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I HEAR VOICES IN MY head.

Too bad they’re never mine.

I know what you’re thinking. Anyone who admits to hearing voices has to be a wackadoodle. If only it were that simple! Curing craziness has to be way easier than ridding yourself of my affliction. Or at least more enjoyable. 

Think about it. You spend a little time in some sweet looney bin, getting chatted up by a kindly shrink earnestly nudging you toward the realization that you’re deluded. Who cares? The way I see it, we’re all delusional. If the job of fake psychic, a time-honored career path in my family, had taught me nothing else, it made that realization clear to me. If you’d spent all the years I have tossing out loads of woo-woo patter, while telling the marks what they want is precisely what will happen, you’d never doubt the human need for figments. The only difference is the saner among us know it. Best of all, in the Wacky Joint, I hear they ply you with drugs designed to blunt reality’s nastier edges. What’s not to like?

Sadly, though, I’m not crazy. I’m...no, I can’t even say it. I never even use words starting with the letter p anymore to make sure I don’t accidentally spit it out. 

You’re probably thinking of some other p-word. Like maybe persistent. Gods, no—that’s really not me. When the going gets tough, and the tough get going, I’m always off somewhere in search of a cushier gig that promises better pay.

I’m...psychic. There, I said it. Don’t make me say it again. Not a fake psychic like I used to be. Now, my gift is for real. 

For once trying to con you is not my intention. Not bragging either—believe me, nothing could be further from the truth. For years I was damn proud of being a fake psychic. The way I saw it, 

I performed a useful service by helping my clients dig deeper into their delusions of choice, while simultaneously lining my own pockets. What’s not to like? As for me, I genuinely prefer meeting the present moment-by-moment, letting the future take care of itself. 

Oh, sure, deep down I did sometimes secretly wish for some prescient gifts. See? Another p-word—we really should get rid of all of them. But I only wanted to be psychic because I thought maybe I could pick up a few bucks on some deal by having an insider edge, or because it would make me sound smart to drop bits about the future into conversations, when those things would actually happen. Being psychic seemed an easier, more fun way to accomplish those things, and I’m all about easy and fun. But since that bolt of lightning struck me in the course of my last caper, leaving me with skills I couldn’t begin to handle, reality has chased everything remotely entertaining and hilarious from my life. It’s all become harder than I ever knew possible. I mean, I hardly even enjoy shopping for vintage clothes anymore, when I finally have some bucks for it. Ever thought about the vibes that come off some pre-worn clothing? Trust me, you don’t want to know. 

Woo-woo types often say I’m lucky that my psychic abilities come in so many forms. Really? How is that lucky? I hear voices regularly, but I never know if those words are being spoken in the next room or on the other side of the world. If they’re being uttered now, or if they happened in the past, or have yet to happen. Sometimes I see images, but my visions almost always scare the crap out of me. I can even get a sense of someone if I hold an object they touched. That’s called psychometry. Try moving through a crowd with that ability, bumping into strangers—vision blizzard!

Mostly, I wanted psychic abilities because I thought they would bring me closer to the gods who had become my best friends. You know, almost like I was one of them. Only now, because of the lightning strike that left me with these freakin’ paranormal skills, the special god who stole my heart has been ripped away from me in the worst possible way. And for all my peering into the future, I have no idea when he’ll come back and especially, whether he’ll still be as crazy-into me as he once was. 

What good does it do me to know things when they aren’t the things I want to know?

Before I ramble on anymore, I should introduce myself. I’m Samantha Brennan. Not long ago, I was a twenty-something free spirit, based in La-La-Land. I used to call myself a spiritual advisor to the stars, but truthfully, celebrities were kinda scarce in my life, and poverty was always knocking on my door. Then I found myself in Sedona during a nightmarish harmonic convergence, seeing and doing things nobody should if she wants to cling to the ignorance I’d always cherished. Now that I’m zeroing in on the big 3-0, I’m temporarily based in Flagstaff, Arizona, bunking down once again with my BFF, Annabelle Haggerty, a genuine goddess, a direct descendent of the ancients you’ve read about in mythology books, who also happens to be an FBI agent. And I’m performing what I once would have described as a dream job. One in which I actually get paid adequate coin for doing what comes naturally to me. That is, lying my plump, overly dressed behind off for anyone gullible enough to believe my outrageous predictions. Well, I’m actually working undercover with my goddess-bestie for a government agency to protect us from our own world’s terrorists, as well as those from other places, far nastier than you know. 

And all I can say about those so-called dream jobs is that you gotta pity a world headed to where I see it going, especially when all that stands between us and the most unimaginable ruin is a good-time girl like me. 
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Samantha

MY DAY STARTED WITH a pleasurable moan. Not mine, sadly, and neither had it come from anyone in bed beside me. There hadn’t been anyone lying there for more months than I could count. After Angus, the ancient but ever-hot Celtic god of youth, love, and laughter had his dalliance with a mermaid, I’d thrown him out of my life. So, sure, then I was free to look elsewhere. But you know what they say—once you’ve done god, there’s no going back. 

Other deities had tried to warn me no god would give up casual romps with sea creatures and such. “Sammy, me girl, you’re expecting too much,” my pal, Taliesin, god of the bards, had said. “That’s a divine lad’s birthright.”

“That so, Tali?” I’d asked. “Then it’s this mortal girl’s right to say, ‘Forget it, dude. I don’t share.’ ”

But Angus did give up his bits of fluff. He’d burst back into my life at its most harrowing point, during that harmonic convergence, not only to come to my rescue, but pledging himself to me alone. 

Happily ever after, right?

Wrong. Because a wicked former goddess seized that chance to turn Angus to stone. Try getting that to warm your bed. 

Losing him crushed me. Truly, I sank lower than whale shit. Slipping that deeply into a funk was a first for me. I’d made my way through my life with nothing more than my ability to spin outrageous predictions and an eccentric sense of style. I never accepted defeat. Even as one of my schemes was crashing and burning, I simply transferred my hope to my next score, certain that one would make it big, even if my history proved otherwise. No question, my capers with Haggerty had added a few dings to my armor. If I hadn’t clung so tenaciously to my commitment to remaining as deluded as possible, I would never have survived. Let’s face it, that was all that got any of us through life. 

Now, just two weeks past that awful night when Angus was cast in stone on that rock only twenty-eight miles south of us in Sedona, my roommate Annabelle Haggerty and I were at work on another case for the Bureau’s Resident Agency in Flagstaff. While I hadn’t soared all the way back to my normal state of untarnished good cheer during our short tenure here, I’d pulled myself a good way up. Partly by remembering there was always fun to be had. 

I sat up in my bed now, admiring the stylish teal and silver walls of my bedroom, listening to the voices I heard from somewhere as if they were on a radio. Since the psychic anvil fell on my head, I heard voices all the time. Only difference was the ones on my paranormal frequency echoed between my ears. The noises I heard now sounded more like they were coming through my bedroom wall. 

Well, there was one other difference. These voices only sounded like a radio if it had a porn station. Yup, people beyond that wall were doing the nasty. 

That blew me away. My roomie, Haggerty, slept there. Unless she’d been holding out on me, she hadn’t been getting any more action than I was. 

Naturally, despite being riveted by those unexpected moans of pleasure, I took care not let my hair touch anything. Since that lightning strike, my long blonde curly hair remained so charged with static, it puffed out in a semi-circle around my head. And if it brushed against anything, it made a noise like aluminum foil being crinkled. Multiplied by about a thousand times. If I hadn’t taken to wearing earplugs at night, sleeping would have been like working in a junkyard. 

The moaner broke into speech. “Cara mia,” he said in a throaty voice, using such a sexy Italian accent, it sent shivers down my spine. As long I’d been without a guy, it didn’t take much to get me jazzed. 

“You always knew what I liked,” Haggerty’s softer voice murmured in response.

So those two shared a history, huh? Where had Haggerty found this guy? There hadn’t been anyone in our loft when I went to bed the night before. And she wasn’t someone who’d nip out and pick up some dude in a bar. She needed a “soul connection,” she’d always insisted. She was prissy like that. 

The world might know her as Special Agent Annabelle Haggerty of the FBI, but like I said, she really was a genuine Celtic goddess, a contemporary descendent of a long line of gods enjoying eternal life, who was half-goddess and half...something else. Something human...probably. That little surprise came out during the course of our last caper. It’s best that I say no more about it.

Haggerty always insisted it wasn’t easy for a goddess to work within the FBI, even if she fit in well with those workaholic drones. Her superiors considered her a master interrogator of suspects, on the fast track to FBI glory. They didn’t know the information she reported didn’t come from remarks she extracted from what suspects said, but from scanning their emotions, gaining a sense of their thoughts. Then, of course, she had to cast a spell over her bosses, so they believed, when watching tapes of interrogations, they actually saw Haggerty gain verbal admissions. I was one of the few who really knew the truth. 

“Annabella,” the moaner cried out. 

Was he an actor? If not, he was wasting a fine ability to project to the second balcony. 

There was a great guy at the office who couldn’t hide how seriously bonkers he was for her, and from the few blushes I saw creeping up her neck, I figured those feelings might flow both ways. With Haggerty, it was hard to say. Magical beings erect mental walls to keep each other out, and they’re really great at barring me. Besides, unless that all-American guy from the office was into role playing, he didn’t speak in a Continental accent. 

With the voices starting to surge, crying alternate rounds of both “Yes,” and “Sì,” as the annoying lovers raced toward the inevitable conclusion, I rose to face another day of gobsmacking paranormal revelations.

The FBI rented this loft for us to live in while we worked on the infamous Train Bandit case. Someone here in the Southwest had been pulling old-timey train robberies on the outskirts of Flagstaff. The robbers, dressed like Western movie cowboys, raced up to the train on horseback with bandanas covering their faces. Well, covering the Halloween masks that covered their faces. The eerie wrinkle? Everyone on each of those trains was always left asleep, and to date, nobody could say how the robbers pulled it off. The authorities had tested the victims for every drug known to medical science, and they hadn’t figured out how the bandit dudes knocked them all out. But while everyone slept, including the engineers and train staffs—as well as the Federal marshals put on the trains now to guard them—the New West bandits made off with loads of cash, gold, art treasures, and other goodies being shipped by train across the country, not to mention also ripping off all those sleeping passengers’ valuables.

Even though the passengers hadn’t been left with any knowledge of what happened during those robberies, there were a few witnesses to the crew riding up to the trains. Some local ranchers, hikers, and assorted homeless people living out in the boonies all confirmed the accuracy of each other’s observations.

The FBI hadn’t made any progress on the case, but working it distracted me somewhat from my worry about Angus. And, hey, this loft was a cool place to live. I glanced up at the exposed beams and ductwork. Wasn’t it awesome how life kept parading me through a series of increasingly better homes? To think some disgruntled former clients predicted I’d have terrible karma.

The loft’s kitchen and living areas, with their exposed brick walls, glass-fronted fridge, and glittery black quartz island, looked even more like the slick home makeovers you see on TV. This joint filled the upper floor of a little building in an industrial Flagstaff neighborhood, while the ground floor housed multiple carport bays, empty beyond the Toyota Corolla the FBI rented for us.

Haggerty had already begun to make the place her own. She’d put out silver bowls of brilliant red apples. Apples were sacred to her divine clan. When cut, the seeds of an apple formed a pentacle, their symbol of eternal life. She hadn’t yet introduced any flower fairies or bees flying about the space, as Celtic gods liked to do. But I knew they’d show up any day now. While I was tight with the flower fairies, bees in the house only bothered me the first hundred or so times I encountered them.

I padded to the kitchen to set up the coffeemaker. When the bean elixir gurgled into the pot, I grabbed a mug from a shelf above the counter and dumped in a couple of extra teaspoons of sugar beyond my normal two. The sweetness momentarily brought my glands close to bursting, but I needed to keep my positive mood soaring. Caffeine and sugar—rocket fuel for lagging optimists. 

Though I was working undercover here, as I had been instructed to use my real name, I didn’t think it would hurt if I drove my own car. I left a voicemail for my mom, Brie, back in Santa Monica, where she was subletting the guesthouse I still rented there, asking her to ship my car and the rest of my stuff. I missed Ms. Stang, a classic 1966 Mustang convertible, which could otherwise be described as an oil-dripping, rusted-out bucket of bolts, that probably kept running solely because of my devotion for her. But since Brie hadn’t bothered to return my call, there was no saying if anything would show up. 

Brie and I, since she was only sixteen years older than me, shared more of a sibling rivalry situation than a loving mother-daughter-thing. She’d always told me Summer, my gramma, had the gift, as Brie described really being psychic, though it had skipped her and me. I thought she might like to know that now, she was the only fake among us. In retrospect, she might have regarded that as rubbing her nose in my good fortune. Who could say? Maybe that was my intent. I wasn’t always sure about my own motives. My message might have made her so mad she’d vowed to ignore me. But she could just as easily be lost somewhere in China. Or even in jail. Ours was that kind of family. 

Naturally, I didn’t use the computer on the small desk in the big living area to send her an email, because the digital age had largely given both Brie and me a pass. My closest association with computers came when other people searched my name, along with the line, “Is she for real?”

I started to move away from the kitchen, only to trip on a clear bubble lying on the polished concrete floor. About the size of a beachball, although nowhere near as round, it was shaped more like a lopsided mushroom cap. It also wasn’t shiny like plastic, but a little duller than air. I called the little sphere a magical mushroom.

When Haggerty first started making them—and why she was, she hadn’t seen fit to share—I’d stacked the pointless things along the used brick wall that lined the living area. Then one day my super-charged hair accidentally came into contact with one of them, and I discovered they contained the ability to produce some mighty fine hocus-pocus. They had properties that maybe even Haggerty didn’t know about. And she surely wouldn’t approve of the use I was making of them.

I hastily scooted over to my bedroom doorway and tossed the magical mushroom onto my bed. I’d deal with it later. I shut the door and rushed back to the kitchen. I stood there, determined to look less like I’d just stolen something, in case Haggerty chose that moment to leave her room. I often spent more time hiding my guilt than I did being guilty. 

A stray thought gave me pause...I wondered if Haggerty noticed I’d made off with all of her magical mushrooms. If she didn’t care, that took some of the fun out of sneaking. 

I carried my mug to a window overlooking the street. Not much to see out there beyond warehouses and body shops, although there were a few young trees planted along the sidewalk. Movement from one of those trees caught my eye. The leaves on the closest small oak began fluttering crazy-fast. Was it that windy? No, nothing else was blowing. It was just this tree’s leaves that made it like it was having a seizure. Was that even possible? 

The sound of a door opening behind me instantly captured my attention. I turned in time to see my roommate slip out of her room, hiding a look that combined both embarrassment and gloating. 

She was tall and slender, but with dynamite womanly curves, milky white skin that seemed to glow with the light of the moon, and vibrant auburn hair. I never thought we’d be friends, given that we’re not a natural combination, with me being free and easy and her kinda tight-assed. But after all we’d been through together, we shared a destiny. I’d always believed Destiny was just the name of a nightclub in West Hollywood, but turned out, it was real. Go figure, huh? Despite having been born with every divine advantage, Haggerty used to feel she had to do things the hard way, like ordinary mortals, rather than using her powers. Everything we’d suffered through during our last caper seemed to wring that determination out of her. These days, she was a lot looser with her powers. Except when it came to giving me the lottery numbers. She still refused to do that, and, sadly, that particular vision hadn’t come to me either. 

Largely, though, she’d been using her abilities in useless ways, such as making those silly magical mushrooms. Apparently, baby gods learn to craft them before they begin walking. Haggerty had been so long out of practice, she never produced a real circle. Hers might seem like they had all the substance of the soap bubbles human kids blow through those little ring-things, but when done right, she assured me, they could secure a person in a suspended state for eternity. Considering how badly she shaped hers, though, it was anyone’s guess how strong hers were. She should thank me for finding a better use for them. 

But she didn’t seem to worry about using up her powers anymore, and that gave me the willies. Gods can drain their gifts the way we mortals can overuse our human energy and exhaust ourselves. I’d once seen Haggerty perform the most amazing feat, foiling a villain intent on stealing a huge quantity of ancient Egyptian treasures. After she whisked those antiquities away from his grasp, she became so weak, she would have been at the mercy of a crook exploding in rage if I hadn’t been there to save her. Haggerty and me—we’d bonded then, understanding that we were meant to look out for each other from then on. But we kept having too many close calls for my comfort. She needed to reserve her powers for whatever lay ahead. I was supposed to be the careless one, not her. 

Haggerty sang a, “Morning, Samantha.” Her aura was a rich golden color today and radiated out at least six feet. I liked it better when I just told people I saw auras, instead of actually seeing them. Who needed to witness everyone else’s most intimate moods on a billboard?

“You didn’t happen to make any cappuccino today, did you?” She ended with a soft laugh. There’s a melodic tinkling to the voices of all the gods, but Haggerty’s sounded extra lyrical this morning. She also wore a satisfied smile on her full lips. Her tousled hair, usually so neat, looked especially messy. Sex hair. Damn her for flaunting it.

“Because we always make cappuccinos around here, right?” I was such a techno-feeb working a drip coffeemaker was a step up for me. If there had been a coffee shop close enough to go to in my jammies, I wouldn’t have tried it. 

She laughed again, while she fixed two mugs of coffee, one with the half-and-half she took from our frou-frou fridge. I waited for her to answer my unspoken question about the guy. She didn’t, though she mostly kept her head shyly dipped. 

Who was he? I had to know. Still, I kept my lips buttoned tight. Since I’d begun working with Haggerty, the universe had been pummeling me. That wasn’t the natural order of things—Madame Samantha Brennan is no victim. I was the one who was supposed to release chaos into other people’s lives. 

My fury at the gods for not freeing Angus from that rock had grown so great, I thought my head might explode. But I was working on a scheme to bring him back myself, which I knew Haggerty would oppose. With some man distracting her, I had a better chance of pulling it off. 

I must have sent out a signal that she regarded as too eager. An uneasy expression rose in her eyes. “Samantha, you aren’t...?”

Yup, she’d picked up that I was scheming. I wrinkled my nose, hoping to project confusion. “Aren’t...what?”

I must have convinced her. With a smile, she gave her messy hair a shake of dismissal. 

Still, I’d have to watch my expressions around her. While I was better at knocking barriers down, I could erect them, too. She might be my best pal, and I loved her with all the feeling my jaded little heart could muster. But yeah, unbalanced—that was how I wanted her. 

Haggerty took the coffees back into her room. I cocked my hip against the kitchen counter, savoring a smug sense of triumph, if not my too-sweet coffee. Since I’d been bleary-eyed when I woke up, I hadn’t noticed until now that the room looked awfully bright for early morning. All the lamps and the recessed ceiling lights in the vast open room had been left on the night before. The lovers must have been pretty eager to hit the sheets if they couldn’t even be bothered throwing a few switches. 

I felt a sudden urge to experience the only result of that lightning strike I actually cherished. I rushed to the center of the great room and bent over. I gave my already wild hair a strong shaking, which built up its charge even further. Then I slowly turned in a circle. As I did, the lights throughout the room twinkled on and off. I sped up, and they flashed faster. My own private light show, and I controlled it.

It worked even better when the TV was on. My spinning made it switch spontaneously to stations throughout the world. All those languages! Even without increasing my hair’s static, I could never sit too close to the television anymore, or it changed channels spontaneously. Usually, right at my favorite shows’ best parts.

Haggerty demanded that I quit putting on light shows, insisting it also played havoc with her computer. But what the hell? Didn’t I deserve some fun?

Spinning faster and faster now, I was getting dizzy. Yet I couldn’t stop. The light show made me feel so powerful, as if I’d created energy. Given how that bolt had ripped through my life, electrical power owed me. 

Suddenly, an image began to come into view in one corner. A translucent picture, in muted colors, that flickered, like it came from a faulty projector. I stumbled to a stop. Angus! The image was of Angus. My tall, built like the god he was, stud-king. But I could see through him. He looked like a ghost.

The dizziness almost made me collapse. It took all my strength to hold myself upright. 

“Oh, my gods, Angus,” I cried. “Are you...?” I couldn’t use the word “dead.” “You look...” At the last instant, I substituted the word, “ghastly” for “ghostly.”

Though his speech broke up, like a phone call with a bad connection, I heard his familiar Scottish burr. “Not dead...still in that bloody rock... Something brought me...to you.”

I reached out to hold him—my hand went right through the image. A sob caught in my throat.

His speech became even more garbled. “Can’t tell anyone, Sammy... Not Annie especially.” He’d shouted that. “She’ll tell...family... Me mum wouldn’t like... Thinks I should...”

I hated to admit it, but my beloved Angus was a bit of a mama’s boy. Still afraid of his mother even when he was encased in stone? But come on. From what I’d heard about his mom’s wrath and how it echoed through eons, we should all be afraid. 

“See you again. ...trying to send...sign... Remember...tell no one.”

The image vanished. Impossible now to hold myself up, I slipped to the floor. I couldn’t slow my ragged breathing. I kept gulping air so fast, my chest hurt. Or maybe that was my heart.

Was that really Angus? Or had I just lost the scant hold I’d ever had on reality?
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Chapter Two
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Letter from the Train Bandit to the FBI...

DEAR FLAGSTAFF FIBBIES:

As you doubtless know, after my first couple of robberies, the media took to calling me “the New-Old West Train Bandit.” My little capers might not seem quite as daring as some of the worldwide crime being carried out today, but you must admit I possess a certain panache. 

Yes, we dress like Old West bandits when we rob the trains. But, oh, have I added a New West wrinkle! Every time I think of it, I can scarcely contain my laughter. In case you haven’t been paying attention—and from your lack of progress, that would be easy to conclude—let me remind you: We leave all of the passengers asleep, with no memory of the robbery, or me and my crew. 

Haven’t figured out how I do that, have you? You never will. Because none of you are in my league. 

Just wanted to let you know that I planned to continue because I know you’ll never catch me. Still, there’s nothing I appreciate as much as an unfair fight. 

Love and kisses,

The Train Bandit

(he/his/him)
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Chapter Three
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Samantha

WE DROVE TO WORK MOSTLY in silence. Haggerty was probably still floating in her dreamy, post-coital ether, while my mind worked overtime, ricocheting in a thousand directions. Had Angus really appeared to me? That flickering image looked like him. But he’d made it sound as if someone else sent that form of him to me. Who would do that?

Like most mornings, car traffic was heavy in Flagstaff, but there were never many pedestrians about. With all the crazy happenings striking our world these days, people felt too vulnerable on foot. As if a vehicle provided any more protection against the malignant magic we’d been subjected to lately. A bus stopped at a corner, and a long line of people, all outfitted in exaggerated cowboy garb piled out, before scurrying away. Modern Western clothing was popular in Flagstaff, but these yokels dressed like extras in some old Technicolor cowpuncher flick, complete with spats and spurs and gaudy bandanas. 

“Did they all check with each other, so they’d look the same?” I asked. The way they emerged made the bus look like a clown car, only with cowhands. Hey, I was supposed to be the one whose garments stood out. 

Haggerty coughed out a short laugh. “The next three days are Western Days here, a local tradition, apparently.”

“Not gonna make it easy for us to find the cowboys robbing trains, will it? Why didn’t the city cancel Western Days?”

Haggerty sighed. “The Bureau begged them to, but the powers that be insisted people need normalcy. But do you really think if someone had just pulled off a challenging train robbery, he would just walk around in the same clothes the bandit wears?

“These days, he could.”

Haggerty cleared her throat. “Speaking of challenges... Samantha, don’t be surprised by anything that that happens today at the office. There’s going to be a pretty big surprise.”

“As my boy, Alfred E. Neuman, would say, ‘What, me worry?’” Who says I don’t read?

Haggerty laughed. “Even if you don’t care, don’t draw any attention to it, okay?” With a bit of a shrug, she added, “Not that it will matter if you do. Nobody else will notice.”

As if anything I encountered there could possibly top my having seen Angus.  

⛧

“The office,” as Haggerty described it, was the Flagstaff Resident Agency of the FBI. Smaller cities don’t usually see as much Federal crime as big cities, so they don’t warrant full FBI field offices. Instead, they’re outfitted with a supervisory special agent and a small staff. While Flagstaff was still called a Resident Agency, our little operation had exploded to include the SSA, four special agents, and an extensive support team. And that didn’t include me, their consultant. They’d expanded the space they took on the second floor of a four-story building downtown. 

I sometimes wondered what the Bureau brass was thinking, devoting so many resources to us here in the boonies, when they had to be desperate for more help back in DC. Since the “Great Disappearance,” as the worldwide press had taken to calling the worst terrorist assault since 9/11, the highest priority of every police force on the globe had to be successful conclusion to the most unprecedented manhunt ever undertaken. 

It wasn’t even the Crime of the Century, as they’d described the Great Disappearance at first, it was the Crime of Forever. With no warning whatsoever, iconic structures throughout the world had simply disappeared: the Golden Gate Bridge, the Washington Monument, the Eiffel Tower, the Kremlin, and the Coliseum. 

Poof! One moment, they were there—the next, gone. 

And as for all the people that had been in them at the time, they’d disappeared, too. Thousands and thousands of them. Goners. 

The talking heads on cable news never stopped spouting conspiracy theories that flourished like dandelions. Not one of those so-called experts believed there was anything remotely earthly about it. No question, magic had popped out of the closet, and people were shaking right down to their bloomers. 

But the theory of who might have been behind it—that was where the common belief was dead wrong. According to Haggerty anyway. Plato Costas, the billionaire-anarchist, who’d made his money through the manipulation of various currencies throughout the world, had claimed credit for the Great Disappearance, and was now the object of a worldwide manhunt. His on-going video releases to the international media never revealed how he’d managed to make all those structures vanish. He just threatened to make lots of other buildings go poof, including the Taj Mahal, the White House, and others, unless all the governments of the earth were dismantled, and mega-billions from their collective treasuries transferred to him. 

If I’d thought simply demanding big bucks would work, I would have tried that years ago. 

Despite the all-out terror Plato had unleashed, according to Haggerty, he was just the front man for the dirty deed. The actual mastermind had been the ancient Greek god, Typhon. Eons earlier, Typhon had tried to take over Mount Olympus. The Titans there successfully imprisoned him in the Greek god hell of Tartarus. But when a war began among the Celtic deities, as happened during our last caper, the Celts put out a cry for help among the other gods, Tartarus was left more vulnerable than usual, and Typhon escaped. Somehow Plato and Typhon found each other, and it was Typhon, not Plato, who pulled off the Great Disappearance. Now, the Greek deities had corralled Typhon again, housing him this time deeper in Tartarus, which must have been something like our jails, I figured, only not the fun kind. 

But Plato Costas, the ancient Greek god’s mortal lieutenant, was still at large. Honestly, it didn’t seem as if the gods took Plato very seriously. He was just a mortal, after all. But for all the worldwide human police agencies, Plato was the man. 

The disappearances hadn’t shaken me as much as everyone else, but then, I’d seen endless feats of magic since I hooked up with Haggerty. I’d asked her once, “Don’t you think since Typhon has been caught, and really can’t make anything else vanish, you should somehow let all the police forces know that they no longer need to hunt for Plato Costas, since he’s not actually the guy who pulled off the magic act of making so many structures disappear?” 

She’d insisted she shouldn’t. “How much more rattled would people be if they knew exactly who had zapped those structures to hell? Everyone is frightened enough believing a human did it. Do we really want them to realize gods with infinite powers can eradicate them in an instant?”

Why not? I lived with that. 

“Besides,” she went on. “Plato Costas is a bad man, engaging in extortion against all of Earth’s governments. Shouldn’t he be behind bars, too?’

Hell, yeah, but to the extent of having every police official in the world looking for him? That I didn’t get. So, again, with all that going on, why was FBI devoting so much to our little mystery, here in Flag, as the locals call it. 

I also didn’t understand why the FBI hadn’t offered to make me part of the Disappearance Taskforce in DC. I mean, I was a genuine psychic now. Even if I didn’t quite know how to make use of all the powers that lightning strike had given me, I still had ’em. I was actually kinda miffed that they hadn’t tried to put me front and center in the operation. I wouldn’t have taken the assignment, mind you. Too far from where Angus had been fused to that rock. But a girl likes to be asked. 

Truth to tell, I hadn’t been a slouch with predictions when my clients’ readings came out of my fertile imagination. In our last case, for instance, I started out as the spiritual advisor of a major rock star. Even without paranormal gifts, Madame Samantha Brennan was no slouch. But given how creative my predictions had been when I was just making it up, now, it was still hard for me to tell whether I’d experienced a genuine psychic vision or was lying my ass off. 

Still, what was the FBI thinking? 

But the little mystery in our own backyard was proving to be challenging enough, even if it didn’t have worldwide ramifications. Now the FBI was trying another approach to catching the train robbers. The Bureau had Haggerty working undercover as an assistant at the local university, on the lame theory that the Train Bandit or his crew might have some connection to the Western Studies department there, and they’d stowed me in a job where they’d felt certain I might pick up some useful dirt. To date, though, like the Disappearance Taskforce, we hadn’t made a dent in our case. 

I remembered when the Bureau, along with all the local media, first received that letter from the Train Bandit. Haggerty had been overcome with fury.

“He/his/him.” She’d snorted. “How woke of him.”

Huh? “Awoke?” I asked.

Her anger lessened. “Samantha, you can always make me laugh.”

Really? How?

“Besides, how do we know the pronouns are true?” Haggerty asked.

Pronouns? What the hell was she talking about? Anyway, given our complete lack of progress during the two weeks we’d been at it, I didn’t have any better hopes for today, especially with everyone in town as cowboy-tarted up as they were.

Earlier this morning, after I drank my extra sweet coffee and Haggerty said goodbye to the guy she’d had in her room, we dressed as we always did in our workout gear. Now, me, I was known for my really special outfits. I sure never wore workout duds, since I didn’t believe in producing a sweat. But the Bureau had located its office over a fitness center. Haggerty and I typically crept up the back stairs to report in, then she’d return to the gym for an actual workout, while I hung out in the break room, hoping someone had brought in some goodies that needed me to scarf them down. 

Only today, while she was downstairs, I stood in the middle of the desks that made up the main bullpen in our hastily tossed together office, staring at the boss’s office door. The lettering on it read: “Gio Luna, Resident Agent.”

Who the holy-hell was Gio Luna? The name on that door as of yesterday had read: François Gerrard. 

From the corner of my eye, I noticed some person passing by and I reached out, gesturing at the door. “Hey, what’s up with that?”

Crap! The unidentified arm I grabbed belonged to Special Agent Neal Dodder. He was one of the more anally rigid of that entire tight-assed bunch. I struggled to shut down my vision of his stingy little navy blue aura—the kind of coloring that looks like it should be attached to brass buttons and epaulets. Dodder never even bothered to hide what a flake he considered me, unlike the rest of the Bureau drones. They probably agreed, but at least they had the good grace to act like we were colleagues. 

“Who is Gio Luna?” I demanded.

Dodder wrinkled his crooked nose, from which he always looked down on me. “He’s only our Supervising Special Agent. Samantha, how many times have you seen that door since you started your...tenure here?”

Despite his distain, his eyes briefly drifted down to the cleavage that popped out of the white tank top I wore over my pink yoga pants. Hah! Like I would know a yoga pose from a Fig Newton. I might carry a few more pounds than a model...or two...but my rack was notable. Even guys who can’t stand me can’t resist it. 

“Cut the crap, Dodder. You know and I know that our Resident Agent is François Gerrard.”

It had been François’s idea to hire me for this gig. He, Haggerty, and I came through so much together during our last caper in Sedona. We’d stormed a militia compound that was a tad more otherworldly than anyone suspected. Images from our time in Sedona tumbled through my head. But I guessed I shouldn’t tell Dodder how François had helped us move through a mountain there with the help of some rock people. If I insisted beings inhabit rocks, and we were tight with their royalty, he’d probably get me locked up. Magic wasn’t that far out of the closet.

“François Gerrard teaches hand-to-hand at Quantico. Has for years. He’s never been assigned to this RA.”

Seriously? Who would have thought I’d be the most stable person there? 

“You’re full of it,” I said, but half-heartedly this time. 

Haggerty’s message from this morning came back to me. How there would be a big change here, but that nobody else would notice anything different had even occurred. I knew if I questioned anyone else, they would all swear this Luna-guy had always been in charge. Even if his work life here in Flag hadn’t yet begun. That was the kind of thing that happened when gods were around. 

“So where is this Gio Luna?” 

“In his office, meeting with Deputy Director Goering.” Though he tried to sound blasé, Dodder was too ambitious for his words not to come out sounding impressed. 

“The Deputy Director of the whole freakin’ FBI is here?” Big whoop.

Dodder’s headed bobbed.

Why? Wasn’t the real action back in Washington, along with San Francisco, Paris, Moscow, and Rome, where the other structures had disappeared? See what I meant? The Bureau really didn’t know how to run a serious investigation. Why waste any time over our little train robbery conundrum, when the world was still reeling over the massive disappearing act they all believed Plato Costas had pulled off? No wonder they hadn’t managed to catch Costas.

I wandered into the break room to check on the donut situation. Wouldn’t you know it? The bakery box tossed on the round table in the kitchen was empty. I must have sighed too loudly. Special Agent Dean Sanderson, who stood before a counter pouring black coffee into a mug, seemingly identified the sad sound as mine, even though he faced away from me.

“Not to worry, Samantha,” Dean said. “I grabbed one for you.”

Dean’s aura was a more of a golden yellow than my sunny one was said to be. Dean turned and handed me a pastry on a sheet of paper towel. A maple bar. Yum. My favorite. Apart from, you know, every other kind. 

I tore a huge bite, savoring the sensation of the cream filling my mouth. “Thanks, Dean,” I muttered, trying not to say too much with my mouth full.

His gray-green eyes twinkled with friendly amusement, and a smile twisted his quirky grin. Dean was my favorite among those Bureau drones. For one thing, he didn’t dress as stodgy as the rest of them, making an effort to look more local than DC. Today he wore a tan suede sports coat, with wide Western lapels, and a cowboy shirt with pearl snaps, unlike the stuffy suits and ties the rest of them wore. He kept his blonde hair longer than most special agents, and often combed it back engagingly with his fingers. Besides, he had a sense of humor, and that was as rare among those stiffs as a nun in a brothel.

If you’re getting the idea that maybe I had a thing for Dean Sanderson, you couldn’t be more wrong. Dean was the office-guy I thought belonged with Haggerty. If only she weren’t so convinced that gods and humans didn’t have a chance of making it, just because her parents hadn’t managed to pull it off. The human-divinity divide was probably the least problematic part of her parents’ complicated relationship. Anyway, she was dead wrong. Look at Angus and me. Even though he only flickered before me now like some old movie, we were great together. 

Dean was perfect for Haggerty, too. I had a vision of them together, walking hand-in-hand, surrounded by a bunch of pets. No kids, just pets. That part surprised me, since she’d never expressed any great interest in animals, and lots of gods breed like rabbits. Maybe they were going to run a dog-walking service. But like I said, I was never sure whether what I saw was the real deal, or if I was still pulling predictions out of my butt. Did I just want them together?

I finished off my maple bar and paused to lick my fingers. “Dean, why did you even think to grab that bar for me?”

“Oh, everyone seemed extra hungry this morning. I wanted to make sure you didn’t miss out, Samantha. I’m loyal to my friends.” 

That was true. He was always performing thoughtful gestures for everyone in the RA, especially the overworked support staff folks. 

“How come?” Honestly, I would never have thought to do the same for him. Or anyone, for that matter. Especially considered what had rattled my brain earlier today.
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