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DEDICATION

To Alex, my baby girl. You make it all worth it every time you smile.





PROLOGUE

It all started when the spoon bent.

I didn’t mean to do it. It just happened, completely out of the blue at Stanford University’s Christmas party, among Mom’s nerdy colleagues and their families. One second I was staring at my reflection in my coffee spoon, waiting for Charlie to stop talking to my mom about college, and the next moment the spoon was bent at a ninety-degree angle in my hand.

“What were you thinking just then?” a voice asked inches from my ear. It was a washed-up looking hippie, with stringy blond hair and the stubble of a beard.

I tucked the spoon into my purse before anyone else could see it. “I was thinking how stirring coffee has just become problematic?”

I glanced over at Charlie and Mom to make sure they hadn’t noticed the bent spoon. They hadn’t. Not that they would, with Mom trying to convince Charlie of the hundred reasons he should stay in San Francisco forever, rather than taking her only child away from her. It struck me that the problem with being an only child is the word only.

“Can you do that again?” the hippie asked, and reached for the spoon in my purse.

I put my hand over my purse. “You do realize that I don’t know you, right?”

He sighed and withdrew his hand. “You’re right. I should spend the next hour explaining how I know about the migraines that paralyze you several times a week, and how, when you’re falling asleep sometimes, you suddenly know things that you shouldn’t know, things that are in other people’s minds.”

I felt my mouth fall open in surprise.

“And then I should explain how you sometimes guess what’s going to happen long before it does,” he continued, “and you see really terrifying things happening to people, and how you’ve tried to hide these things from the people you love, scared they’ll call you a—”

“Freak,” I whispered.

“And after we’ve gone through all that, assuming we won’t have been interrupted by your mom or boyfriend, I’ll ask you to bend the spoon again, and you’ll do it because you’ll know that someone finally understands you, and that your future is going to be very different from now on than how you had ever imagined it to be.”

I took the spoon out and handed it to him. He straightened it between both hands, and handed it back to me. “Name’s Indigo,” he said.

“Mine’s Callie,” I said, and then, when he smiled in response, I added, “but you probably already know that.”

He nodded, and I quickly glanced over at Charlie and Mom, who were still in a passionate discussion about college.

“The things you see in your mind—they’re real,” Indigo said. “The fact that you can see them makes you a target, and if the people you love know the truth about what you can do”—he nodded toward Mom and Charlie—“they become targets too.”

I swallowed hard. “Targets?”

Indigo nodded. “You know what I’m talking about.”

That was just it: I did know what he was talking about. I had seen people in my mind dying in the most horrible ways. Somehow I knew that those people were targets, but of whom or why, I had no idea.

Around us, the room buzzed with activity. Kids ran around, spilling sodas out of their plastic Stanford cups, and parents yelled vague instructions to them while carrying on conversations about left-wing politics. In the midst of it all, we were completely unnoticed by the partygoers.

I first checked to make sure Charlie and Mom weren’t watching, and then I held the spoon out in front of me. In the curved metal surface, I could see two faces side by side: my confused face and Indigo’s smile. When the spoon bent again, his smile got bigger.

“Focus that same energy somewhere else,” he said. “Test it.”

At the time, I didn’t know exactly why I was doing what he told me to do, but it was as if I couldn’t do anything else—like this moment had been waiting for me all these years, and I just had to live it. When I focused on a metal light switch across the room, I felt this intense confidence, this feeling that my life was mine alone, and that I could go anywhere and do anything with it. As this feeling surged through me, I felt heat sliding down my arm into my fingertips.

“Test your power,” Indigo said.

It was like the word “power” flipped some switch inside me. I lost focus, and my gaze slid a few inches over, to a small metal box.

The fire alarm went off.

Everyone screamed and ran for the exits, grabbing their kids along the way. Across the room, I saw Charlie and Mom headed toward me, and when I looked over, Indigo was gone. Ice-cold drops of sprinkler water pelted my skin and I tensed from the cold. In my fist, where the spoon had been, there was now a card with a phone number on it. Right then, I knew that everything had changed.

I would never be normal again.





CHAPTER ONE

[image: ]

“Callie?” Indigo says from across the darkened room. I open my eyes, suddenly realizing that I’ve written the word normal, and I’m drawing a dark box around it. “What are you seeing now?” he asks. Indigo’s voice is so familiar by now it amazes me that I’ve only known him for a little over a year. So many things have happened since the Christmas party, things I can never say aloud to protect the safety of our nation, and the people I love.

I look at the word normal stretched across the white copy paper, mingling with the drawings of cargo ships and parts of radioactive bombs. “Sorry,” I whisper, wishing it wasn’t too late to hide the paper. I focus again, this time on what I’m supposed to be looking at. The aircraft carrier.

I let myself sink into a trance again, and my mind feels like it is twisting, stretching. The world slips past me, faster and faster, until the blur makes me dizzy. I fall into the shattering of it, the rough pieces of images real and imagined merging into a kaleidoscope of colors. As the dizzying colors get brighter, my mind wanders to places thousands of miles away, to an ocean I’ve seen a hundred times, but never with my own eyes.

“Callie? Are you okay?” The voice comes from far away, as distant as a dying star, and I’m suddenly remembering the day Mom told me Dad was never coming back, and the way the truth crushed me under its unbearable weight. That was back when I valued truth, and finding out I had been lied to meant something—back before I knew everything was a lie.

“Callie?” the voice says, and now faster, dizzier, into a white space, a space without anything, no walls, no boundaries, just the deep blue ocean, and the reflection of something (me? a bird?) skipping across the water. “She’s not responding,” the voice says, and the backward count begins. “Ten . . . nine . . . eight . . .”

I feel myself being sucked out of this world, and I’m grasping onto nothing, my arms flailing out like a bird.

“Seven . . . six . . . five . . .”

And then I see it.

Weaving in and out of reflections, the aircraft carrier coasts almost motionlessly across the waves. I swoop closer, constricting myself until I fit through the carrier tower’s solid steel roof.

I taste metal. I am vapor. I am moving and not moving, all at once.

When I emerge into the control room, I see the Russian captain directing aircraft activity from his stately leather chair. “He’s still there,” I say aloud.

The counting stops abruptly. “Where’s the target?” Indigo asks.

I am aware of the pen in my hand, and the sheets of paper I’m pressing the pen against, but I don’t watch as my hand moves in jagged lines across the paper. I just feel my way through the sketch, slowly developing what I see in my mind until it’s a clear picture on the paper, a picture of a control room with the captain in his chair and the helmsman steering the ship and, on the deck directly below them, wispy red smoke.

“I see the target,” I say.

The red smoke is why I’m here. Unlike the other psychic viewers, I can see a rare type of electromagnetic radiation. This type of radiation is found in several different metals, many of which power your standard X-ray machine, TV set, or computer chip. Or your deadly, military-grade laser on a Russian aircraft carrier thousands of miles across the ocean.

The radiation is the reason only I can work this case: I’m the only psychic at Branch 13 who can see it. We all have our own specific talents, and this very one just happens to be mine. This is why Indigo calls me his secret weapon. But I don’t like thinking of myself, of my mind, as a weapon. Something created to hurt people.

“What’s the target’s location?” Indigo asks. “And which direction is it facing?”

“It’s on the fantail,” I respond. “Facing the bow.”

“Good,” Indigo says, writing down the location on an index card and clipping it onto a sealed manila envelope. “We’re done for the day.”

There are some clichés that are true.

One of them is that people are like books, full of adventure and romance and dark moments. But if we are all books, my book is more fiction than nonfiction. Even the index is all lies; each chapter is invented to make me look like a normal girl.

The truth is that I’m the kind of book most people never open. I don’t blame them, not really. According to my boyfriend, Charlie, I don’t allow anyone to get close enough to me to let them peek inside. Unlike him. Charlie is one of those people with nothing to hide. He assumes the world is an open book, a place where all is revealed if we just read it. That’s one of the things I love about him.

He’s easy to lie to.

These are the basic facts about me:

I am seventeen.

I live in San Francisco.

I work for a secret government agency.

I am a psychic spy.





CHAPTER TWO

Right now, all over the world, there are psychics searching for dangerous weapons, biological hazards, serial killers. But you’ll never know about it. The government will deny it. “That is not reliable information,” they will say, not mentioning the hundreds of psychics behind closed doors, accurately finding kidnapped people and murder victims. They won’t tell you about how some minds can see below the ground, above the earth, backward and forward in time. And they won’t tell you that some of them are housed in mental institutions, or that one of them is your neighbor, or that one of them is below the legal voting age. Or that, for those people, life is a secret they can’t share, so they are always alone, except for one place: in their own minds.

Indigo and I may be done viewing for the day, but that doesn’t mean I can go home. Our monthly training, as short as it may be, comes way too often for my taste. I sigh and lean back against the couch cushions, my body stiff from hours of viewing.

While Indigo leaves the viewing room to drop the sealed manila envelope into the Completed Sessions file, I crumple up the paper with the word NORMAL on it. He’s always saying how lucky I am to have such a gift at my age, and I don’t want him to know the truth: that sometimes my ability feels less like a blessing, and more like a curse, pain reserved only for me. I mean, what if I don’t want to see the future? What if I just want a normal life? I toss the crumpled-up paper at the trash can, but it bounces off the edge and rolls across the floor. I pick it up, back up a few feet, and throw it again, but I’m an inch too far to the left.

“So much for practice making perfect,” I mutter under my breath.

“Don’t forget about training this afternoon,” Indigo says, coming back into the viewing room. He picks up the crumpled paper and pauses by the trashcan to unfold it. “Normal?” he asks, raising his eyebrows.

I shrug. “I obviously wasn’t writing about you.”

He grins. “Obviously.”

“Let’s just do this training thing,” I say, planting my scuffed combat boots on the floor. I’m never excited to stay late after work, as much as I love what I do. By the time I’ve viewed a full session, and then written an extensive deposition of the day’s session, I’m exhausted. But I admit I’m lucky: unlike Martina and Pat, I don’t emerge with mental bruises from my training with Indigo. He tries to break into my mind, of course, and I try to defend my mind in return, a sort of mental sparring, but when he gets in, he doesn’t yell “Yahtzee!” the way he does with the adult viewers—he just irritates me exceptionally well.

“Still hiding that acceptance letter from your mom?” Indigo asks calmly, sitting down in the chair across from me.

“Read my mind much?” I joke, although I know our gifts don’t work like that. Using psychic powers is like finding a single grain of sand in a desert: you have to focus deeply on what you’re looking for, and after sifting through the desert, one grain shines a little more brightly than the others, and that’s what you focus on. It’s not something we can just do, like flipping a light switch. It often takes hours to do one session, and since the process is so brain-draining, one session is all Indigo allows us to do per day.

“Nope, no mind reading going on here,” Indigo says. “You’re just predictable.” He balls up the paper again and throws it at the trash can. “And the crowd goes wild!” He grins.

“Yay,” I say without enthusiasm.

Indigo looks at me closely. “For this training, try to close down the emotion.”

“You do know you’re saying that to a teenage girl, right?” I ask, kicking my combat boots impatiently into the floor. “Almost ready,” I say. I pull out my Chapstick and run it over my lips, and then flick some of my hair out of my eyes. “Okay, I’m ready.”

“You don’t need to do your nails or anything?” Indigo jokes.

I look down at my unpainted fingernails, made worse by my chewed-to-hell cuticles. When I’m stressed, they’re the first to go. “Going à la nude,” I say. “Watch out.”

Indigo picks up a file folder on the table and flips through the worksheets we’ve already completed in the past dozen training sessions. “Here we are,” he says, stopping at a file. “Reading body language.”

“Not again,” I groan.

Indigo nods, and I can tell that there’s no negotiating on this even though we’ve been over it at least five times. I know that reading body language is important since the people I’m watching in my sessions are often lying, and for the sake of national security, I need to know exactly what they’re saying and what it really means. If I was able to reach the second level of psychic power—influencing through either mind control or altering physical matter, like bending metal, I would be able to not only read minds, but change people’s decisions and environments. Indigo tries to push me to get there, but ever since my first and only time metal bending, I haven’t come close. So far I can only watch things happen, hand over the information I see, and hope the CIA does something about it.

“Ask me a question,” Indigo says, officially starting the session. He settles his face into a perfectly blank stare.

“Am I your favorite viewer at the agency?”

“No.” Indigo’s face stays as blank as a sheet of paper, but I notice that his eyebrows draw slightly upward, making soft lines appear across his forehead, and he purses his lips minutely. Barely noticeable, but telltale micro-expressions of someone who’s lying.

“Easy peasy,” I say, rubbing my hands together to let him know I’m just getting started.

“You can’t ask questions you already know the answer to,” Indigo complains.

“It’s possible you could have another favorite here,” I respond.

“Like who?”

I shrug. “Not satisfied with my question? Fine. You ask one, then.”

“How about this one?” Indigo says. “Tell me which one of these things is a lie: I was born in Indiana under a different name. My father’s name was Joe and he had three cows and a goat named Chicken Little. I got As in school but decided college wasn’t for me.”

I watch Indigo carefully throughout the entire story, noticing every time his eyes shift to the right or he shuffles his feet or touches his mouth. “You were a C student,” I finally say, and he nods. “Real name?” I ask.

“Gary,” he says. “Changed it when I moved here.” Indigo glances at his watch, and a concerned look flickers over his face. He abruptly stands up and smooths out the wrinkles in his royal blue pants with glow-in-the-dark stars. Sometimes I can’t believe I work for a dude who looks like his own constellation. “Let’s cut this one short,” Indigo says. “Say hi to your mom for me.”

“You know how she feels about this whole thing.” I sigh.

Indigo’s still under the illusion that my mom signed the legal form for me to work at Branch 13 as a minor. Even though the form said my position was a “governmental internship,” if Mom found out even one hint of what I was doing, she would dig until she found the truth. And as Indigo warned me in the beginning—if people know what I do, they could end up being targets of the criminals we are searching for—I knew I couldn’t take the chance. So I threw the legal form in front of Mom as she ran out of the house, late for a lecture on astrophysics. She didn’t even ask what she was signing, and “field trip” more than sufficed. To this day, I just maintain that Mom’s uncomfortable with the whole thing, and Indigo never brings it up or asks to meet her.

“She’ll come around eventually,” Indigo says.

I stand up and shrug into my faded hoodie. “Tomorrow, then?”

Indigo salutes me. “Mañana, chica. The good fight continues.”





CHAPTER THREE

I’m not surprised that my house is empty when I get home. It’s more like a show home, a modern series of glass boxes placed together, never intended for “family use.” Of course, my mom didn’t ever expect to have a child. Because of something to do with Mom’s uterus, she lived childless until she was forty. And then—surprise! I was born with a full head of jet black hair and eyes gray as steel, and “small as a baby kitten,” she always says. I’m still on the short side, but that’s the only thing small about me, at least according to Mom. She always describes the day of my birth as both “amazing” and “quite painful,” like she accidentally shoved a metal spear into her foot, and had to leave work early to get it out. But Mom’s like that; she doesn’t sugarcoat things. That’s why she refuses to have a television in our house. “It’s the opiate of the masses,” she told me when I was little. “Invented to keep us dumb.”

I take off my shoes by the door and cross the stark white living room into our gleaming black marble kitchen. Like every Tuesday night during the school year, there’s a note on the counter.

I’ll be home after class. Make yourself some dinner, xo Mom, it says.

The XO makes me laugh. Mom is kind and loving, but she’s not a hugger, not by a long shot. I wrench open the fridge, reach past a bottle of white wine and a carton of skim milk, and grab the box of leftover pizza.

“Pineapples and ham,” I mutter. “What a combo. Who would’ve thunk it?” I pick off the juiciest piece of pineapple and pop it into my mouth, and then grab a National Geographic out of the pile of magazines on the kitchen counter. It flops open it to a picture of white shuttered houses climbing a hillside. Now that’s the life. Peaceful. Innocent. Most likely radioactive-metal free.

I finish my pizza, and then I take a spoon out of the silverware drawer and try to bend it with my mind. It doesn’t work. Indigo says that many psychics can bend spoons occasionally—it’s a recognized sign that you might have extrasensory powers—but it doesn’t mean you can bend metal with your mind on a regular basis. It’s more like a one-time entrance fee to a very exclusive club—a club I will never fit in to, because after that night, to my endless frustration, I’ve never been able to bend metal again.

I hear a knock on the front door. I drop the spoon and flip around to see Charlie leaning slightly into the doorway, his black hair falling into his copper eyes. “Sand piles,” he says, and grins. His easy smile wraps around me, makes me feel warm inside.

“Hoover Tower,” I respond, coming into the living room to meet him. Charlie and I have this secret game: we say what reminded us of each other during the day. We’ve been playing it for almost six months, and we’ve never missed a day. Sometimes it’s a bird fleeting across the sky, or a poster of a cat hanging from a tree. But today, it’s absurdly phallic.

“I thought you might be home,” he says, coming in and closing the door lightly behind him. “And alone.” As soon as the door is closed, he cups his hands around my face and kisses me. His lips are soft, and he smells like salty earth. “Oh, and as rockin’ hot as ever.”

Charlie can always make me blush. He’s the only one who can, though. No matter how many guys compliment my gray eyes (read: boobs) or shiny black hair (read: butt), he’s the only guy whose words really mean something to me.

“Hmmm . . .” I fade into his arms, grateful that out of all the people at Bleeding Heart Catholic School—or as we called it, Bloody Hell—we found each other. And when I graduated high school last December—a semester earlier than Charlie and everyone else in my grade, thanks to Indigo’s need for me to start viewing immediately, and full time—he was the one person I missed seeing in the halls every day.

Charlie bites my lip, and I shove him playfully, and we get into an all-out wrestling match, right there in the living room. When we’re finished, and I’m pinned beneath him on the couch, sweating, he asks, “Hoover Tower?”

“Unusual choice,” I admit. Two hundred eighty-five feet tall, topped with forty-eight bells that President Hoover declared should only be rung for peace, it is not exactly sexy. But sturdy, and strong, and always there. “Sand piles?”

“Ah, not so much the object, but the shape,” he says, eyeing my chest.

I slap his fingers away from my boobs, and he grins and kisses me again, his strong fingers wrapping in my hair. “I missed you,” he says. “Miss me?”

“Occasionally,” I say, although my heart is pounding, yes, always.

“Work okay?” he asks, and I nod. “And baby Emma?”

“She’s fine,” I say, kissing him again to stop him from talking. Emma is the imaginary child at my imaginary nanny job. She has a bedwetting problem, and will only eat macaroni and cheese, and her stuffed turtle is named Turtle, mostly because the people at the CIA have absolutely no imagination.

His lips brush my cheeks, my ears, my neck, and I feel my body unconsciously lift up to meet him. “Bronze ring,” he says. “In a store window.”

“What?” I mumble against his shirt.

“It reminded me of you,” he says, “of us.”

Us. I still find it amazing that two letters can spell out a whole life.

Still hovering over me, he whispers, “Come with me.”

I sit up, biting my lip, and he slides off me onto the couch. I am sure he’s going to ask me about it again, and I’ll have to say no again. I hate saying no to Charlie. “Where?” I sigh. Don’t say New York.

“Upstairs?” He whispers, picking up on my hesitation to get into the New York argument. I’m relieved that I won’t have to lie again, although one is already forming on my lips. But right now, I just want to forget that I ever got accepted into NYU, forget that, as much as I would love to go to college in New York with Charlie, my job here, as secret as it is, is the most meaningful, most important thing in my life. I mean, if you could save people’s lives from radioactive weapons and actively chose not to, would you feel good about that?

I run my hands down Charlie’s chest until I can feel the sharp curve of his waist. “Why not right here?” I respond. “We’re alone.”

“Sure,” he breathes against my cheek, then finds my lips.

“Callie?” A voice calls through the living room window, and Charlie nips at my lip hard enough to make me squeal, half in pleasure, half in pain. “Calliope?” Mom calls again. Calliope—the muse of eloquence, daughter of the god Zeus.

I push Charlie off me and jump to a standing position beside the couch. “In the living room.”

“Home already?” Mom asks through the window.

I get up and unlock the front door. “It’s seven o’clock,” I remind her. “Most normal people have eaten by now.”

“Oh, Cal, you and this normal thing.” Mom steps into the living room, stopping short when she sees that I’m not alone. “Charlie, what a pleasure to see you.”

“The pleasure’s mine, ma’am,” Charlie says, getting to his feet.

She waves her hand for him to sit down, and he settles back on the couch. “How’s your mom?” Mom asks, as if she and Grace have anything in common. Mom’s an academic; at fifty-seven, she runs the science department at Stanford, does occasional work for NASA, and uses words like existential disorientation in a regular sentence. Charlie’s mom is a masseuse, is obsessed with healthy things like brown rice and seaweed, and doesn’t call parties “necessary social intervention.” I love Grace.

“Mom’s fine, thanks for asking,” Charlie says.

“Glad to hear it,” Mom says, and then she blushes, so I know she’s lost something even more important than her house keys this time. “Has either of you seen my phone?”

Mom says she doesn’t save room in her brain for the small things, and with her genius intellect, I believe it. But sometimes I feel like the parent, following her around and picking up her misplaced books and wire-rimmed glasses.

I scan my memory. “Um . . . kitchen. Third drawer on the left, second row, two items back,” I say.

Mom pops into the kitchen and I hear her banging drawers open. “Found it!” She steps back into the living room, her house keys jingling from one hand and cell phone from the other. “They were both in there,” she says. “But I’ve definitely lost my knitting needles.”

“And your yarn,” I remind her.

She smiles. “I’ll order Chinese. What do you want? Tofu with vegetables for you and ginger shrimp for Charlie?”

“Actually—”

“That sounds good,” she continues, dialing the number to the Happy Fun Restaurant and switching to Mandarin. “Nin hao.” Mom speaks three different languages fluently, and talks about string theory like it’s an item on her grocery store list. She’s a lifelong MENSA member and always invites me to the meetings. She says that with my IQ, I can get in, but what would we talk about? Math equations? No, thank you. “I’ll leave you two lovebirds alone,” Mom says, getting off the phone. She presses a fifty-dollar bill into my hand, but I shake my head and hand it back.

“I’ve got it,” I say, pulling my wallet out of my back pocket. Ever since I started working for Branch 13, I’ve noticed how Mom looks at me like I’m an adult whenever I offer to pay for things. Mom even brags that she’s never seen anyone more dedicated to a nannying job than I am, and raves to her boyfriend, Richard, about how I contribute to the household expenses. I take a couple of twenties out of my wallet, not missing the look of respect I see on Mom’s face for paying my own way.

Of course, I’d work at Branch 13 even if I didn’t make any money.

The disappearance of my almost daily migraines would be reason enough on its own. Indigo says that psychic viewing helps because the part of my mind that I view with gets tired by the end of each session, and so a headache doesn’t build in the unused tension in my brain. When it comes down to it, I’ll take mental pain over physical pain any day.

“The food will be here in forty-five minutes,” Mom says. “Call me when dinner arrives.” She bounds up the stairs, checking her phone as she goes, and I sink back down on the couch and cross my legs. Charlie does the same, and I am relieved to feel his knees pressing against mine.

“What do you want to do?” he asks. “We’ve got half an hour.”

“Let’s go to the Panhandle,” I say. “I don’t want to miss the sunset.”

Charlie and I have a tradition: we watch the sunset together several times a week. Even if we can only meet for fifteen minutes, we watch it lower its big blinking eye over the ocean. We watch night come rolling in, making us invisible to everyone but each other.

The Panhandle is that narrow stretch of grass leading up to Golden Gate Park, and eventually, Ocean Beach and the cold, growling Pacific. It isn’t wide enough for anyone to do anything with it, which is why we like it. Its uselessness, mixed with its stubborn insistence to exist, is heartwarming. And it’s just at the end of the block.

When we get there, the sun is fainting on the horizon, painting the park and the houses that line it a creamy orange. As the sunlight rolls in over the hills, consuming houses in its steady push inland, it reminds me of the red smoke from my session with Indigo, and I shiver at the thought of the Russian laser somewhere out at sea, maybe headed for our shores.

“So, when do you wanna meet up next Saturday?” Charlie asks, breaking into my thoughts.

I stare at him blankly. “Next Saturday?”

“My show?” Charlie looks at me with a mix of confusion and hurt.

Of course—Charlie’s photography show! It’s only the biggest thing that’s ever happened to him. Charlie takes these amazing photographs of the insides of vacant buildings. He’s already gotten into one of the best art schools in the country, starting this fall. In New York.

I turn to him, suddenly noticing how the air is packed tight with the smell of eucalyptus. “Starts at six?” I ask quickly, hoping he didn’t notice that I’d forgotten.

Charlie nods. He’s chewing on his bottom lip, something he does only when he’s extremely nervous, and I know that he needs me there. “Can you meet me at two at our favorite noodle place?” he asks. “And then we can hang the photos for the show.”

“Two o’clock sharp,” I promise.

A look of relief spreads over his face. “Thanks, Cal. Because the other photographer backed out at the last minute, so it’s just me. My first solo show.”

“Congratulations,” I exclaim, tears popping into my eyes. I blink them back and look up at the trees raising their thick trunks into the sky, their waxy leaves tinted buttery yellow by the sunset. Be happy for Charlie, I tell myself, but he’s moving on is what I hear instead.

“There are sunsets in New York,” Charlie reminds me. “You could get a nannying job there. Or take some college classes.”

“I’m going to San Francisco State, remember?”

“But you could—”

“No. It would break Mom’s heart,” I respond.

“But your mom’s got Richard now. It’s not like she’s dating some jerk academic, or wasting away at home, waiting for the man who will never return,” Charlie says.

I’m stunned that he brought it up. I don’t think we’ve talked about my father since the day Charlie’s dad passed away last year. At the time, I’d never talked about my father before, not to anyone; but I’d never seen anyone so sad, like all of the life had been sucked out of him, so I told Charlie everything I knew. It wasn’t much, just some snippets I’ve picked up from my mom over the years, and the entire knowledge of my father took less than half a minute.

“As far as I know, the story was completely made up,” I admitted to Charlie at the time, and then told him the story about Mom getting her PhD at Stanford, and her affair with her professor. Supposedly, while Mom was getting her degree in some obscure branch of nuclear physics, they fell in love, made me, and spent two years shacking up in faculty housing. Then one day, when I was about two years old, he resigned his position at Stanford and disappeared. She could never find him again.

Like I said, probably bullshit. My father was probably a truck driver.

“My so-called dad has nothing to do with it,” I say, and I wonder if that’s true.

“But . . . do you ever . . .” Charlie pauses, “wonder about him?”

“All the time.” I kick the leaves with my combat boots. “Like why he left us. And why he didn’t care enough to stick around and watch me grow up. And if I’m like him at all.” I watch the leaves floating through the air. “But maybe it’s better not to know.”

Charlie shrugs. “You’re probably right,” he says. “Maybe it’s better that way.”

“What do you mean by that?”

“I just mean that he could be anybody, you know? Maybe he’s a billionaire sailing the Caribbean on his yacht,” Charlie says. “Or maybe he’s a bum smoking pot in Haight-Ashbury.”

“Sometimes I think that Mom lost him under all her paperwork.”

“That’s entirely possible,” Charlie responds.

“But what would I say even if I did find him? I’m the daughter you abandoned fifteen years ago?” I shake my head in disgust. I’m expecting Charlie to agree with me, but instead, he turns his head away, and I see that he’s barely managing to hold back tears. “Why do you ask?” I continue, more gently now.

“I just thought about how much I miss my dad, and how I’d trade anything . . .” Charlie trails off. He spreads his fingers in the sky so they cover all six of the visible stars, and then moves each finger like he’s pushing the buttons of stars one by one. “My dad will never see my show,” he says, choking up.

Charlie’s photography show next week. That is what this is about.

“He’ll never know that what he taught me paid off, all those hours we spent,” he continues. “I wish he could be there.”

“He will be,” I say quietly, which I know is cheesy, but it’s the only thing I can think of, especially since my mind is screaming at me, At least you got to know him. I blink the tears back from my own eyes. “And I’ll be there, and your mom, and Colin. We’ll all be there to support you.”

Charlie mumbles a response, but I’m not listening. I’m thinking about how much I wish I could go with him to New York next fall, and how as much as I’d have trouble leaving Mom, I can’t tell him the real reason I can’t go: the government is depending on me. If I’m not around to find deadly radioactive weapons, no one will be.





CHAPTER FOUR

I linger in front of the door to my building the next morning, enjoying the appearance of being a normal college freshman. Since my office looks like any other redbrick building on the Berkeley campus, sometimes I pretend I’m a student here. For a moment, I imagine that my worst fear is failing my English exam instead of being unable to stop a dirty bomb from hitting US soil.

But as soon as I pull the building’s front door open, I sink back into this reality, the one that stars me as the youngest psychic viewer ever to work at Branch 13, a private agency that contracts exclusively with the CIA. When Indigo found me over a year ago, he explained to me why it was essential that no one knew about my job as a psychic viewer.

“If the criminals we are chasing think someone we love could have some information about our missions, they’ll stop at nothing to extract the information from them.” Hence that whole field trip thing with my mom.

The front door closes behind me, sealing me into the small space in front of the X-ray machine. Other than the whirring sound of the conveyer belt and the ever-present sound of National Public Radio, the lobby is silent.

“Hello?” I call, knowing that Anthony won’t be able to hear me on his hourly smoke break. Anthony’s our security guard, but he’s about as protective as a three-toed sloth, and just as fast. His beer belly is as round as his balding head, and he couldn’t run if his feet were on fire; but worse than all that is his insistence on talking about himself in third person.

While I wait for Anthony to return from wherever it is he’s disappeared to, I listen to the radio. The reporter is talking about a satellite that was just shot into space.

“It will enter a ring of satellites twenty-three thousand miles above the earth’s surface,” the reporter says. “Regarding the recent solar activity, NASA says—”

“Anthony’s back from the dead,” Anthony announces, returning to the front desk. He whistles under his breath. “And no one better to bring me back to life than you.”

“Good morning,” I respond, ignoring his flirtatious tone like Indigo has advised me to do. I drop my bag onto the X-ray machine’s rubber tongue and walk through the metal detector, wondering what I look like with just my bones exposed.

“It’d be a better morning on the back of a Harley, out on the open road with you,” Anthony says from behind the front desk. He flips off the radio without taking his eyes off my naked, bony body on the screen. “Still fighting the good fight?” he asks, clearly copying Indigo’s famous phrase.

I nod, wondering which fight Anthony’s talking about. Of course, I’ll never know. Branch 13’s number one rule of psychic viewing is never to psychically spy on anyone outside of work. “You can lose your mind doing it,” Indigo says. “Without the proper controls, you can enter a session, and never come out.”

It’s still tempting to sneak a peek inside someone’s mind, especially when I can’t tell what Charlie’s thinking, but I always remind myself how Indigo said that human minds are made up of millions of little parts, all of them working together like gears of a clock. If even one of those parts gets pushed too far and cracks, the whole thing falls apart.

“Fighting the good fight?” I repeat, answering Anthony’s question. “Until hell freezes over.”

“Anthony feels the same way,” Anthony jokes, “but he’s on the side of evil.”

“Me too,” I respond, making devil horns with my index fingers. “Evil all the way.”

Even though I’m kidding, I can’t help but think about Indigo’s initial warning about letting the evil in this job affect me too deeply. Back then, I didn’t really understand what he was saying. It was only later that I realized how evil the world really could be. But by then, I’d helped Branch 13 stop an armed terrorist from boarding a plane to Newark, and I knew I could save lives with my gift. I knew then that I’d never walk away from this job, no matter what it cost me.

“Keep up the fight,” I say to Anthony. I pick up my backpack and hurry upstairs to the staff room before the last of the coffee runs out.

The staff room is a tiny windowless box with a candy machine, a table with four chairs, and a cheap coffee pot. Indigo claims our entire staff room fits into one stall of the CIA headquarters bathroom, that’s how low on the totem pole we are. Since Branch 13 is funded by the CIA, and we get all of our orders from them, we consider ourselves part of the government. But since they don’t want to be publicly responsible for a band of freaks we have a contractual agreement: we don’t frighten the taxpayers by being openly on the government payroll, and in exchange, we are allowed to take on extra clients if we want. Not that I’ve ever seen any extra clients.

In fact, I’ve never seen anybody I don’t know come into the office, I think as I wander into the recovery room, where we hang out and “de-stress” after our sessions. I pause for a moment, taking in pale blue walls, which Indigo painted specifically because blue is supposed to be a calming color. He’s also placed soft couches haphazardly around the room, and as always, the lights are kept dim.

I bypass the recovery room’s empty couches and pull open the staff room door, happy to see there’s a bit of coffee left at the bottom of the pot. I pour myself the watery coffee, add lots of sugar and creamer, and am heading out to the recovery room when a young guy I’ve never seen before struts into the office, his arm around Indigo.

“Turbulence, the whole way here,” he’s saying, but he stops when he sees me, his lips slightly apart, his electric blue eyes tingling across my skin.

“Callie, meet Jasper. Jasper, Callie,” Indigo says. He looks back and forth between us. “You’ll be working together.”

I have a boyfriend, I remind myself, but those thoughts break apart in the force of Jasper’s eyes. He crooks a smile at me, this kind of lopsided, joyful smile, more like a mischievous child than a teenage guy. His eyelashes are long, curling up at the ends, and his lips look full and soft. Why am I looking at his lips?

“Cal-lie,” he says, splitting my name into two distinctly separate words. “What’s going on, Cal-lie?”

I find it charming; I can’t help it. Indigo obviously does too: he’s glowing with pride like he found a shiny penny at the bottom of a mossy fountain.

“Looks like work, smells like work,” I force myself to answer. “Must be work.”

The grin gets wider. Jasper rubs his closely shaved head with the palm of his hand. He has on a silver ring, thick and choppy, and a bracelet made of wooden beads. “I see that.” His mouth turns up at the corner, making him cuter than before. My stomach clenches.

Seriously, Callie? Get it together. He’s not as good-looking as Charlie—not nearly. Charlie’s magazine-cover material, and this guy, well, he’s almost as short as me, and the hairs on his hands are coarse; he’s no beauty queen. But there’s something about him, something magnetic, something mesmerizing.

“Callie’s the one I was telling you about,” Indigo says.

“Saving the world from radiation,” Jasper says.

“All in a day’s work,” I respond.

“Jasper just transferred here from our New York office,” Indigo says.

I’ve never met anyone from that office. It’s the office I’d like to work in someday, but it’s only for psychics who can influence events, not just watch them happen.

“Welcome to the happier coast,” I say. “You planning on staying long?”

“Long as I can,” he says.

“Just leave before you start saying groovy.”

“Good advice.”

“I’ve got lots,” I say, trying to look away. “Ask anytime.”

“I will,” he says. His blue eyes are drinking me in, making me dizzy, like I’m swirling around and around in a whirlpool. “And really, the pleasure is mine.”

My hand tucks a strand of my hair behind my ear, and I grimace at my own awkward preening, but he doesn’t seem to notice. “I didn’t say it was a pleasure.”

Caught in the magnetism of his stare, I nod my head quickly and walk past him into the recovery room. I’ve only gotten a few steps when I feel his hand on my arm, and a warm tingling feeling goes through my body. “Good to meet you, too,” he says.

I’m still shaky from my encounter with Jasper, but I quickly pull myself together and join Indigo in the viewing room. It’s nothing much, just a small beige room with no windows, the only decoration a red-and-white Mickey Mouse balloon hovering near the ceiling. There are psychic spies all over the world, and nothing is more valuable to them than seeing into the secrets now lodged in my mind. That’s where the balloon comes in. If those psychics picture me in this room, and they see a Mickey Mouse balloon, they won’t believe they are seeing the truth, because what self-respecting government program would keep a floating Mickey Mouse balloon in their top-secret headquarters?

I lie down on the couch in the dim room and stare at the ceiling. I’m shaking to my core, trembling in a way I never have before, not even with Charlie. Why does Jasper have such an effect on me? Crossing my arms over my chest, I breathe deeply, and make myself focus on my work.

Indigo sits down in the chair across from me, a sealed manila envelope containing my target in one hand. It wouldn’t be helpful to open it—inside, there’s just a set of numbers that don’t mean anything to me, or at least not to my conscious mind; they are just there to trigger the viewer’s vision. It’s also double blind—not only do I not know what the numbers are or what they represent, neither does Indigo. The only person who does know is hidden behind a desk somewhere at the CIA, and will forever remain anonymous.

“Was it just me, or was there some serious energy going on there?” Indigo asks me.

I cross my arms over my chest and smile. “Shut up.”

“Don’t freak out,” he says, and holds his hands in the air. “I’m just saying Anthony’s gonna have some competition.”

“Anthony?”

“And every other man who looks at you like you hung the moon,” Indigo says.

I roll my eyes. “Don’t flatter me. I know what you’re doing.”

“What am I doing?” Indigo asks innocently.

“You need a favor.”

“That’s not true!” Indigo protests, but then pauses. “Well yes, it is. You up for doing me a favor?”

“As if I’d say no.”

He grins. “Can you make Jasper feel at home here? He’s a talented guy, but a bit rough around the edges.”

“Of course,” I say proudly, but inside, I feel a surge of anxiety. “Will we be monitoring each other?”

“From time to time,” Indigo says, which surprises me. Indigo usually insists on monitoring me himself. Since Branch 13’s west coast office is so small, with Indigo in charge and only a handful of psychics beneath him, I’ve only been monitored by other viewers a few times, and since we all have different schedules, I rarely see anyone other than Indigo anyway. It doesn’t bother me too much, but it does make it hard to get any monitoring experience. Over the past year, I’ve only been a monitor a couple of times, and only when Indigo asked me to.

“Consider it done,” I say.

“Thanks,” Indigo says, and I nod. “Now let’s get to work.” He puts the sealed envelope on the table in front of me, and then presses Record on the remote control, which starts up a video camera in the upper right corner of the room. Click.

Every psychic has their own method, their personal way to get into the zone. Some people can go straight in, bypassing the voices yelling about the forgotten house keys and the undone errands. But not me. I start by imagining a brown leather suitcase. I open it, and one by one, stuff each anxiety and distraction into it, which, sad to say, takes a while. Then I close and lock it. I’ll get it on the way out. It’s always there, waiting.

Jasper flashes through my mind again, but I push him away. Instead, I imagine myself on a boat in the ocean, putting on scuba gear, and getting off the boat into the warm water. I drift toward the ocean floor, slowly adding small weights until I’m ten feet from the bottom, from full sleep. I glance up at the surface of the water. It is mirrored, reflecting the gray-blue sky that doesn’t really exist. That is awake. So I stay here, hovering between awake and asleep, living and dream, for several hours, until the visions start to come.

At first they trickle in, just dim sights and sounds, but then red smoke blinds my eyes. An explosion rocks through my body, and the images come fast and furious, images I can feel but can’t quite see: a door flying open, a window shattering, red smoke surging and leaping across the horizon. My breath catches in my throat as the smell of burning hair prickles up my nose, and roaring pounds through my ears, eating up all other sounds.

Through the darkness, the red smoke clears, and for a brief second, I see a logo painted onto the side of a building, and then it’s gone. At that moment, something washes over me—a feeling of falling fast, like when you go over a hill on a roller coaster and your body drops while your stomach hovers there, in midair.

I hear Indigo’s voice, bringing me back to the moment: “Where’s the target?” he asks. I suck on the word target, a hot stone in my throat.

I spin around, trying to locate the source of the radioactive red smoke, but I can’t find it. My nostrils burn, and I sputter out a cough. When I look down at the ground, my thumbnail automatically presses into the thin skin of my index finger, jolting a sharp pain through me.

Beneath the layers of red smoke is a body, plastered facedown on the sidewalk, covered in glass shards and blood.

After our session, I can still picture the body trapped under the red smoke, and how the smell of blood mixed with the odor of burning hair.

From the chair across from me, Indigo is watching me finish writing my observations on a post-session file. I glance up at him, and although he doesn’t say anything, I know he wants to.

“Silence doesn’t fit you,” I say.

Indigo leans forward in his leather chair. He props his elbows on his knees, and rests his chin on his upturned palms, like he’s holding up the weight of his face. “What happened in there? You were kind of . . . mumbling.”

Although I know better by now, I touch my ankles to make sure blisters haven’t bubbled up on my skin. Even though I couldn’t actually feel the radiation pour over me, my mind imagined the pain, which can sometimes feel just as real.

I draw jagged flames around the word RADIATION on my long post-session file, and then I push the paper across the table toward him.

He glances down at the paper and then back up at me. “Any hint of a location?”

I shake my head. “It was dark. But Indigo, there was a person caught in it.” I shiver at the memory.

Indigo takes a note on his notepad. “Did you see anything else?” he asks.

“I saw a logo on a building, but it was only for a second.” I pause, trying to remember exactly what it looked like. “It looked like an infinity sign, but each side was an oval-shaped earth. Like two earths glued together.” I wipe my sweaty hands on my jeans, and the denim catches at my dry skin.

“Do you know when it happens?” Indigo asks.

“I must have missed the subtitles,” I joke. Since psychic viewers never know the exact time we see something, we can never assume it’s happening at that moment. Sometimes we’ll be viewing a weapons manufacturing warehouse, for instance, and see people building a cannon, and that will be a dead giveaway that we’ve gone back to a time when people actually used cannons. But that’s our only clue. There’s no flashing year at the bottom of the screen. Then, after we emerge from the past, present, or future, we report what we see, try to wipe our hands of it, and go home for the day.

Home. I rub my fists in my eyes. Even though it seems like one session per day wouldn’t take a long time, it always does. Between preparing to view, viewing, and writing about it afterward, it takes several hours of concentrated
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