you are enrolled in Emendale High. Get ready for orientation week.”
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      Let me tell you about Bill. He was a nice, kind old man who lived in a small apartment alone with a dog. When I got to know him, we really bonded, and the fact that he was a telepath made the bond instantaneous and strong.

      It all started the week after Mary got promoted to manage the ESA operation. I thought the job would go to ESA15, aka “The Director,” but no—he had continued managing the organization’s research center, where everything had begun. I’ll tell you a bit more about it later. Anyway, Mary called me to the unit’s laboratory—a super-high-tech setup. You acceded to it via a dilapidated, old building with a “Spare Parts Storage” sign that meant nothing and drew no attention from anybody. Liv was also at the lab.

      “What was so urgent to make me run here?” I asked.

      “Something has come up that we need your help with. Look at this machine,” Mary said, pointing to what I had thought was a coffeemaker.

      “What is it, an espresso machine?”

      “No, it’s an MWR. Liv will explain.”

      “MWR stands for Mixed Waves Receiver. You remember the MWA, the Mixed Waves Amplifier that started everything,” Liv explained. “While the MWA can amplify the brain waves that induce telepathy, the MWR can detect when someone is using telepathy because it detects the amplified mixed waves.”

      “How do you know that it works?”

      “It turns out that while you were training, back at the base, Doctor Alexander, the scientist who developed the MWA, was working on it.”

      I don’t think I told you about “the base” to which she was referring. That was a top-secret site where civilians, aided by the military, developed all kinds of unconventional stuff. That was where putting me into the MWA machine changed my brain wiring and made me a much better and stronger telepath than I originally was.

      “May he be burning in hell,” I interjected. I had disliked the man, who was part of a plot to get me killed, once I was no longer useful to a certain project. The fact that he had got himself killed in the process had done nothing to make me like him any better.

      “He probably is,” said Mary with a smile, “but listen to the end.”

      “As I was saying, Doctor Alexander was a compulsive inventor, and while you trained, he developed the MWR and tested it on you without your knowing it. We found a very basic prototype,” said Liv, patting the coffeemaker-like thing, “and we recovered his notes from his computer as well.”

      “So, what does the machine do?”

      “Not much. It can alert us when a high level of mixed waves is present but is not very location-specific. It cannot pinpoint the origin of the phenomenon, but only a very approximate location.”

      “I see. So why are we wasting time on it?”

      “Well,” said Mary, looking hesitant, “first of all, we want you to be aware of these things because just like we have such a machine, bad agents—foreign agents—might develop one. We also found something else in Doctor Alexander’s papers: a project for a shield. He didn’t make a prototype, but it’s a rather simple thing to make, and we will want to test it with you as soon as we have built one.”

      “What is a ‘shield’?”

      “It’s a device that, if Doctor Alexander was right, can prevent a telepath from reading you. As long as you keep it on, it protects you from unwanted reading. The prototype that Doctor Alexander had planned is not a very practical thing to use because it is heavy and bulky. We will eventually miniaturize it to make it possible to carry it concealed. It will take a lot of work and no little money, but it is doable.”

      “Well, thank you for all the information. Are we done here?”

      “Not quite,” said Mary. “We have taken the MWR for a ride, and, to our astonishment, it started to beep in several different areas.”

      “Wow! So you found other telepaths?”

      “Well, not yet, but we would very much like to find them. If we can convince whoever they are to come and work for us as you do, that would be a great addition to our unit.”

      “From what you are saying, telepathy is much more common than we thought.”

      “That seems to be true, but it also seems that many telepaths are weak or only sporadically active, and perhaps they even don’t know that they are telepaths. Certainly, the signals we detected would seem to indicate that this is the fact—with one exception,” Liv explained.

      “What exception?”

      “We detected one signal that was both strong and continuous. That indicates an active telepath using his or her gift consciously.”

      “Good, so?”

      “So we want you to find him or her for us,” Mary concluded.
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      Finding Bill wasn’t that difficult, and they could have done it without me using their machine, but it was kind of fun ferreting him out. The device had narrowed the location to a small apartment building, so I started by sitting outside mid-morning and opening my mind to whatever happened there. I heard a lot of uninteresting chatter, but by then, I was trained so well that I had learned to shut out “voices” that didn’t interest me. That proved to be a great way to go by elimination, and at the end of the second day, I had narrowed it down to five or six potential voices.

      On the third day, I was sitting outside on a bench, my mind open to the voices coming from the building, when something caught my interest. It was an unusual thought: I’ll take you for a walk in a minute. Let me finish my coffee; be a good dog! It was strange because that’s something you may tell a dog, but you don’t think it “out loud.” Ten minutes later, I saw a man, about sixty years old, walking out of the building with a dog—a mongrel—on a leash. The leash was slack, and they walked toward a nearby park. I decided to follow.

      Watching the man and the dog strolling was fascinating. They walked so much in unison that it seemed like they were talking. I got a little closer and listened in. Let’s sit here for a minute was the thought that reached me, and the dog turned toward a close-by bench without being pulled and sat beside it. It was awesome! True, I had tried reading a cow and failed, and I never managed to communicate a thought directly to somebody’s mind, but apparently, it could be done. I expect that dogs are brighter than cows and perhaps much more human, too.

      I sat on the bench beside him and smiled at him. He gazed back at me, looking surprised by my presence.

      “Hi! I’m Tessa,” I said.

      He smiled back. He had a pleasant, fatherly smile, and I instinctively and immediately liked him.

      “Hello. What can I do for you?”

      “You can teach me to talk to your dog like you do.”

      “What do you mean?” He furrowed his brow, and the smile disappeared.

      “You know what I mean: with your mind.”

      Up to that point, I had not given away anything, and if it turned out that I was wrong and he was no telepath, no harm would be done. He would think that I don’t have all my marbles, and that would be it. But he decided to test me to see if he had to come clean.

      If you can read what I’m thinking, tell me that now, he thought.

      “Yes, I can read what you’re thinking,” I said, and I saw the tension leaving him.

      “Thank God! I thought I was the only one,” he said at last.

      We went into a long, emotional discussion that lasted two hours or more, using our thoughts and words. He told me about himself, his life—he had retired from an unimportant office job. His joy at being able to communicate with his dog on an intimate level felt kind of contagious. We sat on that bench, forgetting the time, lost in our own world. I had never talked to another telepath. For the first time in my life, I realized what level of closeness you reach when you use more than one communication channel.

      “Time for me to go back. My friend’s lunchtime is well overdue, and he’s starting to get restless,” he said at last.

      “But there’s so much more that I want to ask you! I’m not done asking,” I complained.

      “Come see me tonight, and we can talk as much as you want,” he said.
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      That evening I went to see him. I was all aflutter. I can’t explain why. It felt like the world was different, that I was not a weirdo; that ordinary, simple, everyday people were telepaths too; that it was a “normal” thing to be. Bill had made coffee and heated a cake, and we sat at the kitchen table like ordinary people talking about everyday things.

      “Can I talk to your dog?” I asked.

      “You can try, but I don’t know if he’ll connect with you. He’s been my faithful friend for five years, and only one year ago, I managed to make contact with him. Sometimes dogs are more reserved than people.”

      “I’ll try.”

      I closed my eyes and thought about the dog. I tried hard to get through to it, but nothing came. I opened my eyes and gazed straight at it. The dog raised its head and shook it as if to say “no,” so I let it go.

      That evening was both enlightening and exhausting. We conversed, mixing words and thoughts until I felt drained by the intensive telepathic connection. Bill answered so many of my questions with patience, skirting no subject, that I ended up feeling a real kinship with him.

      “I’m exhausted,” I said at last. “I learned so much, and I have so much more to ask, but I think I should go now and catch some sleep.”

      “I’m a bit tired too,” said Bill, “but I’m glad we did this. You are a remarkable young woman. Take some cake with you—for the road.”

      Arguing that I lived nearby didn’t get me anywhere, so I took a generous slice of cake and left. We agreed to meet again in the park the next day and continue our talk.

      The next day, I waited for Bill on the same bench where we had met the morning before. He arrived with his dog, and again, I couldn’t help admiring the perfect communion of man and dog. It was evident in every movement and how they looked at one another. It was a natural continuation of our previous evening, and we kept talking about many things—parents, friends, the scent of spring, pizza—but this time using telepathy only. I listened to him, and he listened to me, and somehow, the conversation flowed. I had meant to talk to him about Mary and the job, but somehow I couldn’t bring myself to kill the magic with business talks. I had no idea how he would react after learning what kind of work I was doing. I’ll talk to him about Mary tomorrow, I decided.

      “I have to go home early today,” said Bill. “I have an electricity inspector coming—some issues with the building, a nuisance. Let’s talk again tomorrow.”

      I nodded, and he got up at the same time as his dog. They started walking toward the street that ran beside the park, toward their apartment building. I remained sitting on the bench, thinking about all the new things I had heard from him. I was lost in a reverie when brakes’ screeching sound and a loud thud brought me back to the present. I saw a black van stopping for a second where a moment before Bill and his dog were crossing the street, and then it sped away. I tried to read its number plate, but it was too dirty and too far. It took me a second to realize that there would be no more chats with Bill. He and his dog lay on the street in a pool of blood in what looked like a loving embrace.

      I brag that I never cry, which is not true; although I haven’t cried for years, all I could do was sit on the grass and weep.
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      Mary got angry at me. I had never seen her so sore, and all simply because I had suggested that there was something fishy about the accident. Bill had been killed by a hit-and-run vehicle with smudged license plates, and it looked too much like a professional hit job. Maybe I was being paranoid, but the burnt child …

      “You disobeyed orders, and instead of bringing him to us, you played games with his dog. This is unconscionable conduct!”

      “But Mary⁠—”

      “Don’t ‘but Mary’ me! I had already obtained the resources needed to recruit another telepath, and you blew it! You can consider yourself responsible for what happened!”

      That stung. I already felt unreasonably responsible for Bill’s death, but she shouldn’t have said that.

      “But what if it wasn’t an accident?”

      “How? Why? Why would someone be interested in killing a retired old man? Don’t be stupid. Now go!”

      There was something in what Mary said—Bill was a nobody, and if someone wanted to kill him, it wasn’t because of me. It had to be an accident unless Bill had been targeted because of something he had done before I met him. Be as it may, he had taken his secret to the grave. There was no point in beating myself up about it. I had no way of knowing.
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      “Tessa, meet your mother and father,” said Mary. “Or, rather, I should say, Alexandra, meet your mom and dad.”

      I looked at them and felt depressed. According to the datasheet that Mary had given me, “Dad” worked in shipping, most of the week from a home office, and “Mom” was a housewife. We were the Joneses, a happy little family of dorks. Couldn’t the Service highbrows be a bit more imaginative than that? At least, this time, Mary had picked a reasonable name for me—last time, she had chosen Annabelle, can you imagine? But I could work with Alex.

      “But Mary,” I said, sounding less pleading than I was, “why can’t Liv and Tom be my mommy and daddy? I won’t feel like shooting myself in the head if I had to spend time with them.”

      Wait a moment; I haven’t told you about Tom, have I? I had met him in Switzerland. He had been deployed there by the Secret Service to help with an operation—the one during which I had met Mary. Long story. Initially, his job was to keep an eye on me, but as things developed, he had totally become my personal agent. At one point, he had a crush on me, but later we became friends with benefits. He lived with his father ten minutes from my apartment and visited us often to take care of the benefits. When he did, Liv tactfully discovered she was backlogged on her shopping. At first, I worried that she might be jealous, but I read her mind enough to make sure that she wasn’t. Besides, she too was seeing someone—not an actual boyfriend, purely a casual friend—so we were even. The Secret Service had assigned Tom to Mary’s department, which was convenient for everybody concerned.

      Anyway, the moment I asked Mary that question, I knew it was a dumb one.

      “Who is going to believe they are old enough to be your parents?” she objected. “Liv looks almost as young as you.”

      “Yeah, you’re right,” I said, sighing.

      “Okay, so now sit down with your loving parents and learn about your background and recent history. I’ll leave you to that.”

      “Exciting,” I said moodily.

      She turned to go, and then she stopped and pivoted back.

      “By the way, you need to talk to Liv.”

      “About what?”

      “She’ll tell you,” Mary said, and this time she walked out.

      Liv and I lived together and never stopped chatting, so this was a strange comment from Mary, but it would have to wait until I got home. I sighed some more and started to dig into the fake background of our lovely little family. I would be a school senior and expect to face questions about my junior year, my old school, and so on. Since I aimed to become popular and get to know as many people as possible, I couldn’t avoid talking about myself; that meant I had to know my family history inside out. Mom (Barb) and Dad (Bob) turned out to be not as dull as I feared once I got to know them. They actually were seasoned operatives, and you had to admire their ability to make themselves look gray and threadbare. At least I had someone to rely on if things got rough at some point, as they tend to do when I’m around. I’m a trouble magnet through no fault of my own.
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      If I had to decide which of the many aspects of my work was the most maddening to me, the trophy would go to the need for absolute secrecy. Mary had made it clear that the mission was top secret and that nobody—absolutely nobody—was to know about it. That meant that I was not allowed to tell Liv or Tom either. I admit that I’m not a stickler for procedures, but there are a few rules that I abide by faithfully, and secrecy is one of them. So although it killed me to keep things from Liv, I had to. We were drinking coffee after a lovely dinner that Liv had ordered in, and the time had come for me to tell her.

      “Listen,” I said, and her eyes told me that she knew something was coming. Although I have permission from her to read her whenever I want—cementing our foundation of trust, she called it—I don’t abuse it, so I kept our conversation strictly vocal.

      “Yes?” she said, sitting up straight.

      “I have to go away for a while. Mary has got a mission for me.”

      “For how long?”

      “I don’t know.”

      “Where?”

      “I can’t tell you. Top secret.”

      “Is it a dangerous mission?”

      “I don’t think so. It doesn’t look like it.”

      “Will you be able to stay in touch?”

      “Yes, by phone. And when did you turn into my mother?”

      “I’m sorry … it’s just that I worry about you, you know that.”

      “You don’t need to. Say, Mary said that I should talk to you. Any idea what she was talking about?” I asked, remembering Mary’s parting words.

      Liv nodded and averted her gaze.

      “I got your test results. The battery of tests we did last week.”

      “And?”

      “And there is something you need to know.” She swallowed and gazed at the wall above my shoulder, which meant that she had bad news for me. “When you use telepathy, you deplete your brain of the resources it needs to keep neural activity precisely tuned.”

      “English, please!” I complained. I love Liv dearly, but I could throw a shoe at her when she starts talking scientific gibberish to me.

      “What I mean is that the amplitude of your combined wave becomes smaller.”

      “And that’s a bad thing why?”

      “Because if you use it up too much and it reaches below its critical threshold, you will lose your telepathic
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a copy of the Font Software, to use, study, copy, merge, embed, modify,
redistribute, and sell modified and unmodified copies of the Font
Software, subject to the following conditions:

1) Neither the Font Software nor any of its individual components,
in Original or Modified Versions, may be sold by itself.

2) Original or Modified Versions of the Font Software may be bundled,
redistributed and/or sold with any software, provided that each copy
contains the above copyright notice and this license. These can be
included either as stand-alone text files, human-readable headers or
in the appropriate machine-readable metadata fields within text or
binary files as long as those fields can be easily viewed by the user.

3) No Modified Version of the Font Software may use the Reserved Font
Name(s) unless explicit written permission is granted by the corresponding
Copyright Holder. This restriction only applies to the primary font name as
presented to the users.

4) The name(s) of the Copyright Holder(s) or the Author(s) of the Font
Software shall not be used to promote, endorse or advertise any
Modified Version, except to acknowledge the contribution(s) of the
Copyright Holder(s) and the Author(s) or with their explicit written
permission.

5) The Font Software, modified or unmodified, in part or in whole,
must be distributed entirely under this license, and must not be
distributed under any other license. The requirement for fonts to
remain under this license does not apply to any document created
using the Font Software.

TERMINATION
This license becomes null and void if any of the above conditions are
not met.

DISCLAIMER
THE FONT SOFTWARE IS PROVIDED "AS IS", WITHOUT WARRANTY OF ANY KIND,
EXPRESS OR IMPLIED, INCLUDING BUT NOT LIMITED TO ANY WARRANTIES OF
MERCHANTABILITY, FITNESS FOR A PARTICULAR PURPOSE AND NONINFRINGEMENT
OF COPYRIGHT, PATENT, TRADEMARK, OR OTHER RIGHT. IN NO EVENT SHALL THE
COPYRIGHT HOLDER BE LIABLE FOR ANY CLAIM, DAMAGES OR OTHER LIABILITY,
INCLUDING ANY GENERAL, SPECIAL, INDIRECT, INCIDENTAL, OR CONSEQUENTIAL
DAMAGES, WHETHER IN AN ACTION OF CONTRACT, TORT OR OTHERWISE, ARISING
FROM, OUT OF THE USE OR INABILITY TO USE THE FONT SOFTWARE OR FROM
OTHER DEALINGS IN THE FONT SOFTWARE.
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