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To VB, AG, EM, ES:

Thank you for seeing what is invisible to others.



CHAPTER ONE

TEDDY CANNON SAT ON THE floor in the living room of a cramped apartment in San Francisco’s Tenderloin District, reading about the assassination of a Ukrainian drug lord. Foreign newspapers weren’t her typical summer reading (she preferred dystopian thrillers, to be honest), but there was something unusual about this assassination. It wasn’t the bullet hole in the Ukrainian’s head. That would be pro forma in most assassinations. It was the fact that there was no exit wound. And, once the autopsy was performed, there was no bullet.

Teddy folded the copy of the Ekspres and placed it in the ever growing stack to her right. She didn’t need to keep consulting Google Translate to know that this incident definitely belonged in the “suspicious” pile.

When she’d called her parents at the end of the school year to tell them she’d be staying in San Francisco (using the magic words summer internship), they’d been disappointed that they wouldn’t see her, but proud that she was on some sort of career track. A major improvement from her situation last year, when she’d been living in the apartment above her parents’ garage, hundreds of thousands of dollars in debt to a Vegas loan shark. At least she didn’t have that to worry about anymore.

The front door opened, then slammed, stirring the dust that had settled in the apartment over the last few weeks. A reminder that she—or preferably, one of her roommates, since she was obviously busy—really needed to do some tidying up. (In retrospect, maybe her mother’s weekly cleaning “intrusions” weren’t such a bad thing after all.) Teddy heard footsteps. A pair of scuffed black Converse sneakers entered her peripheral vision.

“What a surprise,” a deep voice rumbled. “Still sitting here. In the exact same place. Doing the exact same thing.”

Teddy glanced up. Lucas “Pyro” Costa was another student at Whitfield, a former LAPD detective. Dark haired and dark eyed, he took smoldering-hot to a whole new level. Teddy and Pyro had hooked up their freshman year. Now, however, their relationship was strictly business.

She shrugged, gesturing to the stack of clippings spread in front of her. “Yeah, but my pile is bigger.”

“And that matters because?”

“Because I’m trying to find connections. Patterns. The answers are buried in here somewhere. I know it. I just have to keep digging.”

“It’s time to move on,” Pyro said.

If she’d been returning to any other school in the world in September, that may have been the title of her “how I spent my summer vacation” essay. But Teddy Cannon wasn’t going back to just any other school. She was going back to the Whitfield Institute for Law Enforcement Training and Development. And they didn’t train just any law enforcement recruits. The Whitfield Institute trained psychics. So, the title of that summer essay? “How I Spent Three Months Combing Through International Papers Identifying Mysterious, Inexplicable Events That Could Possibly Be Linked to an Über-Secret Squad of Psychics Who Call Themselves the Patriot Corps and Still Have Absolutely Nothing to Show for It.”

Pyro settled into a chair across from her, a greasy take-out bag tucked under his arm. “But let me guess,” he said. “You’re still not there yet?”

“Your powers of deduction never cease to amaze me. Are you sure they didn’t kick you off the force?”

He tossed a wrapped burger in front of her. “Eat.”

She put down the newspaper and picked up the fast food. She couldn’t remember the last time she’d eaten. She’d probably starve if not for Pyro.

“Thanks,” she said. Then, “Don’t mess up my piles.”

“Yeah, you’ve got a real system here. I can tell.”

She took a bite and tried to suppress a moan.

“Okay there, Teddy?” Pyro was smirking. That smirk got women into trouble. Even she wasn’t completely immune to it. As he studied her, Teddy felt something in her chest move. Acid reflux, probably. She should stop eating cheeseburgers soon. Then again, why not enjoy them while she could? Once she was back at Whitfield, the school diet was strictly vegan, which supposedly kept their bodies clean and their minds focused.

“You know I have a thing for cheeseburgers,” she said, mouth full.

“What about the guy who brings you the cheeseburgers?”

There was a conversation she didn’t want to have. At least not now. Pyro was one of the most dangerously seductive guys she knew. And once that heat was kindled, it was only a matter of time before the whole building went up in flames.

Teddy ran her hand through her hair—which was considerably longer than it had been when she’d started at Whitfield last year—and stared at the wall, her eyes darting from one article to the next. It had been Pyro’s idea to tack the more pertinent articles on a corkboard. Probably a cop thing. Organized and efficient. But ultimately unhelpful.

Despite weeks of dead ends, Teddy’s determination to track down the Patriot Corps (shorthand: PC) hadn’t diminished. Everything that had happened in the final days of school last year—the betrayal of her classmate and supposed friend Jeremy Lee and the loss of her friend Molly Quinn—was linked to the vigilante group. Teddy was desperate to understand the organization’s inner workings. She had another reason, one she didn’t want to admit to Pyro, in case he thought she was going soft. In Teddy’s final encounter with former PC member Derek Yates, he had suggested that her mother was alive and with the PC. He’d promised to help Teddy find her. A promise that remained unfulfilled.

Part of her had wanted to stay in San Francisco all summer because she’d thought that Yates would make contact. But now, weeks later, that idea seemed the most foolish of all. So she’d done the only thing she could to feel productive. Try to learn what she could about the PC. Find connections. Patterns.

Pyro cleared his throat. “I asked a cop friend to help me get to San Quentin. See if anyone on the inside had heard from Yates. I didn’t want to get your hopes up, Teddy. But . . .” He trailed off.

Teddy wouldn’t have gotten her hopes up. She knew that playing nice with others wasn’t Yates’s style. He was a lone wolf. And now he was in the wind. Teddy and the other Misfits—her group of friends from school—had helped Yates escape scot-free. He’d used them, and they’d served their purpose. He wasn’t coming back.

“Thanks anyway.” She crumpled the burger wrapper and went back to the Ukrainian newspaper. Her phone buzzed. Dara. On my way up. Need anything?

Nope, Teddy texted back. She closed her laptop, stood and stretched her cramped muscles, then went to unlock the door to the fifth-floor walk-up that she, Dara, and Jillian had sublet for the summer. Although he spent almost every day with them, Pyro slept across the bay in Tiburon on a friend’s couch, though there were stretches when he went back to L.A. to see his family.

Teddy turned to find him watching her. “Dara’s back,” she said. “She and Jillian promised they’d help me go over those bombings from the nineties again. See if they could get any psychic reads.”

“Again? You’ve gone over those, what, five times this week alone?”

“What’s your point?” Teddy heard the edge in her voice but couldn’t help it. An entire year spent at Whitfield Institute, and she still couldn’t further their research. Teddy Cannon’s psychic abilities—astral telekinesis and telepathy—allowed her to do amazing things: blow a steel door off its hinges, see inside someone’s mind, slow down time, but locate someone long gone? Delve into the inner workings of the PC? That would be a big N-O.

Pyro rolled his shoulders, let out a breath. “Look. I want to find the PC as much as you do. I want to find Molly. But don’t you think you’re taking this a little—”

“Taking this a little what?”

The front door opened and Dara stepped inside. Dara Jones seemed to dress the same way year-round: silver bangles up to her elbows, ripped jeans, band tee. She’d bleached her hair blond over the summer, providing a sharp contrast to her dark skin. Gothic glam. A platinum-haired version of Rihanna in her Anti phase. Teddy often wondered if she dressed to look the part: she could predict how people would die. All Teddy knew was that Dara had no control over how or when the death warnings came. Like Teddy, Dara was still learning to harness her abilities. Unlike Teddy, she came from a long line of Louisiana psychics who’d been practicing the dark arts (in layperson’s terms: voodoo) for years.

Dara stopped at the threshold. Read the tension in the room. “Am I interrupting . . . something?”

“No,” Teddy said, shooting Pyro a look. She picked up the article from the Ukrainian newspaper and placed it on top of a thick pile of clips by the window. The bombing folder. She dumped everything on an ugly Formica-topped table in the kitchen, then looked at Dara. “There’s more here. We’re missing something. I can feel it.”

Dara glanced at Pyro before looking back at Teddy. “We’re supposed to go back to school the day after tomorrow.”

“I know,” Teddy said. “That’s why it’s important that we find something before—” She stopped rifling through the pages in the folder. “Wait a minute. What are you saying? School’s starting, so, what, we’re done? A few dead ends, then we walk away? What we’ve been looking for could be underneath our noses. We just need to try a little harder.”

“You think this is about trying harder?” Dara said.

Pyro lifted his hand as if to touch Teddy’s shoulder, then seemed to reconsider. “Listen, what about some fresh air? A walk? When was the last time you went outside?”

Teddy’s gaze shot from Pyro to Dara. Were they patronizing her? They were the ones with the problem, not her. They were the ones giving up. She’d been out yesterday for coffee. Hadn’t she? Or the day before, when she’d been to the library to look at microfiche. Or was that last week? She rubbed her temples, trying to remember specifics, but the days were fuzzy and running together.

She could keep the events of the past in line for the assassinations, the bombings, the unsanctioned rescues, the foiled kidnappings, the toppled regimes—all events in which the United States government claimed no involvement. But she couldn’t remember the last time she’d left her apartment. Her friends had long since given up asking her to take a break and grab a pizza or go see a movie. She’d refused them every time.

Teddy’s thoughts were interrupted by a crash from behind her as Dara stumbled against a cabinet and tried to steady herself. By Dara’s feet, a newspaper. The New York Times. October 27, 1998. Teddy knew that date. A bombing at an office building on Forty-Seventh Street. Twenty people had been killed, including eight suspected members of Al-Qaeda, and dozens more had been injured. The incident had occurred months after a bombing in Saudi Arabia killed nineteen Americans. It wasn’t until years later that intelligence had officially connected the New York City attack to Al-Qaeda.

“Dara?” Teddy navigated through the stacks to the kitchen, where she filled a glass with tap water. She handed it to Dara, whose hands shook so badly that the water sloshed on the floor.

Last year, Dara had seen their friend Molly’s death. Or what would have been Molly’s death had Teddy not been able to put the pieces together at the last moment. Still, Molly had been seriously injured. And that injury had led to her disappearance. Teddy thought the prophecy had made Dara feel responsible for Molly; while they were all eager to find out what had happened to their friend, it was different for Dara. More personal. In any case, Teddy had learned to take Dara’s prophecies seriously—no matter how illogical they might seem.

“Dara?” she said. “What is it? A death warning?”

Dara struggled to take a breath.

“Is it about Molly?”

Dara shook her head. “Something else. Something . . . different. It’s been happening more and more since school ended.”

“What’s been happening?” Pyro asked.

“I’m not seeing the future,” Dara said, her eyes once again focused. She glanced down at the paper. In the photo, a burned-out office building. “I think I’m seeing the past.”

“The past?” Pyro said. “That’s incredible, Dara.”

“It’s not incredible when every damn object you pick up makes you see a dead person,” Dara snapped, wiping her brow with the back of her hand. She grimaced. “Sorry. It’s just . . . They’re harder than the warnings. Those I can act on. These, I can’t, you know, do anything about.”

That made sense. But it was incredible. With the training they’d received at Whitfield, each of their psychic skills had increased. Teddy had discovered she had more than just one ability—why not her friend? “What did you see?” she asked. “The PC?”

Dara shook her head. “I saw the building in the picture as the bomb was going off . . . people screaming, running, bleeding.” She gave a small shudder. “God, it doesn’t get easier.”

Pyro put his hand on Dara’s shoulder. “It’s not supposed to.”

“Did you see anything else? Anything that might help us?” Teddy knew the words sounded callous the moment they left her mouth. But it was too late to take them back. Besides, the real question she wanted to ask, she’d managed to hold back: What about my mother?

Dara’s hands were finally steady enough to hold a glass. She took a sip of water and shook her head.

Teddy’s phone buzzed, breaking an uncomfortable silence. Jillian: Be there in five. Eli coming with. Teddy thought, Ugh, Eli Nevin. She wanted to scream. Jillian had promised to go over PC research. That was particularly critical in light of Dara’s newest vision. But if Jillian was bringing her new boyfriend along—a new boyfriend who didn’t, and couldn’t, know anything about their psychic world—they wouldn’t be able to talk about anything important.

Jillian and Eli had met at an animal shelter at the beginning of the summer. Teddy had never seen anyone as besotted as her former roommate. She’d thought that word irrelevant in this millennium, but Jillian had proved her wrong. Eli, with his Save the Earth T-shirts, and hemp oil and nutritional yeast, and twenty-seven different animal rights petitions he’d made Teddy sign since she’d met him. And he went on and on about HEAT, the nonprofit he ran: Humans for Ethical Animal Treatment.

Teddy didn’t have time for Eli and his causes. None of them had time for Eli and his causes. She—they—had their own cause, their own mission, this summer. And time was running out.

“Hey,” Jillian called out from the hallway. “Eli’s just grabbing some veggie wraps. What’d I miss?” She shucked off her signature fringe jacket. You couldn’t help but notice when Jillian walked into a room, not because the girl was practically six feet tall and built like a brick house, but because she radiated sunshine and puppy dogs and sugar cookies and all the good things that people like Teddy Cannon didn’t.

“Oh, you know, just the fact that Dara had a vision of a PC bombing,” Teddy said. “Nothing too important.”

Jillian paused in the middle of twisting her long blond hair into a topknot. Teddy noticed a new pair of dainty bar studs on her earlobes—a gift from Eli? He’d asked Teddy what to get Jillian for her birthday. Crap. She’d forgotten Jillian’s birthday. It had been, what, last week, the week before? Well, she’d make it up to her. Margaritas at the Cantina as soon as they were back at school. Teddy had just been distracted this summer. Her friends would understand. Jillian, especially, would.

“There’s going to be a bombing?” Jillian asked, eyes wide.

“Was a bombing,” Pyro said. “Past vision. Dara can see past deaths now.”

“When did you start seeing the past?” Jillian asked Dara. “Are you okay?”

That was the right reaction, Teddy realized, making a mental note. Not asking what the vision in particular was about or, worse, how it might help her.

“It’s a new thing,” Dara said. “I didn’t want to tell you all until I was sure. But then I saw this.” She held up the newspaper. “It’s hard to know if something is past or future unless I’m looking at an actual live person in front of me.” She glanced at the photograph on the front page. “Or a dead one.”

Teddy slumped into a chair. “Bottom line, we aren’t any closer to finding the PC,” she said. “Sure, we know some of what they’ve done. But other than Yates and our old classmates, we don’t know who the PC actually are.”

“Well, Yates, our ex-classmates”—Jillian paused to take a fortifying breath—“and your birth mother.”

Teddy’s chest constricted. No one—not even Jillian—had brought up the topic of Teddy’s birth mother all summer. Let alone directly insinuated that she’d been involved in the inner workings of the PC. “That’s not what this is about. I’m”—Teddy paused to correct herself—“we’re trying to find Molly.”

Her friends stayed silent, as if they knew pressing her on this issue could cause her to erupt.

“Besides,” Teddy continued, “just because my mother is with them doesn’t mean she’s with them.” Her eyes went wide as an awful realization struck her. After a summer of researching the past, did they believe her mother was actually a participating member of the PC? Not just a prisoner being forced against her will? “Wait a minute. You can’t really think—”

“We don’t think anything yet,” Pyro said. “We need proof. We need to ask ourselves what Clint would do.”

But thinking about what Clint Corbett would do—dean of Whitfield Institute, ex-cop, friend of Teddy’s birth parents—made Teddy feel even worse.

Clint had personally recruited Teddy last year. And though she wanted to trust him, he’d made that nearly impossible by keeping secrets from her. Secrets about her past. He’d known all along about Sector Three, the covert government training facility where her parents and Derek Yates had worked—or, rather, been experimented on. The facility where her father had died. So yes, she respected Clint. Liked him, even. But on some level, she remained as wary of him as she would be of a crooked Vegas dealer. When it came to doling out the truth, somehow the cards always fell in Clint’s favor.

“All we have are conjectures and—” Pyro said.

“Veggie wraps!” Eli shouted from the hallway.

Teddy shot Jillian a look, then sprang into action. Turned the corkboard around to face the wall and threw one of Jillian’s tapestries over the pile of papers on the floor. Eli had been told the same cover they used for close family and friends: they all attended a school for government and law enforcement trainees. It wasn’t untrue. And certainly nothing in the apartment screamed psychic.

But Teddy didn’t like that Eli was always around. “How much do you think he heard?”

Jillian shrugged. “It’s fine. I told you, we can trust him.”

Teddy rolled her eyes.

“Hey,” Eli said, stepping inside.

Teddy couldn’t blame Jillian for being attracted to him. He was taller than Jillian, with strong shoulders like a swimmer’s, and curly dark brown hair that fell over his forehead in a way that made him look more like a member of a boy band than an activist. Today he was wearing a Greenpeace T-shirt and cargo shorts. Teddy loathed cargo shorts. And anyone who wore them.

“Hey, man,” Pyro said. “We were kind of in the middle of something.”

“No problem,” Eli said. “I can come back later. Just wanted to give Jill her lunch.”

Teddy clenched her jaw. Jillian wasn’t Jill. She was Jillian. Naked-yoga-doing, patchouli-wearing Jillian Blustein. Her roommate.

“Thanks, babe,” Jillian said, kissing him on the cheek.

“Oh, and Teddy, this is for you.” He put down the take-out bag and fished around in one of the pockets of his cargo shorts (All those stupid pockets! What is he hiding?) and handed Teddy a folded piece of white paper.

Teddy glanced at the paper and froze. In a voice she barely recognized as her own, she choked out, “Where did you get this?”

Eli shrugged. “Some guy on the street asked me to bring it up to you.”

“When? Just now?”

“Yeah, like five minutes ago.”

Teddy rushed to the window. She took in the usual people who called the Tenderloin home. Dealers staking out corners for the night, gangs of teens, men and women staggering home after twelve-hour shifts. Dozens of people, but not the one person she wanted to see.

“What is it?” Pyro asked.

Teddy showed him the note. On the outside, in a distinctive scrawl she’d recognized right away, was a single word. Her name. Theodora. But no one ever called her that.

No one except Derek Yates.

Pyro swore, leaning toward the window to search left and right. “He’s gone.”

“Who?” Dara demanded from behind them. “Who’s gone?”

“Should we go down?” Teddy said. “Start looking? Maybe—”

“Waste of time,” Pyro said. “He was gone two seconds after he passed Eli the note.”

Teddy reluctantly agreed. No one was better at disappearing than Derek Yates. Turning away from the window, she unfolded the paper. “Numbers,” she said, scanning the missive. “Just random numbers.”

“If that’s from who we think it is,” Dara put in, “there’s no way those numbers are random. They mean something. What?”

“A phone number?” Jillian suggested.

Teddy shook her head. “Too many digits.”

Suddenly, Eli was over her shoulder. “Those are coordinates. I know because this one time, when we were protesting in . . .”

Teddy didn’t listen to whatever came next. She rushed to get her laptop and keyed the numbers into Google Maps. Heart pounding, she watched as the screen moved from California to Nevada. A small town called Jackpot pinpointed on the map.

“Jackpot,” Dara said. “Anyone heard of it?”

Teddy hadn’t. Although she’d grown up in Vegas, the only association she had with the word jackpot was a generic come-on to lure tourists into handing over their hard-earned cash. The town itself meant nothing to her. She scrolled through her mental time line of suspected PC events. No bombings or assassinations had ever been reported there.

“Maybe he’s messing with you,” Pyro said. “Jackpot, you know. Winner, winner, chicken dinner, except not at all?”

“That saying is messed up,” Eli said. “Poultry farming. Did you know they use arsenic laxatives on chickens?”

God, what is Eli Nevin still doing here?

Ignoring him, Teddy said to Pyro, “Yates isn’t like that. He doesn’t mislead on purpose. He’s giving me a specific clue. I’m just not seeing it.”

“So switch your screen view,” Dara suggested. “What’s at the location?”

Teddy clicked on the street view, and her heart stopped. The computer screen filled with a familiar picture. A cottage. A yellow cottage. The house that she’d dreamed about for as long as she could remember. The dreams had become increasingly vivid as she’d seen, heard, practically felt her mother in the abandoned rooms. Those dreams meant something, Teddy had known, but what? Last year, Clint had told her that the yellow cottage was where her parents had lived while they’d been at Sector Three. The last place they’d called home before her father had died, before her mother had gone missing.

“Teddy? You okay?” Pyro asked.

“We have to go to Jackpot,” Teddy said. “Now.” Turning, she began to grab things she knew she’d need. The bombing folder, for sure. Water bottle. Backpack. Clothes.

Her friends watched, looking bewildered. “I’ll call you later,” Jillian said to Eli. For once, Eli took the hint. He gave Jillian a quick kiss goodbye and left the room.

Once the door closed . . .

“School starts the day after tomorrow, Teddy,” Dara said.

“Which means we have to get to Jackpot tonight.”

“Teddy,” Jillian started.

“Yates wants me to go there. I don’t know why you all aren’t seeing this. It’s what we’ve been waiting for all summer!”

“Teddy,” Pyro said. “Hold on a minute. Yates sends you one slip of paper, and you go running off into the desert? Just like that?”

Her friends looked at her, arms crossed and brows furrowed. Teddy struggled to rein in her impatience. “It’s their house, okay?” She took a shaky breath. “My parents’ house. My house. It’s where we lived while we were at Sector Three. It’s probably a wreck now.” At least in her last dream, it had been. “But if there’s something there that leads me to her . . .”

“Her?” Dara repeated. “You mean Molly?”

Teddy took another breath. Her chest felt tight. “Yes, of course Molly. But also my birth mother.” She shot a glance at Jillian. There. She’d finally said it. What she didn’t want to admit to her friends or even herself. Right now, Yates was her only path to Marysue Delaney.

Pyro, Dara, and Jillian exchanged a look—one that preceded a conversation starting with “We need to talk.” And not the good kind of talk that ended with ice cream and trashy TV.

Pyro spoke first. “Aren’t you taking this too far? I mean, I know it sounds harsh, Teddy, but if your mother wanted to get in touch with you after all these years, she would have done it by now.”

Teddy’s stomach dropped. “Whatever,” she said, turning away to refocus on packing. “This is the only solid lead we’ve had all summer. It may help us find the PC, it may not. But there’s only one way to find out.” She zipped her backpack and tossed it over her shoulder.

“Hold on.” Pyro caught her arm. “If I thought I could talk you out of it, I’d try. But that doesn’t mean I’m going to let you go alone. I’m coming with you.”

“So am I,” Dara said.

Teddy sighed. Despite her show of bravado, the thought of facing Derek Yates alone was terrifying. Realizing Jillian had remained suspiciously silent, Teddy turned to her roommate.

Jillian bit her lip. “I promised I would go to a HEAT meeting in half an hour.”

“Are you saying HEAT’s more important than the PC?”

“No, of course not. I’m saying that I made a promise, and . . . well, I have other commitments.”

“Other commitments? Derek Yates just gave me the exact location of the house where my parents lived, the house that’s haunted my dreams for decades, and you don’t have time?”

Jillian looked at her feet. “I told Eli I’d go. It’s important to him. To me, too.”

“How’s this,” Pyro said. “Teddy and I will leave now. We’ll take my car. And then Jillian and Dara will follow tonight after the meeting. You’ll be, what, an hour behind?”

“At the most,” Jillian said, obviously grateful for the solution. “I’ll pop in and out really quick.”

“Fine. But it’s like a nine-hour drive,” Dara said. “We’re not listening to any Grateful Dead.”

Their discussion of logistics faded into the background. Finally. After months of waiting, poring over newspaper clippings and tracking dead ends, at last they had something. A lead. A clear direction. Teddy followed Pyro down the flight of stairs and to his truck.

Only one problem.

Even though she knew they were driving to Jackpot, to her childhood home, she had no idea what waited there, or what kind of trap Derek Yates might be leading them into.



CHAPTER TWO

TEDDY JERKED AWAKE WHEN HER head bounced against the window of Pyro’s truck. They’d left the smooth blacktop of Highway 93 behind and had turned onto the rough streets of Jackpot, Nevada. She rubbed her head and looked around. Not much to see. Desolate desert landscape stretched for miles in all directions, and plopped down in the middle of it was a rinky-dink town desperately aspiring to Vegas glamour. A smattering of ramshackle businesses, a single casino, and a few hole-in-the-wall bars. Dice Road and Aces Lane. The Royal Flush trailer park.

Neon lights flickered off as they drove past, their arrival coinciding with sunrise. They’d split the driving, Teddy taking the leg from San Francisco to Reno, Pyro hauling in the remaining four hundred miles to Jackpot. Normally, the proximity to poker tables would have made Teddy’s palms itch, but now there were more important things at stake.

Pyro pulled in to the first restaurant they came to—Cactus Pete’s. A perfect match for her prickly mood. Her head hurt. Her shoulder was numb. And her mouth was dry. Nine hours on the road would do that to a girl.

“This okay?” he asked.

She nodded. Sent a text to Jillian and Dara with their location. Jillian replied instantly: About thirty minutes away.

Pyro parked and cut the engine. It was barely five a.m., but gamblers were awake, and that meant there were diners to serve. A waitress left them with menus they didn’t need. Teddy shoved hers aside, too agitated to focus on food. She picked up a paper napkin and began tearing the edges, a nervous habit. A tell if she ever had one.

Pyro studied her over his menu. “How you feeling?”

Teddy put the napkin down, dragged her fingers through her hair. “About as good as I look.”

He took a long moment to look her over. “So, pretty good, huh?”

Teddy allowed a small smile and shook her head. She hadn’t been fishing for compliments. Besides, Pyro knew she’d been nursing a broken heart all summer. More like a broken heart, a bruised ego, and a flattened sense of self-confidence, all courtesy of a failed and ill-considered whatever with Nick Stavros—the FBI liaison at Whitfield. Teddy’s brain told her that she was over Nick. Over his fancy suits and his cute butt and the future they could have had, but her heart—well, her heart was still on the mend.

So, yeah, she could give Pyro another shot, see if he was the medicine she needed to be cured of Nick once and for all. But was that really fair to either of them?

Teddy took a deep breath to fortify herself. Time to put up a roadblock before things went an inch further. It was the Right Thing to Do. “I know things have been a little weird between us,” she began.

He leaned back in the booth, his body causing the plastic of the banquette to wheeze. “Definitely wasn’t the response I was hoping for.”

“Let me guess. You just assumed that we’d sit down here at”—Teddy glanced at her watch—“five-twenty-seven in the morning, you’d say a magic line, and then I’d throw myself at you?”

“Why not? We had a pretty good thing last year, and now that Nick’s out of the picture . . .”

Now that Nick was out of the picture, what? They’d go back to hooking up until someone else caught his eye? Or someone else caught hers? That wasn’t what she wanted. That wasn’t what either of them deserved. Pyro thumbed the edge of the menu, quiet now. Teddy swore she could smell plastic burning. At last he muttered, “What do you want me to say, Teddy?”

“You were the one who brought it up,” she said. “I think it would be best if we agreed to keep things platonic.”

“Best for who?” he asked.

“For both of us. Things are complicated enough as it is. And we’re good friends. I don’t want to lose that.”

“Yeah, friends,” he said. He moved his hand from the menu. Reached under the table, placed it on her knee. The heat traveled from his palm and radiated up her thigh. She needed to move, put a little distance between them before her best intentions went up in smoke. It felt good. Too good. But then chemistry had never been their problem.

She crossed her legs, dislodging his grip. “Trying to change my mind?”

“Depends.” The right side of his mouth ticked up. “Is it working?”

Yes.

“No.”

He laughed.

“What?” she asked.

“For an ex–poker player,” he said, “you’re totally losing your game face.”

She felt her phone buzz in her pocket. Jillian: 15 minutes away.

Teddy cleared her throat and sat up straighter. “We need to focus, Pyro. There’s a reason we’re here. And it’s not about you and me.” She tucked her phone away and looked at him. Even if he said her poker face currently sucked, she wasn’t playing him. “I’m scared,” she confessed. “All this time searching. Now I’m finally here. Truth is, I’m terrified about what I might find.” She felt in her pocket for the photograph she had of her birth parents. The one that included both Clint and Yates. Taken back when the four of them were young, hopeful, bright eyed and bushy tailed, and whatever. When they’d first met at Sector Three. She pushed it across the table toward Pyro.

Pyro picked up the photograph, then turned it over so the image faced down. “I know what it’s like to want answers. After my partner died, I couldn’t let it go: Why didn’t I see the gun sooner, why didn’t I react faster? I spent years torturing myself that it was somehow my fault. And after this summer . . .”

“What happened this summer?” Teddy asked.

Pyro lifted his shoulder. “The guy was up for parole. I had to testify. I didn’t follow protocol that night, and they used it against me. Now he’s out on a shorter sentence.”

“Lucas—” Teddy reached out across the table.

“All that time beating myself up about it didn’t change anything. Sometimes the past is best left alone. The only direction we can move is forward.”

Teddy pulled her hand away.

And that was where they left it. With absolutely nothing resolved as the waitress appeared to take their orders. Coffee. Omelets. Western for her; bacon, cheddar, and avocado for him. Rye toast and home fries for them both. The door to the diner opened, and Jillian and Dara strolled inside, drawing stares of open curiosity from the locals at the counter. But then, it was hard not to stare. They stood out. Even looking wrecked from hours of driving.

They slid into the booth with Teddy and Pyro. Dara announced she wasn’t getting back into that car without coffee. And maybe a couple eggs. Also hash browns, toast, grapefruit, and a few cheese Danishes, just to keep their strength up.

“I couldn’t sleep at all,” Dara said, and groaned. “Jillian chants while she drives. She chants.”

“I was clearing the animal energy from the road,” Jillian protested. “Warning them we were coming. What if I’d hit a squirrel?”

Teddy tuned out the ensuing argument. After what felt like the longest breakfast of her life—though in reality it was probably no more than twenty minutes—all four of them piled into Pyro’s truck, leaving Dara’s car at the diner to retrieve later, and got back on the road.

They drove through the town of Jackpot, leaving its cheesy casino, auto parts stores, shuttered movie theaters, and broken-down dive bars behind. The downtown dropped off as quickly as it began. Then the GPS directed them into the suburbs. A few miles more and the houses spread farther and farther apart until they disappeared altogether. It felt like they were leaving civilization. Just barren ground, miles of shrubs, rocks, and early-morning sky. It may as well have been the end of the world.

At last they drove onto a crude roadway. Nothing more than a long, worn patch of dirt on Teddy’s right. A turnoff so inconsequential they would have sped right past it had the GPS not alerted them to the coordinates they’d entered.

Pyro slowed, shifted gears, and took the turn. Teddy swallowed hard. This was it. It had to be.

When Pyro came to a stop, so did Teddy’s heart. It took a long, shocked moment for her to reconcile the house that had haunted her for years, one that had been so full of life and warmth, with the dilapidated structure she saw now. Even though, rationally, she knew the house had changed over time—she’d seen as much in her most recent dreams—she was nonetheless unprepared for how badly deteriorated the once charming home had become.

The exterior paint was no longer a warm golden yellow but faded and cracked. Weather-beaten asphalt shingles peeled off the roof. The front shutters swayed off the window hinges, which protected nothing but broken panes of glass. Tangled weeds replaced the carefully tended garden. And the front door? The door that her mother had opened time and again in Teddy’s dreams and beckoned her inside? Gone. Nothing left but an ugly, gaping hole.

Pyro’s hand landed softly on her shoulder. “Hey,” he said. “We’ve seen it. We can go if you want.”

“No.” Teddy steeled her nerves and reached for the door handle. “I’m going inside.”

Pyro shook his head. “This is probably Yates’s idea of a joke.”

Teddy shook her head. “Dara was right. That isn’t like Yates. If he brought me here, it’s for a reason.” She slipped out of her seat and heard the other doors slam behind her in quick succession. And then her friends were at her side.

“So, this is it,” Dara said, sizing up the house. “Definitely worth nine hours driving with Jillian.”

Jillian, as though she’d been waiting for her cue, chose that moment to squeal, “Oh my gosh! Look!”

Teddy nearly jumped out of her skin. Pyro wheeled around while Dara shrieked, “What?”

“There! Just beyond that bush—a greater sage grouse! Do you have any idea how lucky we are to see one? They’re just off the endangered list!”

Teddy let out a shaky breath. Beside her, Pyro did the same. “C’mon, Jillian,” he said, “could you just give us a warning next time?”

If Jillian heard him, she gave no indication. She went down on all fours, trying to coax the startled bird out from behind the bush where it was hiding.

“That’s it,” Dara said. “I’m done. I am not driving back with her. I’ll ride in Pyro’s back seat. I’ll skateboard. I’ll hitchhike. I’ll walk. But I will not spend another moment in the car with her.”

Teddy ignored them all. She approached the house and climbed the rickety front steps. She passed through the threshold, and she was inside. Dust, mold, and animal urine assaulted her nose. Although the interior was too dim for her to make out much initially, she heard the scratchy panic of mice scrabbling against the floorboards. Then her eyes adjusted, and she took in the rooms around her.

Bare of nearly everything. Stripped and neglected. Nothing left in the entryway but a broken wooden chair and pieces of shattered pottery that might have been a vase or a bowl. Faded rose-patterned paper, half-peeled from the wall. Teddy took it all in. Every despairing detail. This had been her home. She’d hoped to see something familiar, something that triggered a memory—an echo of her mother’s voice, an image of her childhood—but all she saw were stripped walls and broken floorboards. There was nothing left. Nothing whole. Everything was wrecked, destroyed, abandoned.

She scanned the room, searching for clues to what had happened here, as if the place were a crime scene. Like she’d learned in her classes at school.

Having finished with her sweep of the lower level, she moved toward the staircase and proceeded upward. When she reached the second-floor landing, a voice greeted her.

“I was wondering when you’d show up, Theodora.”



CHAPTER THREE

DEREK YATES STOOD IN THE doorway of an upstairs room, mere feet away. For months, he’d remained elusive. And now that the man stood in front of her, it felt, well, anticlimactic. In prison, he’d appeared polished and put together. Despite his circumstances, he’d emanated power and control.

But the Yates standing before her wasn’t the Yates she remembered. His beard was overgrown, his hair unkempt, his clothes unwashed. He’d lost weight. And though he appeared a shadow of the person she’d met in San Quentin, one look into his eyes told her that he wasn’t someone to be trifled with. There was no mistaking the glittering intelligence lurking there. She sent a pulse of energy to her mental shield, willing the electric walls higher. She wasn’t letting Derek Yates into her head, whether he took the guise of a psychic spy or a panhandler who slept beneath highway underpasses. Either way, he was dangerous.

“Welcome home,” he said.

Teddy laughed despite herself. This wasn’t her home. There was nothing for her here. Nothing but Derek Yates and his games. She’d been played by him once again. He’d passed on a kernel of hope, and she’d devoured it like a last meal.

“What do you want?”

“It’s about what we both want, Theodora.”

“Oh? What’s that?”

“Information.”

He held her gaze, and she stared right back. She expected him to push into her head, or try to, but . . . nothing. Nothing on top of the piles of nothing that she had already collected early this morning.

Then he took a step toward her. As he moved from the doorway, Teddy could see into the room behind him: a sleeping bag on the floor, a pile of clothes, a neat stack of canned food, a cache of water bottles. Derek Yates had been living here. Not just waiting for her. She stashed away the piece of information as he closed the door behind him.

“Teddy?” Pyro called up the stairwell.

“Good, you didn’t come alone.” Yates brushed past her and walked briskly down the stairs. “We have work to do.”

He left no choice but to follow. Down the stairs, back to the entryway. Yates looked between her friends. It was then that she realized they’d never seen him in person. She’d told them about her encounter at San Quentin, about the note she’d received at the Cantina. But they’d never met. “Pyro—I mean, Lucas—Dara, and Jillian,” Teddy said, gesturing to each of her friends. “This is Derek Yates.”

He scanned them dismissively, as if he’d sized them up and found them wanting. “I suppose they’ll have to do.”

Pyro gave one of his signature smirks. “We don’t have to do anything, you—”

Yates narrowed his eyes. Pyro stumbled back as though an invisible hand had shoved him against the wall.

“What the hell was that for?” Pyro said, catching his breath.

“Respect,” Yates said. “Show some.”

Pyro lunged for Yates, but Teddy grabbed hold of his jacket to stop him.

“If we’re finished with theatrics, we have business to attend to.” Yates smoothed his shirt deliberately, even though Pyro hadn’t been close to laying a hand on him. “I brought Theodora here—”

“You sent a cryptic string of numbers via Jillian’s boyfriend,” Dara interrupted.

“You figured it out. Anything else would have led them straight here.”

“Who?” Teddy said. “The Patriot Corps?”

Yates’s eyes flashed, but he didn’t reply. As if on cue, a rumbling in the distance. Trucks. “There’s been activity at the base nearby. I need to confirm who’s behind it. And why.”

The base nearby. Teddy didn’t know why it hadn’t hit her sooner. She’d known she’d be returning to the yellow house that haunted her dreams. But her subconscious had resisted putting two and two together. If she was going to Jackpot, that meant she was going to Sector Three.

She raced through the entryway, out the door, down the steps. The morning desert air was cool against her suddenly flaming skin.

“Wait,” Yates called from behind her. “Wait.”

Teddy felt him at the edges of her mind, but her shield held strong. He caught her wrist, jerked her to a stop. “Not yet. You’re not ready.”

Teddy pulled free. “Which way? Where is it?” She was probably less than a dozen miles from where her parents had been tortured. Where her father had died. In the anticipation of seeing her childhood home, where her story began, she hadn’t realized that she’d also be within reach of where her father’s story ended.

“All in good time, Theodora. Come back inside. We have matters to discuss.”

Time wasn’t good. Time wasn’t on her side. “No,” she said, “I’m tired of waiting. I’ve waited all summer. I’ve waited my whole life.”

Yates scanned the horizon as if following the sound of the trucks in the distance. He glanced at the doorway, where Pyro, Jillian, and Dara huddled together, watching them. Then his gaze settled on Teddy. “You look like your mother,” he said. “But you sound like your father. Impatient. Impulsive.” Birds chirped around them. The sun had risen and broken through the ghost of desert mist. It would be a good morning for a hike, or some other normal outdoorsy hipster activity, if she didn’t have other shit to deal with.

Yates continued, “When I finally decided to abandon the Patriot Corps, I asked Marysue to come with me. But she wouldn’t.” He studied Teddy. “After all they had done to her. After what they did to your father. She still wouldn’t leave. She told me she had chosen her path.”

Teddy felt her body stiffen. For years she’d been desperate to learn anything about her birth mother. All summer, she’d been trying to rationalize why Marysue had stayed with the PC. She didn’t want to believe Yates. Didn’t want to believe that her mother could have committed the crimes she’d read about, been a willing participant in a group that had caused such atrocities.

“You’re lying.”

“I’m many things, Theodora. But I’m not a liar.”

She thought back to when she’d met Yates in San Quentin and acknowledged the truth in that. Derek Yates was manipulative, self-serving, cunning. But he wasn’t a liar.

“Before we went our separate ways,” he continued, “Marysue asked me to find you. To give you something. The fact that I’ve been in prison for years has delayed her request, but we find ourselves in an interesting situation: now, I think, we find ourselves on the same side.”

The same side? Absurd. Last year she’d thought he was innocent, but he’d used her. He probably would again. She should turn and walk away. Jump in Pyro’s truck and head back to school.

But Yates had something for her. Something from her mother. She had nothing from her birth parents. Only an old photo. Another object delivered by Yates. Another move to manipulate her into doing his bidding when the timing seemed right. And still she felt herself yearning for it, for some connection to her past. “What is it?”

“If you agree to help me, I’ll give it to you.”

Teddy narrowed her eyes. “That wasn’t the deal. That’s not what you said. You said my mother gave you something to give to me.”

“A promise I intend to honor—with certain conditions, of course.”

Naturally. “What do you want?”

A quick shake of his head. “I don’t like having these conversations in the open. You never know who may be listening. We’ll talk inside.” He turned and made his way back to the house, clearly confident that she would follow.

Teddy dug her nails into her palms. Ever since starting at Whitfield, she’d felt like everyone else held all the cards, and no matter how many moves ahead she tried to play, she was always playing from behind.

No longer. That ended now. With each step toward the house, Teddy’s resolve hardened.

“You all right?” Pyro asked, as she followed Yates into the house.

“I’m fine.” She was done with Yates parceling out information at his own pace. She wanted to know why she was here. Now. “Enough with the games, Yates. Whatever my mother wanted me to have is mine. So give it to me.”

“Agree to help and it’s yours. Trust me, Theodora.”

“Teddy, what’s he talking about?” Pyro asked.

Ignoring Pyro, she held Yates’s gaze for a long, steady beat. Trusting Yates was about as likely as a royal flush on a flop. But using him the way he used her? That she could do. So she’d give her word, agree to help him. Maybe she would, maybe she wouldn’t. Not the most honorable move, but that was exactly what Yates would do. He’d use her and then disappear.

She thought for a moment, then said, “What would be different this time? You’d get what you want and then vanish.”

“Couldn’t you find him telepathically if he tried to get away?” Jillian said.

The corner of Yates’s mouth twitched. Teddy knew that breaking in to his head was like breaking out of Alcatraz. He reached into his pocket for a pencil and a scrap of paper. Wrote something down, then passed it to Teddy.

She glanced at it. “A post office box in Santa Fe?”

“Write me and I’ll come to you. And don’t for a moment consider staking out the post office for my arrival. That will be forwarded to another city, and then another, until it comes to me. No email, no phone numbers. We’re going old-school, Theodora. Safer for everyone that way.”

“And I’m supposed to trust this?”

“It’s more than I’ve given anyone else before.”

Not perfect. Not even close. But at least she had some link to Yates. A string she could pull when she needed it. “You have a deal,” she said.

Yates nodded and disappeared into the kitchen, leaving the Misfits alone in the hallway. Her friends stared at her in appalled surprise.

“Teddy, what are you thinking?” Dara said.

“She’s obviously not,” Pyro said, “if she’d willingly make a bargain with Derek Yates. Jesus, Teddy.”

She shook her head, ignoring their concerned stares. No time for explanations. Yates returned with a small bundle wrapped in beige muslin and passed it to her. She studied it for a moment in agitated silence. Something from her mother. It should have been hers years ago. But would she have been ready for it? Before she’d known about her birth parents, Whitfield, Sector Three, psychics? She wanted the moment to be private. Instead, her friends and Yates looked on as she carefully unwrapped the yellowing fabric. Inside, a familiar object: a large purple stone in a silver setting, hung on a matching chain. Teddy recognized it from the photograph she had of her parents. “It’s her necklace.”

“What does it do?” Dara asked. “Or is it just sentimental?”

“Crystals help certain psychic abilities,” Jillian said. She stepped closer, peering at the stone. “Ametrine. It’s a combination of amethyst and citrine. Rare to form together in quartz. Every stone is different. It has properties of both, but it harmonizes them, too.”

“There wasn’t a note?” Teddy asked. But a note would have been too easy. And Teddy Cannon’s life was anything but. She held the pendant between her fingers, felt the smooth surface of the polished crystal. She’d expected answers, not a memento. She turned the stone over in her hands, studying it for a clue, waiting for something, anything, to happen. But nothing did. Her frustration rocketed. Essentially, she’d just made a deal with the devil for an accessory.

“So, what, that’s it?” Pyro asked.

“That’s it?” Yates mocked. He looked ready to push Pyro through the wall, not just up against it. “Marysue Delaney was a powerful psychic. An astral traveler.”

Astral travel. The ability to move through both space and time. Clint had mentioned her mother’s skill last year, but so far, Teddy hadn’t shown any aptitude for it.

Yates continued: “I don’t know how that stone works, but she always had it on her, Theodora. I never saw her take it off. Not once. Not until I told her I was leaving. And then she begged me to get it to you.”

“But how do I use it? I’m not a traveler, I can barely—”

A low groan interrupted her. Dara stumbled, clutching her head. “Crap. It’s happening again.”

“A death warning?” Jillian said, worry in her voice.

“I’m not sure. It’s jumbled. Fire and explosion. And—” Dara’s knees buckled. She reached for the wall to steady herself. “I see the Sector Three symbol.”

“A past vision,” Pyro suggested. “The explosion. Teddy’s father—”

“Old news,” Yates interrupted, his cool demeanor back in place. “There are larger things at stake here. What concerns us at this moment is the present—what’s happening on that base today.”

An echo of her conversation with Pyro in the diner ran through Teddy’s mind. Pyro had told her to forget the past and focus on the future. Yates was telling her the same thing. But she had to understand her past in order to move forward. That was the point of all this, wasn’t it?

“I have a plan,” Yates said. “But you’ll have to follow my instructions exactly.”

Teddy watched him look around the room, sizing up her friends. And that was when it hit her. Yates needed her. Needed them. He hadn’t brought them here just to deliver her mother’s necklace. His next words proved her assessment correct: “We’ve got to move fast if we want to get in before the guards change shifts.”

“Wait a minute,” Pyro said. “What guards? Get in where?”

Yates delivered a withering look, then unzipped a slim backpack. Teddy watched as he loaded in a small camera, a knife, water bottles, and a heavy piece of rope—supplies, she realized—before zipping it closed and putting it on. He walked to the door, then paused. “I thought you would have figured it out by now. We’re breaking in to Sector Three.”



CHAPTER FOUR

TEDDY FOLLOWED DEREK YATES OUT the back door and down a path that ran east, carrying them deeper into the desert. As soon as she’d realized that Sector Three was mere miles away, there’d been no question that she’d do anything to see it. But her friends? She tried to guess without going into their heads what had motivated them to agree to join Yates’s mission (that was psychic friendship 101, after all, and especially frowned upon for a student at Whitfield Institute).

It hadn’t been necessary with Jillian, anyway. When another greater sage grouse ambled in the direction of the reactivated base, Jillian proclaimed the bird’s appearance as a sign. Teddy didn’t know much about signs, or the endangered wildlife of the Nevada desert, but anything that turned her once reluctant friend in the mission’s favor worked for her. Dara, Teddy guessed, wanted to see the source of her latest vision, or maybe search for Molly. As for Pyro, he’d probably come to make certain they didn’t get caught, hurt, or, considering Yates was involved, worse—killed.

To Teddy’s left, a mountain range loomed in the distance, its stony peaks rising somewhere across the Idaho border. To her right was nothing but stark desert plateau, interrupted only by an occasional scattering of large rock formations. Yates directed them due south and then east again, cutting across flat, miserable ground rife with prickly scrub brush and thorny cacti. Even if she’d wanted to, Teddy couldn’t have tracked their location. It just looked like the damn desert. The perfect breeding ground for snakes and other slithering creatures.
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