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Prologue
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Groom Lake, Nevada

Area 51

DESPERATE TIMES CALLED for daring measures. 

Perfect for him! He knew others would consider his bold solution as a reckless disregard for everything his kind held sacred, but he cared not. He’d always carved his own trail, thumbing his nose at those in charge. Of course, it was precisely that attitude that had brought about his present dilemma. 

Dilemma? Hah! He’d never been in such threatening straits. The being in Cellblock One gasped with surprise as an unfamiliar sensation constricted his air passage and set his blood racing. Anxiety—the first time he’d felt it in his lengthy existence. While a quest for novelty had long been his ruling passion, he could have done without this new experience. When had time become the enemy, instead of his plaything? How could a bit of merriment have turned so dreadfully against him?

He glanced around at the space that had housed him for decades. This place they called Area 51 wasn’t where he arrived in their world. He’d appeared to them first in Roswell, New Mexico, in the year called 1947 in their calendar. Not that he’d remained there for long. They’d whisked him away fast to quell the rumors that flourished to this day, and had kept him hidden here ever since. 

Though they called it a cell, it looked more like a utilitarian suite, with sitting and sleeping zones. A far cry from the luxury he’d known at times, but more than comfortable. While this installation contained many other units, the creature remained the cellblock’s only occupant. His captors had expected more of his kind to come, believing they’d fill the entire wing. As if they had a clue about his kind. Was it any wonder he couldn’t resist toying with them?

The creature made his way to the window. Six inches of some indestructible acrylic, surrounding titanium bars, made it hard to see through. What children they were, his jailers. If they only knew the times he’d slipped from their grasp after light’s-out. It had to be beyond their comprehension to think that someone would find enjoyment from pretending to be their captive. 

However much these pitiful little beings would never grasp, they understood this: They knew the balance had shifted now. When the creature looked through the thick pane, he could see them walking out there, on the soil he had long used to hold them in a terrifying stalemate. At one time they would not have known whether setting foot on that ground would reduce them to such a state of dreamy oblivion as to render all action impossible, or if it would turn them into raving psychopaths. Oh, yes, he had really kept them guessing with that. What grand fun!

But his magic was waning fast, and his captors had caught on to that fact. It was too much to hope that they wouldn’t solidify their domination over him now that they could. 

The creature heard a sound at the unit’s entrance. A guard paused at the clear panel in the cell’s door. Acknowledging him with no more than a brusque nod, the guard moved on, confident in what he’d seen through that pane. The being actually chortled out loud. His charade still had the power to tickle him. He’d always planned to surprise them someday with a look at his true appearance. Now it was too risky. He had to keep the sham going, even if it sapped his precious strength.

With a last look out the cell window, he saw the caravan gathering in the distance. Now they would finally succeed in moving him to another facility, as they’d wished to for some time. With his failing strength and their reinforced installation—hidden on a secret Air Force base in the Arizona desert—the creature had no doubts that this time they really would contain him. 

Or his own kind would come for him, and they’d imprison him in a way his present captors could never imagine, harnessing him so he’d never escape.

Yet he had one chance, a single opportunity to save himself from an existence of bondage and drudgery. There was a place that, for one night, could charge his failing strength with the power he’d need to resist everyone who wished to control him. But it would take all his weakened magic to make it there. He’d have to charm his caravan captors into altering the route—directing them not to the place of certain captivity, but to the site that promised him robust renewal. And he’d have to keep them under that spell for the entire journey, to prevent them from correcting the course. The creature simply didn’t have enough power for that.

There were some who could help him, but would likely not, out of principle or fear or some such nonsense. Fortunately, there was one he might safely tap without her awareness. The one advantage to having lived as long as he had was that he knew all the ancient tricks and magic, forgotten by many. Given how she’d cut herself off from their ways, his benefactor might not notice. If he worked it right, he could steal enough of his unwitting accomplice’s powers to keep himself going. Too bad her resources were so limited. 

It might also help to drag in someone else, to further distract his unwitting helper. More power lost, he thought uneasily, dealing with limitations he’d never had to consider before, but a worthwhile investment if he pulled it off. He’d have to devise just the right trick to capture that facilitator’s attention.

Now, what should it be?
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CHAPTER ONE
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Airborne, Near Phoenix, Arizona

Samantha

PINCH ME.

Not really. Pinches bruise. What I meant was that I couldn’t believe my amazing luck. Less than a year ago, I’d scraped so low, I’d dealt myself in on a crazy scam that nearly took my life. Now I was thoroughly ensconced as a solid citizen of Fat City, and my brilliant star was about to glow even brighter. 

If only I could escape that creepy sensation that something bad was about to happen again.

Maybe I was just queasy—eating a pound of premium chocolate will do that. Still, who could blame me for pigging out? I mean, there I was aloft in a luxurious private jet, where they plied me with anything and everything I could possibly want, on my way to Phoenix, Arizona, where I’d co-star on the national news for weeks to come. 

Sure, lots of people would loathe my boss and me, but there’s no such thing as bad publicity, right? My new employer had built his career on irreverence, and they loved him for it. I was crazy to worry. 

I should introduce myself. I’m Samantha Brennan, a Los Angeles-based spiritual advisor to the stars, just a year away from the big three-oh, if it’s any of your business. Actually, I’m no more psychic than a tire iron. My clients believe I am because, after I tell them what they obviously want to hear, they unconsciously move mountains to make my predictions come true. Senseless from my point of view, but as long as it pays the bills, why should I argue?

At one time I considered all claims of supernatural abilities to be pure hooey, a trap for the more gullible among us. Despite my non-sensitive status, however, I’d now had two genuinely psychic experiences. One saved my life and the other allowed me to repay that debt and rescue my savior. I hadn’t experienced a single supernatural sensation since, though, and I hoped I never would. 

There was something else people believed about me—that I was a descendent of an ancient Celtic goddess. A hoot, huh? Since I always forgot the name of my supposed ancestor, I only threw that mythological crap around with people I felt sure knew less than I did. Fortunately, that was almost everyone. 

Gods and goddesses—more hokum you’re thinking, right? Wrong. No, I wasn’t really a goddess, though I did own some really special clothes. But I swear they exist. I’d met actual ancient deities myself. Right here on Earth, if you think L.A. qualifies for that description. Not that I chose to see them anymore. Though I still ran into Angus, the ancient Celtic god of youth and love and laughter, far too often, I hadn’t crossed paths with his modern descendant, Annabelle Haggerty, lately. If I ever did, I planned to run the other way. It was because of my association with Haggerty that I nearly went on to my Final Journey, as we say in spiritual advisor-speak. As for Angus, I never wanted to see him again. That rat absolutely broke my heart.

Enough with the trip down Memory Lane! I’m strictly a today-kinda girl, and today was great. If you doubt that, look at where I found myself: Aloft in the chartered Gulfstream of none other than Rand Riker, the frontman of the aging bad-boy band, Devil’s Disciple, being feted by a flight attendant with such a snooty English accent, she made the Queen sound like a scrub woman. 

Since the publicity generated by my past near-demise had brought me a better class of client, my financial prospects had been looking up. But this jet had introduced me to a whole new strata, one I was going to fight to hold on to.

Rand and I had met at a party the week before, and he hired me to serve as his personal psychic on the Sex, Drugs & Rock ’n’ Roll tour, to be kicked off with a benefit concert in Sedona, Arizona just two days from now, although the actual tour wouldn’t begin for another couple of weeks. 

It did surprise me, when I showed up at the Van Nuys Airport earlier this morning, to learn Rand and I were the only passengers. I assumed the whole band would be flying with us. Apparently, the other musicians traveled by bus, while Rand flew in style, and usually alone. 

People—just when you think you’ve got them pegged, they’ll fool you every time. 

Especially since the cushy Gulfstream could easily have carried many more lucky souls. I’d plopped myself down in one of four leather club chairs at the front of the plane. The empty cheap seats—two rows of standard seating—followed behind my section. Rand sat at the dining table farther back, where he had been shouting into the satellite phone to his attorney ever since we’d taken off.

His voice rose now above the roar of the engines, “So you think I’ve got protection on this thing, Dan?”

That sounded pretty cautious for a guy who’d built his reputation by flaunting rules. I tuned him out. Knowing too much about my clients’ actual lives leeched all the artistry from my readings. Occasionally, though, his voice became too loud to ignore. And despite the billions he’d made singing, I found the sound irritating. After decades of living in the U.S., only the broad vowels and the odd expression betrayed the Down Under roots of an Aussie upstart, who’d hitched a ride on the British Band Invasion on the theory that Americans couldn’t tell the difference between the accents. 

Speaking of Brits, the flight attendant approached. She was a pretty gal, around my age, with finely chiseled features, artfully tousled highlighted hair and big brown eyes. She wore a body-hugging navy skirt suit that bore the charter’s insignia embroidered onto the breast pocket. The only tacky touch was a plastic nametag pinned above the charter’s logo, on which she’d written her name.

Given her ritzy accent, I kept thinking of her as “Princess.” Now I saw that her name was Holly O’Neill. She had looped the tail of the “y” over the names on the hand-written nametag and ended it with a little heart. See what I mean about surprises? I would never have taken Princess Holly as the heart-drawing type. The surprises made my job so much fun.  

Princess Holly carried a tray with a champagne flute filled with some amber-colored bubbly.

“I thought you might want to wash the chocolate down with some champagne,” she said in that frosty accent. “It’s Cristal.” 

No kidding? I’d always wondered how good champagne would taste. I refused to let her see that, though. Instead, I nodded nonchalantly, as if to say I was so used to it, I brushed my teeth with the stuff. I swilled a gulp and waited for the ecstasy to hit. To my surprise, good wine didn’t taste like wine at all. It tasted like...apple juice. 

Huh? I took another sip. Sure enough, apple juice. Even the bubbles had gone flat. How could that have happened? 

Apples made me think of Annabelle Haggerty, my goddess companion in that earlier caper. Celtic deities, I’d learned from Haggerty, regard apples as a sacred symbol of their divinity. Apparently, apples grow everywhere on their homeland, Tir na N’og, their place of immortality, which means “The Land of the Young.”

Enough with the Celts! It wasn’t like I’d never seen an apple before I met Haggerty and Angus. I had to be wrong about the champagne anyway. That chocolate had simply numbed my taste buds.

When Holly said we were starting our descent, I asked her to bring me my carryon bag. I’d decided to change my clothes on the plane, since it struck me as incredibly decadent to wear two outfits for a one-hour flight. 

In my stiletto, open-toed pumps, I wobbled past the dining table where Rand still shouted into the phone, beyond the small galley and the jet’s business center, with its fax and copy machines, to the restroom at the rear of the plane.

I was known for my really special clothes. The dress I planned to wear for our landing was a white mid-calf gown with flowing organdy layers. The clerk at the vintage store told me it had been worn by some actress chick named Adriana, for the opening of a TV show she did back in the fifties. But my grandma said, since I was probably a size...or ten...bigger than that Adriana-girl, I shouldn’t pass on that story. 

Hey, I liked chocolate too much, and just about everything else. But even if some would regard me as a tad pudgy, I never lacked for male attention. I had my pick of guys. 

And I’d better choose one soon just to show that rotten Angus I was really over him.

Come to think of it, shouldn’t I be longing for some mattress athletics? It had been months since Angus and I did the wild thing, yet I still felt adequately satisfied. Maybe god-sex just had a longer shelf life than regular-guy-sex.

After slipping on my dress, I admired myself in the mirror. Tossing the organdy layers out and letting them fall around me, I thought I looked like a really built Tinker Bell. 

When I stepped from the restroom, Rand was finally off the phone. He sat there, idly drumming his black polished fingernails against the tabletop. 

You know Rand Riker, of course—or as I thought of him, Thick Lips and Crater Face. He had to be the most legendary bad-boy in the rock world. When my mom was a girl, she attended the first of the concerts at which he was arrested for indecency, after he appeared on stage covered in nothing more than red paint. When nudity no longer attracted sufficient attention, he went on to something else, and something after that. Always ahead of the curve.

With that kind of reputation, you’d be surprised by what he looked like today. The hair he’d once dyed primary red had returned to its natural black with gray streaks, and it reached to his waist. He wore wide cotton pants above sandals and a loose jacket such as an Eastern monk might wear. The only sign that he was still Devil’s Disciple’s bad boy were the fingernails and toenails, as long as an armadillo’s, which he painted black. 

When I passed the table, his gaze met mine. A sparkle of recognition rose into those famous hooded eyes, as pitch as midnight in a coal mine. 

Since I was on the clock, I paused beside him. “Everything okay? You seemed to be shouting a lot back here.”

“Just hedging me bets,” he said with a flickering grin. “You know, some might consider what we’re about to do in Arizona as a fair dinkum risk.” He gave his hair a toss that sent a ripple through it that made it look like the skin of a seal. “Ah, no worries. I’ve built my entire career by adding one dare onto another. Wouldn’t have it any other way.”

I slipped into the chair across from him. “Anything I can do?” 

He lifted his fingertips to his forehead and seemed to be unconsciously trying to flatten its deeply etched lines. “Such as what?” he asked absently.

What he was paying me for, to act as his psychic. Okay, so maybe I had begun substituting the word mugs for drugs in the name of the Sex, Drugs & Rock ’n’ Roll tour. Mugs because anyone who thought I could tell a psychic impression from a Fig Newton was a first class patsy. But he had hired me. Other people made the impossible happen purely on the strength of my predictions. 

As if he were the one with telepathic abilities, Rand said, “Oh, I get it. You want to tell me my future. Is that it, Madame Samantha?”

Not precisely how I would have expressed it, but why else was I there?

He reached across the table and gently traced my jaw with fingertips callused from decades of strumming guitar strings. “Maybe, luv, I could tell you yours.”

Was that why he hired me? Despite the sixty-plus years of hard living reflected on his face, I had to admit there was something about him. When a wicked grin caused his full lips to twist crookedly, he seemed to be saying that he knew what you wanted, how you wanted it and that he was just the guy to give it to you.

Whoa! He was old enough to be my father. If my mom had had her way, he would have been. Besides, Rand Riker had cut so many notches in the bedpost, he’d reduced hundreds of headboards to kindling. I didn’t need another guy who had never heard the word fidelity.

Even more unsteadily on my towering shoes now, I babbled something about needing more chocolate. Rand gave me a look that pierced through my lie. I wasn’t sure whether he was trying to say he knew I wanted to escape, or if it was obvious there couldn’t be any chocolate left. 

At the front of the plane, I sank into my chair, careful to drape my elegant gown around me. Until it occurred to me that I might be making myself too gorgeous to resist. I didn’t notice the clunky approach of Princess Holly’s sensible shoes until she stood before me.

“Madame Samantha, is the champagne all right?” she asked.

I wanted to say, No, it tastes like kiddy swill. Naturally, I told her it was fine.

Holly hovered expectantly before me. Sure, I said I wasn’t any more psychic than a jelly donut, but even I could sense that she wanted a reading. At least someone respected my sham-skills. I urged her to sit across from me. She threw a quick glance to the rear of the jet, where Rand was once again yammering on the phone, before she perched on the edge of the other chair.

Her story poured out fast, and it was a familiar one. Concerned a guy, of course. A cheater, of course.

I put up my hand to stop her. “I got the picture. You’re working your tail off to scrape together enough bucks for your wedding, while he’s off nailing some mermaid.”

She wrinkled her small, elegant nose in confusion. “A mermaid? You mean one of those sea creatures...? No, it was his assistant.”

“Assistant, mermaid—what’s the difference?” But it hit me, what I was saying. Okay, so maybe I wasn’t as over Angus as I thought. I drew myself up and said with unaccustomed dignity, “It’s a metaphor.”

Holly O’Neill nodded slowly. “I see that. Like a siren, you mean.” 

Siren? The noise an ambulance makes? Whatever. “Exactly,” I said. “Dump that loser before he hurts you again.”

“But he said he’d never—”

I sighed loudly. “They always do. And they always do. Cheat, I mean. Trust me, you’re meant for someone else. It’s written in the stars.” 

That usually convinced them. I couldn’t say why. If you can erase something written on paper, why should stars be exempt? Nothing in life is set, I believed. Even if it were, wouldn’t most of us resist it? Holly, I felt certain, would find someone better, now that I’d sent her off in that direction. I’d really done her a favor.

She wasn’t getting with the program, though. “It’s hard for me to meet men. Our passengers...well, they regard me as either their servant or a flying call girl.” 

I felt an unexpected kinship with her, thanks to Rand’s recent come on. But that gave me an idea. “The man you’re supposed to be with is right here.”

“The pilot? He’s gay.”

“Not the pilot.” I tossed my curly blonde mane toward to the back of the plane.

“You mean...?” She gave her head a speculative tilt.

Good. Since Rand had chartered this jet for the entire tour, we’d be seeing more of Princess Holly. If she went after him, that would distract Rand and save me from my own self-destructive impulses. 

I looked out the window when the plane banked into a curve. “Ooh! Look at that mountain.”

“That’s Camelback Mountain.” 

“It does resemble a camel,” I said, gushing. “Look at that. It even has the distinct look of a camel’s face.”

Holly’s lips twisted skeptically. “I can’t say I ever saw much facial resemblance. The hump, of course, and the head, but not the face.”

Was she kidding? A camel’s face distinctly stared back at me. Actually, there was a cartoonish quality about it. How could a rock assume that form? 

“Come on,” I said. “Look out this window and tell me you don’t see—”

The most incredible thing happened then. The camel stuck out its tongue at me. I swear! I sank back in my seat, shaken.

My fear didn’t last long, though, as I put it all together. Cristal Champagne transformed into apple juice...a face on a mountain that nobody else could see...a tongue wag. 

I didn’t have to ask what was happening—this had to be the work of one of the Celtic deities. I just didn’t know which one. It couldn’t have been Angus. He wasn’t that subtle, if you could describe putting a cartoon face on a mountain as subtle. And it sure wasn’t Haggerty—she was too stingy with her powers to waste them.

Who else cared about attracting my attention? And why?
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CHAPTER TWO
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Samantha

BY THE TIME WE LANDED, my chocolate high’s bubble had burst. I felt so wiped out, I wanted to sleep for a week. Naturally, that wasn’t going to happen.

I hadn’t experienced any more odd perceptions. With sheepish honesty, I admitted I must have been wrong about the earlier ones. A mountain that wagged its tongue at me? Sugar had just made me lightheaded. 

The Gulfstream landed in some small airport in Scottsdale. When Princess Holly opened the hatch, two burly guys met us in a black Yukon with darkened windows. They hadn’t punched those boys out of precisely the same mold, but they hadn’t made a lot of modifications to the design between stampings, either. Both were muscle sausages, and both wore black leather bomber jackets that seemed too heavy for the warmish spring weather. The stockier one sported a five o’clock shadow and had a neck as thick as a tree trunk. The taller one shaved his head so closely, his scalp shined in the sunlight. 

Rand greeted the pair with no more than a nod. They grunted back. Since nobody bothered to introduce me, I thought of them as No-Neck and Baldy. 

They began to transfer our bags to the rear of the Yukon. The unseasonable coats no longer surprised me when No-Neck’s unzipped jacket parted, and I saw he wore a shoulder holster. 

Well, Rand Riker was a huge star. Even if the critics had been increasingly unkind about his advancing years, he needed more security than the average Joe. Armed guards weren’t overkill.

But I began to wonder whether they were merely contract muscle men. Neither Rand nor I had traveled light. Our bags filled all the cargo space of the voluminous Yukon. While transferring a few bags, No-Neck said with a sneer, “Didn’t leave much at home, huh?”

I expected Rand to remind the stupid lug who paid his salary. He’d enjoyed too many years of outrageous entitlement to take crap from a security guy. To my surprise, while he pressed his full lips together until they turned white, Rand didn’t utter a peep of reproach.

Holly walked toward the terminal, pulling a roller suitcase behind her. She waved at me and sent a doubtful look Rand’s way. He didn’t seem to notice. You’d think such a determined womanizer would have eyed her cute little caboose. 

Baldy and No-Neck climbed into the SUV and started it up, while Rand and I piled into the backseat. As we wove our way through the city streets, I tried to pay more attention to the camel mountain, which was visible from many angles. But all I really wanted was to take a nap. If I ever think about eating that much chocolate again, somebody hit me. 

Too bad that was when Rand decided to get his money’s worth from me. “I haven’t come a gutser, have I?”

Shouldn’t this job have come with an Aussie phrasebook?

“This will work out, won’t it, Madame Samantha?” Rand went on.

He wanted my advice now? Maybe he should have asked before he aligned himself with Normal Frankly, the most reviled man in the country. 

Nobody really knew much about Normal Frankly, the man we’d gone to Arizona to help. Once the Feds looked into his history, they found it didn’t hold up. Everything from his college transcripts, to his resume as a high school chemistry teacher had been faked. But even though his trial was still in its early days, while nobody knew where he’d come from, few doubted that he’d end up in prison.

The government had identified Normal, a Northern Arizona militia member, as the person who had raised the country’s collective anxiety level when he mailed a series of poison gas vials to the offices of several senators who had sponsored a bill that would have curtailed militia activities. 

I hardly ever watch the news, but even I became glued to the tube as the national fear level ratcheted up with each new vial that arrived. 

The strange part was that most of the vials had been sent to the senators’ D.C. offices. Only Kenny Campbell, the junior senator from Arizona, received one at his Phoenix office. And Senator Campbell’s vial was the only one that broke. The prosecution alleged that the thickness of the glass used in the other vials guaranteed that all the Washington packages would probably arrive intact, while the one sent to Senator Campbell was so fragile, it was engineered to shatter when the package was opened. 

Even more damning for Normal was the fact that the package arrived a week after Senator Campbell was shown on TV opening his own mail in his Phoenix office. Anyone with two brain cells to rub together would have regarded that as an obvious photo op. Big-time politicians do not open their own mail, except when TV cameras roll. But the government maintained Normal believed Senator Campbell would open that package himself. Even more, the prosecution contended he had been the sole target from the start, with the other packages sent to Washington merely smokescreens. Too bad an aide actually opened it; she was killed within instants, and it took two weeks for a Hazmat team to sanitize the office. 

Since it was understood that Senator Campbell planned to make a run for the White House, you might have predicted that half the country would have supported him, while the other half wouldn’t have been too broken up if the vial had reached its intended target. But even if Kenny Campbell was running on a simple-minded Family Values plank, he was generally regarded as more honest than the usual politician. Even his political opponents respected him. Given that, and the way that Oklahoma City and 9/11 had angered Americans, it was amazing that Normal Frankly hadn’t been strung up from a Saguaro Cactus already.

And that was the man Rand Riker had chosen to defend. 

I’d about swallowed my tongue when I heard that, well before the start date of the Sex, Drugs & Rock ’n’ Roll tour, Rand decided to include a benefit concert in Sedona to help defray Normal’s legal bills. 

“Even a penniless man deserves a fair trial,” Rand had announced at a press conference. “Bloody hell, I’ve been railroaded by the sanctimonious types from the start of my career. I know how it feels.”

Normal didn’t seem that penniless. He owned a sizable compound outside of Sedona, built right into a mountain, which was supposedly more unassailable than Fort Knox. He wasn’t exactly getting railroaded, either; the government had apparently built a tight case. It also didn’t seem like Devil’s Disciple would raise any money. Since ticket sales weren’t great, after expenses, the benefit concert might lose bucks. So why do it?

That was what I’d asked Rand when I met him at that party. 

A twinkle had risen up in his flat eyes. “I’ll tell you something, Madame Samantha—you do like people to address you as ‘Madame,’ right, luv?”

Not when they were laughing at me, which I figured he had been.

Rand reduced his voice to a whisper. “It’s not only politics that makes for strange bedfellows, it’s also self-promotion.”

The promotional part I understood. When he asked me to sign on as his personal psychic, I agreed in a flash. Self-promotion was my real life’s work. But when the Sedona City Council tried to secure an injunction to stop the concert, my doubts surfaced. Even after the band won the right to continue, the idea of supporting a guy so despised started looking less attractive. I’ve got the hide of a rhino when it comes to words, but what if people decided to string us all up? Still, I didn’t bail when I could have. Yeah, I needed the money. But mostly, I needed not to be home when Angus came by begging me to take him back. I had to show him I’d moved on. 

I noticed Rand was still blathering about something. “What about the harmonic convergence? How will that affect me?”

Har-what? That sounded more like a woo-woo word than an Aussie one. I threw loads of them about in the course of my job, but that was a new one by me. I prided myself on being able to shoot the bull with the best of them, but not when the chocolate bubble burst, and my brain had turned to mush.

“Madam Samantha?” he asked.

Time for a diversion. After spotting what I needed up ahead, I told No-Neck to pull over. “Coffee. I need coffee.”

No-Neck parked before some country-looking coffeehouse. Wow, it had been a long time since I’d seen an independent coffee shop. Not since Soma Café had locked up all the coffee business from coast-to-coast. Actually, though I couldn’t get through a day without several Soma Cafs, I couldn’t explain how they came to be on every corner of every city in the country. They burned their beans and their baristas were snotty know-it-alls. I only knew I was as hopelessly devoted as everyone else.

“Not here,” I snapped. “Go down the street to Soma Café.”

With a sigh, he pulled back into traffic and moved the Yukon a few spaces along. “I’ll get your coffee,” No-Neck said, cutting the engine. 

Baldy gave him the slightest of nods. “I’d better go,” Baldy said. No-Neck agreed with pursed lips.

What was that all about?

“How do you take it?” Baldy asked. “Cream? Sugar?”

“Regular coffee?” I wrinkled my nose. “I’ll have a Venti percent cap with easy foam and an extra shot.” One shot? As tired as I was today, what was I thinking? “Make it two shots, as well as a shot of vanilla. And have them drizzle some caramel over the foam.”

Baldy stared at me. “You’ll need a bank loan to pay for that.”

Rand pulled a twenty from his baggy monk pants. “Buy her what she wants, so we can get on with this.”

Baldy nodded. “Tell me again—”

I snatched the bill. “I’ll get it myself.”

That was what I wanted to do anyway. Before anyone could object, I hopped out. Despite how desperately I needed coffee, I stopped the instant I was through the door and looked for someone with a computer. I didn’t own one myself. I was the last dinosaur who’d never received an email. As for spam—well, that was what most people considered me. But I had learned how to do Internet searches when I could steal a few minutes on someone else’s laptop. 

Amazingly, I didn’t see any laptops today. Just the usual loud overhead music and about a dozen people talking on their cell phones through headsets, so that it looked more like the day room of a loony bin.

I stepped up to the counter, but before I ordered, I asked the clerk, “What’s a harmonica convergence? Or a hormonal one? Something like that.”

The skinny twit looked down his long nose at me. “Is that something on our menu?”

See what I mean? Snotty. I ordered my coffee; no matter how I felt about the place, I needed that. But somehow I had to find out about that harmonica-thingie before Rand asked about it again. 

Someone had stuffed several newspaper sections in a paper rack. While the barista made my drink, I yanked out the front section. No harmonicas, and no hormones, either. What was that word? 

Before I could toss the section away, though, something did catch my eye. “Militia Denounces Frankly,” the headline read. The article went on to say that the Arizona Friends of Freedom Militia had condemned Normal Frankly’s attack on Senator Campbell, breaking their ties with him.

A color photo depicted a dreary-looking man, identified as Harold Hinkley, wearing combat fatigues and sporting a graying chin-warmer beard, standing before a bank of microphones. The space behind him on a stage, placed before some crimson rocks, was filled with fellow travelers, all also wearing fatigues or flannels. Surprisingly, one of those guys was No-Neck.

The barista placed my drink on the counter. As desperate as I felt, I didn’t reach for it. Instead, I glanced at the black SUV parked outside. Though the Friends of Freedom had broken with Normal Frankly, at least one of their members—and I was betting two—chauffeured around the man who intended to pay their enemy’s legal bills. 

What were those strange bedfellows up to?
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CHAPTER THREE
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THE CARAVAN HAD BEGUN its journey, earlier than the being from Area 51 expected. Excellent. As long as the charm he’d placed on his captors continued to hold. Though the lead vehicle used technology to monitor its course, none of the soldiers assigned to their caravan recognized that they had veered away from their desired destination. What delightful fun!

The caravan consisted of only three vehicles. After much discussion, the higher-ups had decided a lower profile made more sense than a better equipped force, because nobody would take a cluster of only three military vehicles for anything other than a routine shipment. All the decades the creature had remained mute paid off—they’d concluded he couldn’t understand their language, and they felt free to say anything in front of him. 

The last vehicle in the chain was exactly what it appeared to be, a simple supply truck that stored food and held a small galley to prepare it in. The lead one was the scout. The second vehicle housed the being. From the outside, it also looked like an ordinary truck. However, the inside of that unassuming shell was lined with titanium. After he’d been placed into that metal room, the doorway had been welded shut. The only openings consisted of a small rectangle, through which his food tray was pushed, and a Plexiglas window a guard could use to monitor him. 

Poor fools. Even in his weakened condition, he didn’t need doors to escape.

And escape he would, when the time was right. He calculated that they would arrive at the destination early. Not only had they started out before he expected, they were making good time, even if they traveled exclusively on rural highways. He didn’t minimize the difficulty he would face once he liberated himself—they’d unleash an unprecedented manhunt. But despite the challenge hiding out would present, earlier was better than later. If he missed that one sliver of time, he was finished.

Everything was working adequately well for him. His waning energy stores were holding, thanks to the power he’d begun siphoning from his unwitting benefactor. 

The only setback was the signal he had sent the facilitator he’d chosen. He knew she picked up on his message—the surge in the universe’s collective energy had been too dramatic. But it died away fast. Had she discounted her perception? She should have made contact with the one who could help her interpret what she’d seen.  

He’d have to send another message, one she couldn’t ignore.

Now what would it be? He chuckled softly. It was good to know that even in these sorry times, there was still amusement to be had. As long as it wasn’t at his expense. 
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CHAPTER FOUR
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Samantha

THE MAIN PHOENIX FEDERAL Courthouse wasn’t far from the Soma Café coffee shop. Fortunately, I’d already chugged most of my drink when the Yukon stopped. Needing all possible juice, I swallowed the last drop. But I’d developed such a caffeine tolerance, even a Venti with extra shots didn’t give me the slightest buzz. 

The courthouse surprised me. I’d been expecting the typical mausoleum to justice, gray with grime, dripping with concrete grapes and whatnot. But this was a new building, all angles and curves. A glass crescent took a deep swipe through the front of the structure. And jutting out from it was a round extension that looked like a flying saucer. As if such a thing could exist.

No-Neck told Baldy to call when we were ready to be picked up, and No-Neck stayed with the car. After his kisser appeared in the newspaper with his leader denouncing Normal Frankly, I’d guess he didn’t want to be seen helping the verboten cause. Were they defectors? Baldy yanked his gun from his holster and popped it into the glove box. 

As soon as we stepped from the SUV, reporters gathered there rushed at Rand. Baldy kept them away, while Rand and I dashed toward the door. The atrium that rose many stories within that glass crescent looked equally as dramatic inside. Baldy immediately began acting as a negative tour guide, deploring the waste of tax dollars, “that shouldn’t have been taken in the first place,” he’d insisted, while simultaneously explaining how the place worked. The atrium wasn’t air conditioned in the usual way, he told us. There were misters at the top, which released fine sprays of water that cooled it. By the time those bursts of mist hit the ground floor, they felt like puffs of cool air. 

Perfect for the Adriana-dress. While Baldy steered us toward the security checkpoint, I pirouetted to send the organdy layers floating out. He frowned in annoyance. Live with it, pal. I noticed he kept his political views to himself when we went through security. Hypocrite.

Baldy guided us into the elevator. When it stopped at our floor, he ushered us down the hall. He left us at the courtroom door, after assuring Rand that he’d meet us again when we left. While the guys talked, I inched the door open to peek inside. It was a modern courtroom awash in some light-colored wood. Apart from the design, though, it contained all the usual courtroom components, if TV was any guide. 

Court was in session, but we barged right in. People spotted Rand immediately, causing a murmur to swell through the spectator area. The judge was a wiry woman in her fifties, weathered by the desert sun. While she didn’t look in our direction, grooves cut deeply between her eyebrows, as the noise built. 

She banged her gavel. “Silence, or I’ll clear—”

When she finally spotted Rand, her speech sputtered to a stop. He offered Her Honor one of his full-wattage grins, causing a flush to rise up through her mummified skin. Had that dignified woman been one of the girls who once threw her undies on stage at his concerts? Or did she just wish she had? 

Celebrity has the craziest effect on people. Was it any wonder I wanted to be a successful celebrity psychic? The women in the spectator area, no matter what their age, looked like they’d love to toss their unmentionables right now, while the men all seemed to want to befriend him. The lone holdout to Rand’s appeal was a woman seated in the first row, a petite, mid-forties fashionista, who frowned at him. Rand would have had to wrestle her if he wanted her shorts. 

We took our seats without any more fuss. Only then did Normal Frankly glance into the spectator section. Though I’d seen flashes of him on TV, close up the defendant looked anything but normal. His head towered over that of his male attorney, making me guess the guy was tall. A better word might have been elongated. Everything about him looked stretched out. I wondered if, after the obstetrician squeezed his head with forceps when he was born, making it unnaturally long and thin, he went back and gave the baby’s body a matching squish. Normal’s hair was a wispy light brown, and he had such pale eyebrows and eyelashes, they almost
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