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CHAPTER ONE

THE STRIP. IF THERE WAS any place in the world as appropriately named, Teddy Cannon didn’t know what it was. The Las Vegas Strip had been created for the sole purpose of stripping money from tourists, stripping clothing from women, stripping dignity from drunks, and stripping romance from weddings. And Teddy loved everything about it.

Her cabdriver pulled into the entrance of the Bellagio, past the hotel’s famous fountains. He idled behind a stretch limo painted candy-apple red. It was slick and shiny and shockingly tasteless, even by Vegas standards. Teddy watched as a group of twentysomethings careened out of the limo, chanting, “Vay-gas! Vay-gas!” In the center of the group was an especially plastic-looking blonde wearing a tight dress, a tiara, and a pink party sash emblazoned with Birthday Girl. She’d probably spent her entire paycheck on that dress. Tonight she would drink too many cosmos and do something she would come to regret in the morning. There was only one place Teddy wanted to hang out with girls like that—at a poker table. They were easier to read than a copy of Us Weekly.

The driver tapped the meter. “Twenty-two fifty.” Teddy resented having to shell out money for a cab, but she didn’t have a choice. She’d sold her beloved 2004 Volvo the day before. She’d gotten five grand for it, enough to bankroll tonight’s gambling.

Teddy nodded but didn’t reach for her wallet just yet. Instead she returned her attention to the entrance to the hotel, trying to get a read on the crowd.

“What’s the matter?” the driver asked. “You nervous?”

“Me?” She adjusted her wig. Damn, it was itchy. “Never.”

“Well, you should be. Let me tell you something. These casinos, little lady, they don’t lose.”

She met his gaze in the rearview mirror. “Neither do I.” She paused. The rest of the sentence echoed in her mind: You sexist jerk. But she silenced her snarkiness, offering a more acceptable comeback: “Because I don’t play like a ‘little lady.’ ”

He laughed so hard that his considerable belly shook. Teddy knew her own belly wouldn’t shake like that. Because it was fake. One hundred percent cotton, with zero percent jiggle factor. “If you say so,” he said. “Las Vegas—everyone thinks they’re a winner!”

Not everyone Just me.

“You from around here?” he asked

“Yeah.”

“Funny. You don’t look Vegas.”

Meaning, she supposed, she didn’t look like a stripper, a cocktail waitress, a showgirl, or even that plastic blonde. She couldn’t decide if it was a compliment or an insult. Wrong, in any case.

Teddy Cannon was the epitome of Vegas. She’d grown up just a dozen miles away. And like the town itself, she was entirely self-invented.

In seventh grade, she’d been given the task of researching her ancestors and presenting an oral report about her heritage. She’d put on a sad face, hoping to play on her teacher’s sympathy and skip out of the assignment altogether. “But Mrs. Gilbert,” she’d said, “I’m adopted. I don’t know anything about my ancestors.”

Mrs. Gilbert, who was eight months pregnant at the time and supported by ankles that had swollen to the size of footballs, was crankier than usual. “Oh, for God’s sake, Teddy. Just make something up.”

It had never occurred to her that she could. She’d researched her options and decided to become Irish. Not the cherub-faced, flame-haired, grinning-men-in-green-suits Irish. No, she was Black Irish. A perpetual outsider. A member of a cunning, brawling, down-on-their-luck people. Years later, she certainly looked the part. Medium height and slight of build, sharp angles rather than soft curves. Raven-haired and eyes so pale they appeared almost silver.

Not that anyone would recognize her now.

She wore a long ash-blond wig that hid her pixie-ish hair, and contact lenses that turned her silver eyes brown. Weighted undergarments packed thirty pounds and several years onto her slender twenty-four-year-old frame. She’d found clothing at a local thrift store: starched white blouse with faint perspiration stains under the arms, black rayon skirt that pulled at her hips, faux-leather leopard-skin pumps. Lots of cheap jewelry. She wanted to look like someone who’d made an attempt to doll herself up and didn’t realize she’d failed. She’d blend right in here.

Her disguise ensured that no one would give her a second look. Because if anyone—namely security—did, she’d be screwed.

The cabdriver had been her first test. She’d passed.

She paid the fare, leveraged herself from the backseat, and headed for the casino’s revolving doors. Her panty hose rubbed between her padded thighs, emitting a distinct cricketlike chirp as she walked. Odds-on favorite for the most obnoxious noise in the universe.

She stepped inside the Bellagio and moved through the lobby. She hadn’t left her apartment in weeks. God, the money, the greed. Bet more, win more! Shrill bells. Flashing lights.

She tried to avoid flashing lights on principle, as they could trigger a seizure. She’d been diagnosed with epilepsy as a kid, and she took medication to prevent the wild, unpredictable episodes that would take hold of her (once, even, in the parking lot of the Luxor). She’d skipped her pills this morning. They dulled her senses. On meds, even walking from her parents’ couch to the fridge felt like moving through water instead of air.

She looked at the ATMs to her right—available to those who had anything left to withdraw from their bank accounts. Some of that cash would end up in her pocket, if she made it past the overhead cameras. Getting past the facial recognition software would be tricky. She tucked in her chin and kept her gaze low.

As she walked toward the tables, the words from MGM’s chief of security replayed in her head: Permanently banned from every casino on the Strip.

The curse—delivered all those months ago, along with a restraining order—squeezed the air from her lungs. She slipped her hand into her purse, feeling for the prescription bottle just in case her body got the better of her, and walked on.

It wasn’t like she was there to storm the casino’s vault Ocean’s Eleven–style. She just wanted to play a couple hands of poker. She had to play. She had to win. And she definitely, absolutely could not get caught. Teddy wouldn’t think about the life-altering consequences if she did.

Except that was all she could think about.

First there was the Sergei factor: Sergei Zharkov, a Vegas bookie who boasted connections to the Russian Mob. A bookie with the crooked grin of an underfed coyote. Who had pet names for each of his guns. Not someone you wanted to owe $270,352. Sure, Sergei had been great fun when she was winning. A laugh a minute. But once her luck dried up—well, let’s just say it had been a long time since she’d seen that trademark grin of his.

But that wasn’t the worst of it. The worst was also the most stupendously stupid and seriously selfish thing she had ever done, atop a long list of majorly questionable decisions: she had forged three withdrawals from her parents’ retirement savings account. She’d taken $90,000, a deposit on the money she owed, to buy a little time. Show him she was good for it.

Sergei had given her until the end of the week to pay him back in full. If she failed . . . If he decided to go after her parents for the rest of the cash . . . Teddy straightened her shoulders, refusing to let panic dig its ugly claws into her.

A casino security guard strolled right past her, not even sparing her a glance. Good. Her plan was working. She could still fix everything. Take care of Sergei. Keep her parents safe. Pay all the money back before anyone found out what she’d done.

The poker room was crowded, noisy. An attendant directed her toward an open table. Teddy took a seat. Texas Hold’em, no limit. She could play anything, but this was her favorite game.

She cleared her throat and put on a syrupy Southern accent. “Can I buy some chips from one of y’all?” She emptied her purse on the table, sending her prescription bottle, coins, and receipts everywhere. That was her play: make everyone think she was dumb and drunk. Teddy extracted the crisp hundred-dollar bills and stuffed the rest of the debris back in her purse.

The dealer, a reasonable-looking guy in his forties, rolled his eyes and exchanged her cash for chips. A cocktail waitress magically appeared at her side and asked what she wanted to drink. “Thanks, sugar,” Teddy said. “Can I have another rum and Coke, please?” Another, as though she’d been drinking all night. It was a nice touch, if she did say so herself, and Teddy hoped the other players at the table had caught it. Devil in the details and all that.

Teddy rested her forearms against the table’s gold leather bumper, ran her fingers over the expanse of green felt. The nerves that had seized her just minutes earlier vanished, as they always did when she prepared to play.

Teddy cracked her knuckles. This was it. Her last shot.

The dealer sent her a nod. “Ready?”

Was she ready? It had been months since she was in a casino. Five months, three days, and two hours, to be precise. She positively ached to play. “Absolutely.”

The blinds placed their opening bets. Fifty and one hundred, respectively. Teddy shifted forward as the hole cards were dealt. She picked up total trash: eight-three off-suit. Fine. She’d fold early and get a read on the table.

There were eight other players, plus the dealer. A few men in expensive suits, out-of-towners on business, she guessed. Sure, they wanted the bragging rights of a big win, but Teddy doubted they would risk the wrath of their wives at home to get it. Next: an attractive Chinese woman in her forties wearing a chunky diamond ring. She looked slightly bored. Maybe killing time while waiting for a show to start. Seated to the woman’s right were two guys in their fifties—regulars, probably. Solid players who knew the dealer by name.

The last player slipped in just after Teddy did and took the chair to her left. Like her, he rested his forearms on the leather bumper while he played. He’d rolled back the sleeves of his blue dress shirt to expose forearms that were tanned and corded with muscle. She keyed in on his hands. Hands that looked strong and capable. She watched as he toyed with his chips. She felt her body flush. Damn. She didn’t have time for this.

Teddy allowed her gaze to drift upward. Wide chest, broad shoulders. No tie, shirt unbuttoned enough to catch a glimpse of more skin. Then her gaze reached his profile, and she sucked in a breath. He was flat-out gorgeous. The kind of guy who, under normal circumstances, would instantly make her to-do list. Cheekbones, green eyes, a strong nose just crooked enough to keep him from being too pretty, like he’d been in a few fights but the other guys always came out looking worse.

As though aware of her silent assessment, he turned slightly and acknowledged her with a tilt of his chin. He was even better-looking dead-on. Teddy forced her attention back to her cards. Tonight she had only one man on her mind: Sergei Zharkov.

The next hand she drew better hole cards, picking up a pair of tens. She met the opening hundred and stayed in the game. One of the businessmen dropped out and so did one of the locals. Everyone else stayed in for the flop. The dealer turned three cards: five of clubs, jack of spades, seven of hearts.

The Chinese woman raised another hundred. The remaining players got out of the way and folded, leaving it up to Teddy.

Teddy knew the woman was bluffing.

“But how do you know that?” her old friend Morgan had asked a year or two ago (whined like a six-year-old, really, if Teddy was being honest) after accompanying her to a casino and losing nearly a grand. “How do you know they’re bluffing?”

Teddy could lecture all day long about tells. Watch their eyes—did they glance at their own chip stack or look away? Study their mouths—were their jaws relaxed or tense? If they touched their chips, it meant this; if they touched their cards, it meant that. But the real answer, at least for Teddy, came down to instinct. She knew because she knew. She never tried to explain it to anyone, because she thought it would sound ridiculous. It was kind of like how kids learned to count on their fingers without being shown. Just a way to work out a problem. She couldn’t tell exactly what people were thinking, but she could always tell if they were lying. For when they did, a feeling of anxiety so acute, so alarming, took over—it was as if every molecule in the universe were telling her to trust her gut.

“You know that feeling when you’re walking down an alley and you think you’re being followed?” Teddy asked Morgan. “When you get into an elevator with someone who looks like a creep? When the voice inside your head shouts, THIS IS WRONG! and you have no choice but to listen?” But Morgan never understood, exactly. Anyway, Teddy learned early that it was easier to keep her explanations to herself.

From a young age, Teddy’s gut had taught her a hard truth: everybody lies. Her father lied when her mother asked about her cooking; her classmates lied when the teacher asked about their homework; her supposed friends lied when she asked about their weekend plans. She couldn’t live in a constant state of anxiety, but she also couldn’t live with the constant heartbreak of knowing that the people she trusted were untrustworthy. So she’d done her best to shut out the feeling everywhere except the poker table. Her medication helped dull the feeling, too, but focus was harder. That’s why she’d skipped her pill tonight. Because tonight she needed every edge to win.

Not a single casino had ever been able to prove she cheated. That’s because she didn’t—technically.

Teddy looked at the woman and called the raise. The turn showed an eight.

Without checking her cards, Teddy pushed in another pot-sized raise, which was more than the rest of her stack. Teddy sat very still, considering the woman across from her.

“All in.” The woman said.

That feeling overtook her—her pulse raced, sweat formed on her palms. The woman had nothing. She was bluffing.

You can’t play me. I’m basically a human lie detector.

“I think I’m gonna go all in, y’all. Is this how that works?” Teddy said as she pushed her remaining chips into the pot. Then Teddy smiled as the woman mucked her cards.

*  *  *

An hour passed, and then another. No big winners, no big losers. Teddy took down more pots than anyone else.

God, she missed this—the waxy flutter of playing cards, the clatter of chips, and the clubby insider jargon that defined the game: the blinds, the flop, the turn, the river. But most of all, she missed who she was when she played. She felt . . . plugged in. Switched on. As though some essential part of her came to life only when she was seated at a casino table. She positively thrived here. Which made it even more obscenely unfair that she’d been banned from every casino on the Strip.

The dealer lightly clapped his hands and stepped away from the table, indicating a shift change. Teddy tipped him and stood, taking the opportunity to unstick her skirt from her panty hose. As she waited for the new dealer to step in, Teddy glanced around the room. Her gaze landed on a man sitting by himself at the bar. She didn’t think she’d ever seen him before, but something about him caught her attention and held it. He was a big guy—NFL-linebacker big. Midfifties, African American, casual dress. But nothing else about him was casual. Unlike other patrons, he struck her as purposeful, as though waiting for something or someone. He looked suspicious, and she was sure her instincts would kick in to warn her. But they didn’t. Then he abruptly picked up his drink and left the room.

*  *  *

Things were going well: she was winning—almost fifty grand up—and no one seemed to have recognized her.

A cocktail server made her rounds. “Gin and tonic,” the guy said, then gestured toward Teddy’s empty glass. “And a rum and Coke.”

Teddy jerked her attention back to the table. “What? Oh, no, thanks. I’m fine.”

“You certainly are.”

A line? When I’m dressed like this? Do you think I’m an idiot?

She didn’t need her instincts to know that he was a player. Her gaze slid to his left hand. No ring, but that didn’t mean anything. Not in a town like Vegas.

She looked at the server. “Coke’s fine. Extra ice, skip the rum.”

“Suit yourself.” The guy held out his hand. “I’m Nick, by the way.”

“Te—” she started, then caught herself just in time. “Anne.”

He smiled, cocked his head to one side, and drew his brows together as though deep in thought. “TeAnne? Interesting. I don’t think I’ve ever met anyone named TeAnne before.”

She played along. “Well, it’s an unusual name. A family name, actually. My mother’s TeJoan and my father’s TeJack.”

“Ah.” He grinned. “That explains it.”

She settled back in her chair. She knew how Vegas worked. She wasn’t naive enough to believe any of this was real. A guy like Nick could have any woman in the room. At the moment, she had all the sexual allure of a middle-school teacher with swollen ankles. No, he was trying to throw her off her game, win back some of his money. It wasn’t personal, just strategy.

“And you’re just plain ol’ Nick,” she said.

“Yup. Just plain ol’ Nick.”

“Well, just plain ol’ Nick, nice stack of chips you’ve got there.”

“Not as big as yours, though.”

“You don’t play as well as I do.”

“True,” he said. “Got any pointers?”

“Sure. Quit while you’re ahead.”

“That’s what you should do, TeAnne. Quit while you’re ahead.” Except he wasn’t smiling when he said it. Teddy flushed for a different reason altogether. Did he work for the casino? Or Sergei?

Teddy refocused her attention on the table. She noticed that the businessmen had left, replaced by two of the plastic blondes who had pulled up in the limo earlier. A fat stack of chips sat between them. It was time to get to work. She had been playing tight all night. No big moves, no showy hands. But with the addition of the plastic blondes, the mood at the table shifted, like when she’d hit the accelerator on her old Volvo. Stakes shot up with each hand. Her winnings grew. The rest of the players leaned in.

*  *  *

A little after two in the morning, Nick caught her eye. The last few heavy losses had been his, but he wasn’t backing down. She peeked at her hole cards and made up her mind: he was her next target.

She pushed every round. Raised big before and after the flop and again at the turn. She studied Nick. Again, Teddy waited for the feeling of anxiety to take hold, but nothing. Her body turned cold, so cold her skin pebbled. There was a faint metallic tang on her tongue.

She spun around to find that the African-American guy she’d noticed earlier had returned. She tried to focus on the game, but now she couldn’t get a read on anyone. She couldn’t tell who was holding, who was bluffing. Her head pounded. Not a seizure—not now. She reached for the meds in her bag, her throat suddenly dry. Her hands shook and she spilled pills on the carpet. She bent down to gather them.

When she looked up, she saw Sergei drifting by the tables, checking out the action. Teddy swallowed. He hadn’t noticed her, not yet, but if there was anything her bookie was good at, it was sniffing out weakness. Sure enough, his gaze landed on her. There was no recognition in his eyes, but his frown told her he was thinking. Teddy did not want to be the one to make Sergei Zharkov think.

“Ma’am?” the dealer said. “Your bet.”

Every sensation she experienced was magnified, the blast of the AC on her already cold skin, the itch of her wig, the feeling of pills in her hand. She could hear conversations from tables away as if they were unfolding next to her. Teddy’s vision swam as she tried to focus on her cards. A pair of jacks with one on the board, giving her three of a kind. She was up $50,000. A minute ago she’d thought her cards were enough to win, but now she wasn’t sure. She was playing blind. She shoved her entire stack of chips into the pot. It was an ugly move, but it was the only thing she could think to do. A gasp sounded around the table. Over one hundred thousand riding on a single card. The pit boss strolled over to watch. So did a pair of casino security guards.

The other players folded fast. All eyes shot to Nick. He waited a beat. Then, his gaze fixed on Teddy, he met her bet. “You know,” he drawled, “it’s funny. All my life, I’ve been lucky with the ladies.”

“That’s how the saying goes,” Teddy said. “Lucky in love, unlucky at—”

The corner of his lip twitched as if he was fighting a grin. He flipped his cards.

Two queens. A third sat on the board.

She’d lost it all. Everything. Gone.



CHAPTER TWO

TEDDY STUDIED THE CARDS SPREAD before her. She didn’t want to believe it, but there they were: three queens. Nick had taken her for everything.

The edges of her vision went dark, and for one mortifying moment she thought she might pass out—just fall face-first on the center of one of the Bellagio’s best tables. She did a quick mental check: no tingling in her fingers, no nausea. It wasn’t a seizure, just plain ol’ terrifying panic, brought on by the psychotic amusement-park ride that was her life.

“Hey,” she heard Nick say, as though speaking to her from a great distance. “You okay?”

She caught his eye and quickly looked away. “Fine,” she said, pushing back from the table. If this were an amusement-park ride, she wanted off. Her legs felt like Jell-O, just as they had when she’d been twelve and ridden the Tower of Terror at Disneyland with her dad.

Oh, God, my dad.

She didn’t want to think about him. Teddy searched for a comeback to brush off Nick’s concern, but she had nothing. She didn’t even know what her next move would be—all she knew was that she had to get out of the casino. Now.

“I’m done for the night, I think,” she said, gesturing toward her cards.

From the corner of her eye, Teddy caught another glimpse of Sergei. She grabbed her purse and moved toward the exit that would take her out of the poker room and onto the casino’s main floor.

“Just a minute, ma’am,” the pit boss called after her. She glanced back to see him standing with one finger pressed against his earpiece—an earpiece that connected him to the security team monitoring the overhead surveillance cameras. He was nodding and frowning.

She’d been made. Goddamn facial recognition software. Didn’t matter if she wore a rainbow wig.

Teddy shoved her way through the poker room, picking up speed as she went. The fat suit slowed her down, the dense foam slipping around her thighs and stomach. When she felt her wig falling off, she didn’t even bother trying to grab it. She was too terrified to care.

The theater doors flew open, releasing the late show. Teddy threw herself into the crowd, letting the flow of people carry her to the front exit. For thirty blissful, life-affirming seconds, the tactic worked brilliantly. She could see the casino entrance and, beyond it, the glittering neon expanse of the Vegas night.

Until Sergei smiled his crooked smile and blocked her way.

He really needs to see a dentist.

Teddy veered right, heading for the ladies’ room. She would ditch what was left of her disguise and make a run for it.

Just as she reached the restroom door, someone grabbed her by the shoulder. She tilted her head to see the NFL linebacker who’d been watching her so intently back at the poker table. He steered her into a service area blocked off from the general public by a tall rattan trifold screen.

Over/under on someone thinking this guy is kidnapping me if I start screaming?

Before she could open her mouth, he stopped her. “I’m not going to kidnap you,” he said, his voice even. The calmness of his demeanor startled her. She tried to twist free. If this guy was going to hurt her—

“Teddy, I’m not going to hurt you.”

Her jaw dropped open. Had her fear been written so clearly on her face? And how did this guy know her name? Then it hit her: he wasn’t some pervert or hustler—he was a cop. “What do you want?” she said.

“For starters, keep your mouth shut.”

He didn’t act like any cop she’d met before. Even if he didn’t read her the Miranda, she knew that everything she said could and would be used against her. Especially since she’d broken the restraining order that banned her from entering the Bellagio. She would be wearing an orange jumpsuit for the next six months.

Teddy could already picture her mom’s face, red from crying. She could hear her dad’s “I’m disappointed in you” speech. Teddy hated letting her parents down. But it seemed like that was all she had done her entire life. She imagined them visiting her in jail and felt her stomach drop again: there wasn’t anything that could make her sink any lower in her parents’ eyes. Well, maybe something: it started with Sergei and ended with Zharkov.

As she tried again to free herself from the man’s grasp, a new thought formed: If this guy really were a cop, I’d be in handcuffs by now.

“I’m serious this time. Let go of my arm or I’ll scream,” she said.

“I wouldn’t suggest it.” He pulled her out from behind the screen, and she looked up to see Sergei heading straight toward her. The angry pit boss and his security team were close behind. Teddy took a sharp breath. She was trapped in plain sight.

“Easy,” the linebacker said, his voice low and soothing, as though he were talking to a skittish horse. “Just stay quiet and they won’t notice us.”

Was this guy delusional? Though the light peppering of gray in his hair pegged him as middle-aged, he was big, and with one good swing, he could probably knock Sergei flat. But two armed security guards and a pit boss, too? Unless . . . Her gaze snapped to his jacket, searching for some sign of a bulky holster strapped across his chest. She did not want to be caught in a casino cross fire.

Her thoughts were so tangled she almost missed what happened next. Which was . . . nothing. Sergei slowed. His grin faded. Teddy looked into Sergei’s eyes, expecting to see the same cold fury she had encountered minutes ago. Instead, his eyes were blank, pupils like black holes. Teddy looked from him to the pit boss and his crew—all wore identical vacant expressions. Her gaze swung to the linebacker, watching as the group passed by. His stare held the same pointed intensity with which he’d watched her play poker.

Her heart picked up. She didn’t want to believe, but had this guy just cast a spell? Like real-life magic? She’d have been more freaked out if she hadn’t been so impressed. As soon as the men were out of earshot, Teddy broke her silence. “What the hell was that?”

He released her. “We’ve got two, maybe three, minutes before they remember who they’re looking for.”

“How did you—”

“Later. First things first: I’m not here to arrest you.”

She took a shaky breath. “You’re a cop, though, aren’t you?”

He nodded. “Ex-cop. Retired detective from the Las Vegas Metro PD.”

She tilted her chin up defiantly, despite the fact that she in no way had the upper hand. “If you’re a cop—or ex-cop—then why should I trust you?”

“I would start at the beginning if we had time, Teddy. But we don’t. I’m Clint, by the way. Clint Corbett.” He held out his hand, and when Teddy ignored it, he sighed. “I’m not here to arrest you. I’m here to recruit you.”

“For a poker game or something?” Teddy asked. “You must know by now that I’m banned from the Bellagio. As well as most casinos in Vegas. So I wouldn’t be very useful.”

“Not for poker.” He looked around the hallway. “I work for a school in San Francisco. And we want you.”

Why me?

Teddy didn’t voice her thought, one that had haunted her since she’d found out she was adopted, since she had realized she’d been given up as a baby. After her parents died, no one from her extended family, none of her parents’ friends, even, had come forward to claim her. But it seemed like Clint heard it anyway.

“You’re one of the best candidates I’ve ever seen.”

“I’m not all that great at school,” she said, as if her problems were academic, not borderline criminal.

Clearly, he has no idea I was kicked out of Stanford for starting that gambling ring.

“I’m not talking about Stanford,” he said. “I’m with the Whitfield Institute for Law Enforcement Training and Development. I’m offering you a chance out of this mess.”

“Law enforcement?” She gave a choked laugh. The idea was so absurd that a measure of relief poured through her. So much for reading her mind. “You obviously have no idea who you’re talking to.”

“Theodora Delaney Cannon, I know exactly who I’m talking to.”

“Hey, look, thanks for your help with those thugs, and for the offer”—she made a vague gesture—“at the Whitfern Institute, but you’ve got the wrong person. I don’t like cops. Cops don’t like me. It’s a relationship built on mutual disdain.”

“Haven’t you ever wondered why you’re so good at guessing your opponents’ hands? Predicting their next moves? Haven’t you wondered why you can do things other people can’t?”

Of course she had. Every day of her life. Rationalization had been her default. Believing otherwise meant confronting something inexplicable.

“There’s no simple way to put this,” he continued, “so I’ll just say it: we train psychics.”

Teddy stared at him. Psychics? She wasn’t psychic. She just had good instincts, that was all. And right now her instincts were telling her to run. She returned her attention to the casino floor. If she bolted, she might able to get away clean.

Clint stepped in front of her, his massive frame blocking her exit. “You, Teddy Cannon, are psychic.”

She shook her head. “If you had any idea how—”

“How screwed up your life is? I know, Teddy. It’s because you’ve never learned how to handle your power.”

He didn’t move. After everything she’d been through, now she was trapped in a service bar with an enormous, crazy—

“Why do you think you win so consistently at poker?” he said. “Because you get lucky? No. You win because you read the other players at the table, and I’m not talking about tells. You know who’s bluffing. You know. Every time, all the time.”

“Not all the time. Seems to me I just lost pretty big back there.” But even as she said it, she was uncomfortably aware that she had been winning, just like she always did, until he turned up.

“What do you think I did back there?” Clint said.

At that moment, it started—the familiar trembling. She felt the old pins and needles in her hands and feet, the chills. A seizure wouldn’t be far behind. Emotional stress always did this to her. She reached up to drag her fingers through her hair, encountering the sticky glue and bobby pins from the wig.

“I need to get out of here,” she said, digging in her purse for her pills.

“You’re not epileptic, Teddy. You’re psychic. Like me. This is just how your body reacts to sensory—and extrasensory—overload when you don’t know how to channel the energy.”

“You’re crazy,” Teddy said.

He tilted his head to one side, studying her the way her teachers always had. The way her parents did. (And her parents’ friends and her friends’ parents and basically every adult who had known her for longer than twenty minutes.) The look that conveyed how much potential she might have had if only she hadn’t, well, been herself. “You’re out of moves, Teddy. Sergei will come after your parents next. You do understand that? You lost tonight. Someone’s got to pay.”

Of course she understood. And no, she could not, would not, put her parents in danger. She’d already put them through enough.

“Teddy,” Clint said, pulling her attention back to him, “listen carefully. At the Whitfield Institute, we work with psychics like you from all around the country. We train them in law enforcement techniques and teach them how to channel their gifts to make the world a better place. If you accept, I’ll make sure that your record is wiped clean and that Sergei will never bother you or your parents again. I’m giving you another move—not Sergei, not jail, but school.”

“I already told you,” she said, “I’m not psychic.”

He looked at her. “You can stay and face Sergei and casino security, or you can follow me out. I’m parked under the main entrance awning. Dark blue Taurus sedan, California plates. I hope you make the right choice.”

Since when is getting into a car with a stranger the right choice?

Teddy watched Clint leave the casino. If she defaulted to rationalization now, she’d have to admit that epilepsy had never accounted for all her symptoms; her medication had never worked like it was supposed to.

Psychic.

Teddy tried to dismiss what he’d said. And she might have succeeded if she hadn’t felt something coursing through her body—not anxiety, not the signs of a seizure, but something different, something new. Hope.



CHAPTER THREE

“WAIT UP!” TEDDY RAN TO catch up with Clint, scanning the crowd for the dark blue Taurus by the curb. She rapped her knuckles on the driver’s-side window. Rapped so hard she hoped to startle Clint, but he simply pushed the button to lower the glass. “Let me see it,” she said.

“See what?”

“You said you were a cop. I assume you’ve got ID to prove it.” She would have checked to see if he was lying, but she still couldn’t get a read on Clint.

Clint pulled a small leather case from his pocket and flipped it open. His Metropolitan Police badge filled the left side of the case; his police ID, stamped Retired, filled the right. He also had a CCW—a permit to carry concealed weapons. Teddy grabbed her phone and snapped a photo. She typed a message, hit send, then trotted around the car and got in.

“Care to explain what that was about?” he asked.

Teddy held up her phone to show him the text message—leaving Bellagio with this asshole—along with a photo of Clint’s badge and ID. “I sent that to two of my friends. You’re also on the casino’s surveillance cameras. So good luck trying to pull any shit.” He didn’t need to know that she had just texted the photo to herself.

Clint checked his side-view mirror, then swung out into traffic. “I know how surveillance cameras work.”

She checked her own side mirror, half expecting to see Sergei running after her. Or maybe one of the Bellagio’s security vehicles, lights flashing. Instead, they slipped seamlessly onto the Strip, merging with the other late-night traffic. Teddy sank deeper into her seat. The car was quiet, nothing but the steady hum of tires against pavement, until Clint broke the silence by turning on the radio. Sitting down, he was far less intimidating than he’d been in the casino.

She corrected herself immediately. Not once in their brief encounter had she felt threatened by Clint. Sure, she’d been creeped out when he put a hex—or whatever that was—on Sergei and the others, but she’d believed him when he’d said he wasn’t going to hurt her. Actually, there was something about him that made her feel protected. And, she might as well admit this, if only to herself: she was intrigued. As she watched the road, Teddy realized she hadn’t given him her address. “At the next light, you’ll need to make a left—”

“I know where you live,” he said.

“Of course you do. Let me guess—you read my mind.”

“No, I read your file.”

Her brows shot up. “I have a file?”

“You were banned from every casino on the Strip. Of course you have a file. What I found interesting was that you never got caught cheating.”

“Goddamn right. Because I didn’t.”

“The casinos thought you did. So many players complained about you that the casinos assumed you’d developed a new system for doing so.”

“Whatever happened to innocent until proven guilty?”

“It’s private property. They can ban anyone they want,” he said. “The point is that’s why you caught my eye. It’s not unusual for untrained psychics to get into trouble. But you’ve been keeping a low profile lately. Avoiding your Serbian friend, maybe?”

“I had things under control,” Teddy said. “Until you showed up.”

Clint ignored Teddy’s jab. “I really should have found you after you got kicked out of Stanford.”

Teddy’s body tensed. Stanford. The day she’d opened the big envelope had been one of the happiest in Teddy’s life. But that hadn’t lasted long. “I still don’t buy this whole psychic nonsense.”

“I’m going to have to prove it again, aren’t I?” Clint said.

Does this guy really think I’m going to fall for that David Blaine crap?

“David Blaine’s a hack,” he said. “And he’s a stage magician, not a psychic.”

“I—,” Teddy started. “I don’t know who you think you are, but you can’t just go around butting in on private conversations in people’s heads.”

“You’re the one who wanted proof.”

He had her there. “Okay,” she said. “I’ll play along. If there really are psychics, why would they even bother to go to school? Why wouldn’t they just play the lottery and get rich?”

“Fair question. Let me ask you one. Why play poker? Why not the lottery? Or the slot machines?”

Because she couldn’t predict numbers out of thin air. But she could read people. At Stanford, all she’d had to do was have a quick conversation with the quarterback before kickoff to know how to bet. Despite his bravado, when she’d felt that familiar anxiety, she’d known the quarterback was lying and that his game would be off.

“You’ll find that psychics aren’t that easy to read,” Clint said. “You’ll have to break down a few walls before you know if they’re telling the truth.” He smiled. A warmer smile than she had expected from him.

So he knew that she couldn’t use her lie-detector skills on him. Interesting. “Just on you or on all psychics?”

“I have extra defenses in place. But our brains are wired differently. You’ll find that you can’t read us as easily as you do your opponents at a poker table.” Keeping one hand on the wheel, he dug inside the glove compartment and retrieved a glossy brochure. The cover featured an impressive-looking redbrick building situated on a craggy rock overlooking the sea. Whitfield Institute for Law Enforcement Training and Development, the caption read. Did he think a slick brochure was going to impress her? Or did he just want to convince her the place was real?

He shook his head. “I get it. Back when I was approached, I was every bit as stubborn as you. Maybe more.”

“You went to Whitfield?”

“It wasn’t around then, but someplace like it, yeah.” He tapped the brochure. “The point is, we don’t just train people to work with local law enforcement, although obviously, that’s the route I took. We place students with Homeland Security, FBI, CIA, private security details, the military, customs . . . you name it. And they go on to do important work.”

The car slowed, then came to a stop. Clint shifted into park. She looked up, startled to find they’d already arrived at her parents’ tidy suburban home. A knot formed in her stomach. What was she going to tell her parents? Sergei would stop at nothing to get his money. She had screwed up before—not just by getting kicked out of school but by pissing off bosses at crappy waitressing jobs, getting evicted from lousy apartment after lousy apartment, and more—but nothing compared to this. They’d have to take out another mortgage on the house.

She turned to thank Clint for the ride and found him studying the house with an odd expression. “They were good to you? The people who raised you?”

The people who raised me? They’re my parents. She hoped he wasn’t going to start asking whether she had ever tried to track down her birth parents and their families. Besides that assignment for Mrs. Gilbert’s class, she hadn’t asked any more questions. She didn’t need to know. She had made a policy early in life of not wanting anyone who didn’t want her in return: boys, Stanford, families . . .

“Yeah,” she said. “It’s not their fault I’m running from a loan shark.”

“That’s not what I asked.”

“They were better than I deserved.”

He nodded, seemingly satisfied. “Speaking of your parents: the school is top-secret. You can’t tell them about it.”

“What am I supposed to say? I’m moving to San Francisco to join a commune?”

Clint smiled. “The cover most students use is training for a classified government job.”

“Convenient,” Teddy said. She gathered her purse and opened the passenger door. “Thanks for your help tonight. It’s been . . . interesting.”

Clint reached over and put his hand on the door, stopping Teddy from getting out of the car. “The next time something like tonight happens, I won’t be there to bail you out.”

She stiffened, imagining herself in a prison uniform, her parents renting an apartment on Balzar Avenue with bars on the windows. “Yeah. I got it.”

“The world needs people like us to show up, Teddy.” He handed her the brochure. “There’s a plane ticket in there. Flight leaves this morning at seven for San Francisco. I suggest you be on it.”

“As in seven a.m. today? As in five hours from now?”

“I tried to approach you earlier, Teddy. But you were hiding in your parents’ garage.”

Teddy rolled her eyes. “It’s not a garage, it’s an apart—”

“I told you there was one last move. Not Sergei, not jail, but school. If you choose to attend Whitfield, we’ll take care of your debts and make sure Sergei stays away from your parents.” He held her gaze for a moment longer, then shrugged. “Think of this as a scholarship offer. You give us four years, we’ll take care of everything else.”

Teddy walked away from the car, wondering if he was telling the truth. She made it two feet before she had to ask him what had been nagging her since they left the casino. “Earlier tonight,” she said, “what happened in the casino. You . . . you told them to do that, right? Sergei and the pit boss. You told them to just turn around and walk away?”

“Told them?” He arched a single brow. “Did you hear me say anything?”

“You know.” Feeling foolish, she tapped her temple. “With your mind.”

He held her gaze. “If you really want an answer, come to Whitfield.”

With that, he drove away. Teddy stood on the curb, watching his taillights disappear around the corner. She loitered a moment longer, hoping there would be something, some sign, to help her make this decision. The cops pounding on the door. One of Sergei’s men driving past her house. Clint waiting by the curb to take her to the airport. But there was nothing. Just the warm desert air, accompanied by the sound of real crickets. All that was left was her—her and her thoughts.



CHAPTER FOUR

TEDDY WALKED AROUND HER PARENTS’ house to the two-door (detached) garage. And just like that, ten yards later, she was home. As she fumbled with her keys, she remembered the day her dad had installed a real door with a real lock—his effort to make her feel like a real grown-up—instead of what she actually was: a twenty-four-year-old woman who lived in her parents’ two-door (detached) garage.

She unlocked the door and walked into the remodeled space, which now held a separate living and sleeping area, with a small kitchenette tucked into the corner. It was nicer than some of the dumps Teddy had lived in. And the rent was very affordable.

She tossed the Whitfield brochure on her desk. Why does that name sound familiar?

She needed a long, cold shower. Then she needed pancakes. When she was a kid, her dad had cooked pancakes every Sunday morning while her mom slept in. The tradition had continued into her teens. Teddy and her dad discussed only the most important topics over pancakes—football, heist movies, disappointments and heartbreaks, adoption, epilepsy. Pancakes made everything better.

She stripped out of her costume, kicking it all into a corner.

As she showered, she thought about what Clint had said. If she were psychic, wouldn’t she have been able to predict her debacle at Stanford? Sergei? Avoid this whole mess in the first place?

Breakfast wouldn’t help answer that question. Exhausted, she slipped into bed, hoping that by morning she’d have a plan. And that maybe by tomorrow night she’d be laughing at the idea of a school for crime-fighting psychics. Oh, she’d laugh right up until Sergei tracked her down. She didn’t have to be psychic to know that whatever he was going to do to her would be bad.

One last move.

She grabbed the brochure and her laptop from her desk and carried both to her bed. She settled her computer across her lap and typed Whitfield Institute into the search box.

The school popped up immediately. Lots of photos of building exteriors, of students sitting in classrooms. It was all stock-photo stuff, except none of the students or teachers faced the camera; the photos showed only the backs of their heads. It felt as though the webpage were a mock-up, details to be filled in later. Next she Googled Clint. Now, this was a little more interesting. Apparently, Clint Corbett wasn’t just any cop. He was a Good Cop. Article after article featured his fancy cop certificates, shiny cop medals, and earnest cop plaques for solving cases that other cops believed were unsolvable. The Whitfield Institute wasn’t mentioned by name.

Curious, she dug a little further and found a YouTube video with footage dated 1982. Apparently, Clint had played football for USC. Not surprising, given his build. She started the video: “Corbett jumps the route and intercepts the pass!” the sports announcer shouted. “Thirty, twenty, ten. Touchdown, USC! Corbett does it again! It’s like he can read the quarterback’s mind! Don’t know how he does it!”

Teddy smiled. “He’s psychic, dummies.”

Her plane tickets checked out, too. Round-trip, leaving San Francisco at seven a.m., with the return date left open.

Teddy set her laptop aside. She drew her legs up and wrapped her arms around them, resting her chin atop her knees. Minutes ago, she’d been exhausted, but now sleep seemed impossible.

The idea of starting over in San Francisco was becoming more appealing by the second. The few friends she had left in Las Vegas from high school were busy “adulting”—going to brunch, having babies, buying sensible sedans, being normal with their jobs, partners, and families. And that left her even further out than she had been in school.

Teddy’s medication sat on her bedside table. She glanced at it but didn’t move to open the bottle. What if Clint was right? What if she wasn’t epileptic but overstimulated? Because—and here was a terrifying admission—he had described exactly what her seizures felt like. Not a misfiring of neurons but a sensory overload.

Psychic.

Even though the medication made her feel as dull as a rock, some essential part of her continued to rebel against it. Against everything. She could not settle into the life her friends had embraced. Deep down, she knew she could never be happy like that. Maybe that was why she seemed to sabotage every attempt at a normal life. Getting expelled from Stanford. Leaving one job after another. Failing at relationships. Racking up insane gambling debts. The depths to which she was sinking kept getting lower and lower. She looked at the ridiculous costume piled in the corner and shuddered. If she hadn’t already hated herself, she did now. Nothing like stealing from your parents to make you feel like the worst sort of person.

At least Whitfield Institute offered a possibility that she might finally be able to turn her life around. Fool’s gold, knowing her luck, but a possibility was better than nothing. Something had to change—and if she was honest with herself, she knew that something was her. Clint’s words came back to her now: The world needs people like us to show up, Teddy.

She saw a light turn on in the main house and wondered if her dad was awake. Lately, she’d been coming home to find him puttering around the house, fixing a broken lamp, flipping through the pages of some American history book. Teddy knew it would be so easy to walk over, to strike up a conversation, to mix the batter for pancakes. It would be harder to tell him about the money she owed, about Sergei, about Clint and the school in California. Her dad would listen with his usual measured care before launching into the “I’m disappointed in you” speech. He’d tell her to do what she thought was right. But if she told him all of that, she’d have to also tell him that she’d stolen from him. And she wasn’t ready to own up to that.

Teddy must have drifted off to sleep, for she woke abruptly, feeling dazed and disoriented. The wispy remnants of a familiar dream stayed with her—an image of a young woman standing before a yellow house, a cottage, really, beckoning her inside. A soft lullaby had drifted through the air.

Teddy rolled over. Her bedside clock read five-thirty. She shook her head clear of the dream and leaped out of bed. When she’d fallen asleep, she hadn’t been sure what she would do about Clint’s offer. But now she knew this really was her last move. She could show up. She was going to Whitfield.

Teddy pulled out her phone and summoned a Lyft. She gathered her makeup and toiletries and dumped them in a bag. She threw her clothes into a suitcase. She paused only long enough to stuff her costume and padding in a trash bag; she’d toss that out herself.

Finally, she placed her official Whitfield Institute letter of admission (personally addressed to Theodora Cannon—a thorough, if presumptuous, touch on Clint’s part—and stuffed inside the pamphlet along with her plane ticket) on the kitchen table, where her parents would find it, along with a handwritten note. The letter didn’t mention psychic stuff, so Teddy felt like she wasn’t breaking any rules by sharing it with them.

Mom and Dad,

Didn’t want to mention this until I knew, but look—I got in! I’m giving school another try. Heading out this morning. I’ll call as soon as I can.

Outside, the Lyft driver gave a quick honk, and she paused, thinking back to Clint’s insistence that the world needed people like him. She corrected herself. Like us.

Until now, she had thought of herself as someone who needed people, not someone who other people needed. But for a brief moment she let that idea carry her away. She knew she wasn’t Wonder Woman or Superman or anything, but maybe she could learn to make a difference, in a small way. She reread her note and added a quick postscript: Next time I come home, you’ll be proud of me.



CHAPTER FIVE

TEDDY DODGED BETWEEN GROUPS OF tourists who filled the bustling San Francisco pier. Ignoring the shops hawking cable car ornaments, Golden Gate snow globes, and T-shirts proclaiming the wearer had just escaped from Alcatraz, she made a beeline for the nearest coffee shop. She’d dozed a little on the plane, but it had been a short flight. She’d barely closed her eyes before touching down at SFO.

She ordered a triple mocha espresso, hoping the combination of caffeine and sugar would knock the sluggishness from her brain and eliminate her headache. It wasn’t bad yet, just a dull pain behind her right eye: her body’s normal way of reminding her that she hadn’t taken her meds in over twenty-four hours. Only this time she’d deliberately forgotten to take them. All based on a highly nonmedical diagnosis from a cop who didn’t even know her.

You’re not epileptic, Teddy. You’re psychic.

She touched the small bottle of pills tucked inside her jacket pocket, just in case. She felt more herself today, off her medication and in her own clothes—multiple ear piercings, leggings, combat boots, leather jacket.

There was a blast of a boat horn, a final call for anyone who wanted to board the ferry to Angel Island. Last night—wait, was it really just earlier this morning?—when Clint had told her the school was in San Francisco, she’d assumed he meant in San Francisco. Not on some tiny offshore island, little more than a pencil speck on a map of Northern California. But there had been a ferry pass clipped to her plane ticket, and so here she was.

Teddy capped her coffee and raced down Pier 41 to the dock where the ferry waited. Well, she ran as fast as she could, given that she was dragging her suitcase, carry-on duffel, and purse, along with the steaming mocha, all while dodging tourists. She was the last to board before the crew hauled in the carpeted plank and pulled away from the wharf. She dumped her gear at her feet against the rail. As the boat’s engines hummed, she watched the city skyline recede. She hadn’t been to San Francisco since her disastrous stint at Stanford.

“It’s pretty, isn’t it?”

Teddy turned to see a young woman in her early twenties standing beside her. She was small—elfin, almost. In fact, Teddy thought it looked like this girl might have spent more time reading The Lord of the Rings under her bedcovers than walking outside in the sun. Dark circles shadowed her eyes.

“I’ve never seen San Francisco from this vantage point,” Teddy said, looking out over the horizon.

“You’re on your way to Whitfield, too?” the girl asked.

Teddy turned to her, wondering if the girl was psychic.

The girl smiled and tilted her head toward the pile of luggage amassed at Teddy’s feet. “It’s pretty easy to tell who’s planning on staying for months and who’s just day-tripping,” she said, pointing from her own luggage to the other passengers. “I’m Molly Quinn, by the way.”

Teddy glanced around the deck and saw that Molly was right. Most of the people on board were tourists: couples and families equipped with backpacks, bikes, and water bottles, prepared to explore the island for an hour or two. Only a few had the number of bags that identified them as students.

“I’m Teddy.”

Molly wasn’t what Teddy had pictured when she’d imagined the typical Whitfield student. She’d half-expected (all right, dreaded) a group of kids in capes, tarot cards spilling out of their pockets and crystal balls cupped in their hands. But Molly looked normal enough, besides her pallor.

“What made you decide to come to Whitfield?” Teddy asked.

Molly looked away, appearing to study the foam churned up in the ferry’s wake. “I didn’t exactly choose to come. It was this or jail. Turns out I’m considered a threat to national security.”

Teddy laughed, then stopped when she realized it wasn’t meant as a joke. “You? Really?” Teddy thought this woman looked as dangerous as a mouse.

“Well, I sort of hacked in to the CIA’s mainframe.”

Teddy did a double take. Molly Quinn didn’t look like a computer hacker. Surely she was bluffing. Teddy braced herself, expecting that anxious feeling to creep through her body as Molly talked, but it never came. She remembered that Clint had said psychics would be harder to read. And then something strange happened: an image appeared before her eyes, just a flash, like a frame from a movie: Molly huddled in front of a computer. The image was gone as quickly as it had arrived. Had she been in Molly’s head? She wanted back in, to see that image again—was it a memory? Dazed, Teddy tried to rejoin the conversation.

“I wanted to prove myself.” Molly shrugged. Teddy guessed that even mice could chew through the right wires to destroy the system.

Molly looked Teddy up and down. “Let me guess. Psychometrist?”

Teddy didn’t know what a psychometrist was.

Molly continued, “I’m an empath. Do you know what that is?”

Teddy shook her head.

“It’s someone who can tune in to the emotions of others, but on an extremely heightened level. I can feel—literally—everything someone else is feeling: pain, grief, joy, boredom. Like right now I can feel that you’re excited but also frustrated—like you can’t get a handle on all the information you’d like. Don’t worry. Lots of students have close to no psychic knowledge when they first arrive.”

Teddy didn’t like how easily Molly had figured her out. She wasn’t used to talking about her feelings with anyone except her dad, and even then pancakes had to be on the table. So she just smiled and changed the subject. “How does being an empath help you hack in to a computer?”

“It doesn’t, not really. I have a degree in computer science, so I know my way around tech,” Molly said. “Obviously, that helps. But those upper-level coders, the guys who work for the CIA . . .” She paused, shaking her head. “They’re so proud of all their tricky little bits of code, their so-called impenetrable firewalls. It’s ridiculous how cocky they get. It’s like they leave a trail of fingerprints, and I just follow that inside.”

While Molly talked, Teddy tried to recall that image of her. But this time nothing happened. Whatever connection there had been was gone.

Guess there’s a reason psychics go to school.

“So how’d you get caught?” she asked.

“Well, I got cocky, too. I left a note. You know, a ‘Hey, if I got in, who else is reading this?’ kind of a thing. They traced the breach back to my laptop. Then these guys from Whitfield showed up.”

Teddy wondered if she and Molly were more alike than she’d thought. Had all of Whitfield’s students run into trouble before enrolling? She wondered if Whitfield was some sort of academy for wayward psychic millennials. That wasn’t what she’d signed up for.

Molly looked at Teddy, her expression mirroring Teddy’s own. Then Molly shook it off and gave another smile, gentle but strained. “Don’t worry,” she said. “Whitfield’s actually pretty amazing. I wouldn’t have come back if it hadn’t been.”

“Come back?”

“I was here first semester last year, but I took time off to deal with some personal stuff. Luckily, they’re giving me another chance.”

They both leaned against the railing, watching as a small island, covered by scrubby pine and ringed by steep coastal cliffs, rose dramatically from the center of the bay.

“That’s home,” Molly said.

The ferry bumped up against the dock. Passengers milled toward the exit plank, preparing to disembark. When they stepped off the ferry, Teddy was surprised to discover a port large enough to accommodate the ferry and several private boats. A few shops offered the tourist catchalls of water, first-aid kits, sunscreen, hats, and T-shirts, as well as bike, scooter, and kayak rentals. An information booth directed people toward trails and campground sites. Teddy spotted a Cantina serving food and drinks on a dock overlooking the bay. She liked the idea that there was somewhere to get drunk on this island if she needed to self-medicate with a margarita.

“That’s our ride,” Molly said, pointing to an unmarked tram.

Teddy picked up her belongings. She followed Molly toward the tram, dumped her things on the back, and then stopped. A group of people had gathered in front of a statuesque woman holding a small black dog. She was beautiful, but everything about her was big: hair, boobs, butt, thighs. She was wearing so much fringe that she looked like a giant lampshade, and she was yelling.

“Wilson says that cheap dog food you switched to is giving him gas. He should be eating organic. And throw in a probiotic. You should do that, too.” Her fringe swayed as she pointed to a man—the owner, Teddy guessed. “Also, he wants to go back to the dog park,” the woman went on.

“W-what?” the man said. “No, he can’t. The last time I took him, he got into a fight—”

“—which wasn’t his fault,” the woman said. “He says the other dog was a total asshole.” She put the dog down. The woman had blond wavy hair that reached the small of her back, which she swooped from shoulder to shoulder when she spoke, as if for emphasis. That, with the fringe and the bracelets, made Teddy wonder if she had taken a wrong turn at the intersection of Haight and Ashbury. Teddy almost laughed. Could this woman actually talk to dogs?

The dog’s owner didn’t find the woman funny. He tugged the dog in the opposite direction as the dog lurched toward a nearby flock of seabirds.

Frowning, the woman called out, “Wilson, stop projecting! Those birds did nothing to you!” The gulls circled overhead. “You’re welcome,” she said as they flew away.

Then she turned to Teddy and introduced herself as Jillian Blustein.

“Are you like a modern-day Dr. Dolittle?” Teddy said after introducing herself.

“Well, I also have been dabbling in palmistry,” Jillian said as she grabbed Teddy’s hand and turned it over. “You have a strong life line . . . or laugh line. I can never keep those straight.” She gave a good-natured sigh, as if it didn’t really matter. “But yes, I’m an animal medium.”

Teddy laughed this time and then regretted it. “Sorry,” she said. “You must get that a lot.”

Jillian waved it away. “I’m used to it. People have been looking at me funny since I was a kid.” She threw her arms in the air, making the fringe on her jacket wave. “Me. Blending in. You can imagine what a disaster that was?”

“Never worked for me, either,” Teddy said.

“So are you walking or riding?” Jillian asked.

“What?”

“To Whitfield. It’s only a mile or so from here.”

“Sounds like you already know your way around.”

Jillian shrugged. “I arrived a few hours ago. It’s a nice walk. Come on, I’ll show you.”

Teddy called out to Molly to ask if she wanted to join them, but she was already settled in on the tram, so Teddy followed Jillian down a well-worn dirt path that curved south away from the docks.

“What’s your story?” Jillian asked.

My story? Teddy shrugged.

“You know, psychically? How you got here?”

Teddy was so used to keeping her cards close to her vest, so to speak, that her first instinct was to deflect. Instead, she decided to do something she hadn’t done very often, at least with strangers, since that moment when Mrs. Gilbert told her she could just make something up. Teddy told the truth. “I got into a little trouble at the poker tables in Vegas. Clint Corbett sort of bailed me out. He offered me a spot at Whitfield, and I took it.”

She held her breath, waiting for a response. If Jillian was going to judge her as a lowlife, so be it. She’d pick up her chips and move to another table.

But Jillian’s eyes grew big. “Clint Corbett personally recruited you?”

“Is that like a big deal or something?”

“It is a really big deal,” said a voice behind them. “He’s the dean of students.”

Teddy swung around to face the man who had just spoken. His black hair sprouted in messy spikes off his head, as though he’d just tumbled out of bed.

“Do you make a habit of waiting behind trees?” Teddy said.

His head tilted to one side as he studied her. “Sorry, I didn’t mean to startle you,” he said. “My name is Jeremy Lee. I’m new at Whitfield.”
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