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            Chapter One

         
         
            London

            Eaton Square, Belgravia

            Monday

         

         The rain came on suddenly. In an instant, heavy rain clouds darkened the afternoon sky to a dingy gray. Like every Londoner,
            Elizabeth carried a brolly with her, just as she always carried her current novel and lipstick. She pressed the release with
            one hand without dislodging her grocer’s bag with its cargo of frozen cheese pizza, crisps, hummus, and the carrots she’d
            bought to still her mother’s voice in her head. And a bundle of yellow tulips, her favorite. She didn’t fumble, too much practice.
         

         
         She was alone in the street. She looked over at Eaton Square Park just opposite and saw a young couple, oblivious to the rain,
            their heads together, holding hands, a single large black brolly over their heads. Elizabeth loved the park, the trees still
            late-winter bare, but in another three months, the leaves would be unfurled in all their glory. She loved her home on Eaton
            Square—well, really, her family’s London home for five generations. Her father had told her once he wanted it to be hers and
            her younger brother Tommy’s equally, but for now it was hers alone since, justifiably, her father had finally given up on
            his son.
         

         
         Elizabeth had already started putting her stamp on it, her first purchase a lesser-known impressionist painting by Pissarro. She’d hung it in a place of honor over the neoclassical fireplace in the sitting room. 

         
         She quickened her steps. She had to change clothes for her dinner with the Honorable Giles Beresford Arlington, second son
            of the Earl of Clode, an old friend and a man with a mission. He was leaving tomorrow on his long-planned voyage to Greenland,
            sailing a ship he’d replicated, flying a huge red-and-white-striped sail. Except for the video cameras on board to record
            his passage, it was in all respects like a Viking ship from a thousand years ago. He and his crew would sail as the Vikings
            did, eat only what they ate. She’d teased him about whether his furs would have zippers. Should she dress like a Viking woman,
            ask for a slab of raw codfish at dinner? Giles would be amused, maybe.
         

         
         She heard a car engine, loud, louder, saw a black Aston Martin barrel around the corner going too fast. At the last minute,
            it jumped the curb, aimed right at her. Elizabeth leaped backward and landed in a yew bush in front of the Todd-Smithsons’
            doorway. The Aston Martin roared past her so close, she felt the heat of the engine on her face. It clipped one of the Todd-Smithsons’
            decorative pillars, veered back onto the road, and sped off, barely missing a rubbish bin. The couple in the park yelled and
            came running.
         

         
         The boy covered Elizabeth with his brolly as the girl helped her up. She was young, all English peaches and cream, a delicate
            ring in her nose and another at the corner of her left eyebrow. “That idiot! Are you all right? Do you want to go to casualty?”
         

         
         Elizabeth’s heart was kettledrumming, nausea rising in her throat. She swallowed bile and managed to whisper, “No, I don’t
            need to go to hospital. I’m fine, he didn’t hit me.”
         

         
         “That guy was a nutter or stoned out of his mind,” the boy said, craning his neck to see if the Aston Martin was still in sight, but of course it wasn’t. He was tall and good looking, his hair in short dreads dyed a fire-hot red. He handed the girl the brolly and gathered up Elizabeth’s groceries. He started to give her the grocer’s bag when he saw how wobbly she was and settled it on his arm. He said, “Maybe the asswipe was stoned, but it seemed to me like he wanted to hit you, I mean he headed right for you. I know that Aston Martin model, it’s a couple of years old, but sorry, I didn’t get the number plate. I think you should call the police.” 

         
         She nodded numbly. “Could you give me your names and mobile numbers? Maybe the police will find them.” Was he right, was it
            on purpose? No, that was impossible, it didn’t make sense someone would want to run her down with an Aston Martin in the middle
            of the day. She hadn’t pissed off anyone she could think of, certainly not enough to warrant a death run. Not true, not true. You nearly died last year with hundreds more at St. Paul’s, all because of Samir Basara. But it couldn’t be him: Samir was dead, long dead.
         

         
         Her hands were shaking so badly she couldn’t enter their information on her mobile, so the girl, Mandy, did it for her. They
            walked her to her home, only six doors away, the last house on the crescent, three stories of stately blazing white. Elizabeth
            assured them again she was fine, thanked them again for being there to help her, slipped inside, and slid the dead bolt home.
            She leaned back against the door, her heart still pounding so hard she wondered it didn’t burst out of her chest. She felt
            lightheaded, closed her eyes.
         

         
         She took deep, slow breaths to get hold of herself. She repeated over and over, I’m alive, I’m alive. Finally, her heart slowed and she felt calm enough to think. Even the boy, Thomas Dauber, had agreed whoever was driving
            the Aston Martin could have been drunk or taking drugs. It was common enough. She’d seen her younger brother, Tommy, flying
            high on cocaine and driving like a maniac, didn’t matter if there was anyone around him, in a car or walking.
         

         
         Elizabeth realized she’d gotten a glimpse of the driver, but only for a second, long enough to see his dark glasses, a black watch cap pulled down low, and yes—there’d been another man next to him she’d barely seen. The driver had seemed young, maybe about Tommy’s age, and just as out of control, convinced he was immortal. 

         
         Elizabeth carried her grocery bag into her newly remodeled kitchen—a present from her mother—pleased she wasn’t weaving around
            any longer. She eyed the crushed pizza box. Who cared? She shoved it into the freezer. The tulips were only a bit bunged up.
            Slowly, with great concentration, she put them in a Waterford vase that had belonged to her great-grandmother Maude and added
            water.
         

         
         Suddenly her hands were shaking again so hard she nearly dropped the vase. She set it carefully on her kitchen table, closed
            her eyes. You’re fine. Breathe. Maybe the men in the Aston Martin were on drugs, maybe they were mad, maybe they tried to hit you for
               a lark. So many explanations to choose from.

         
         Yet again, she wondered if there was anyone who could possibly hate her enough to try to kill her. Yet again, no face came
            to mind. She thought of Tommy’s drug dealer, Carlos—yes, she knew his name, knew he hailed from a small town in Spain—but
            that didn’t make sense; she was the one who always made good on whatever her brother owed when he couldn’t pay. No reason
            Carlos would want to kill his golden goose. Half of what she’d earned from her last sale of a painting went to Carlos. She
            sighed. No, she wouldn’t think yet again about how to stop being Tommy’s enabler, not now.
         

         
         Elizabeth took two aspirin, carried a bottle of chardonnay to the sitting room, and stretched out on the eighteenth-century brocade sofa, next on her list to be re-covered. She was calmer, in control now, but aches and pains in her back and shoulders started to broadcast. She drank two glasses of chardonnay and sank back against the sofa pillows. The wine helped a bit, until what came crashing back into her mind full blown wasn’t the Aston Martin coming straight at her, it was the horror of her near death a year ago at St. Paul’s, the man dressed like an old woman who’d hidden packets of C-4 throughout the church. She’d never forget his name as long as she lived—Bahar Zain. He was a terrorist, taking orders from Dr. Samir Basara, a handsome, smart, and don’t forget charming Algerian and a renowned professor at the London School of Economics. And she’d slept with Samir, flaunted him in front of her appalled father. In the end she’d realized the face he showed to both her and the world was only a front. He’d used her, sent her to her death. Her father hadn’t said a word when it was over, even when the newspapers had hounded her and her family for weeks about her affair with him, a man who’d been perfectly willing to murder her in St. Paul’s along with hundreds of others. Her mother hadn’t chided her either, ah, but she couldn’t hide the tears or avoid the looks. As for Tommy, bless his heart, he’d hugged her and laughed and whispered in her ear, “Obviously only outdoor weddings for you from now on.” 

         
         She’d had nightmares, still did occasionally, of the famous St. Paul’s dome crashing down on her, her friends,  her family,
            and she’d jerk awake, heaving, sweat soaked, the stark terror still as vivid as that day. No one would have survived. No one.
            If Officer John Eiserly of MI5 hadn’t seen what Bahar had done on the security cameras, there wouldn’t have been any nightmares,
            she’d be dead. Of course, Samir had been safe in his penthouse flat, waiting to see the smoke rise from St. Paul’s in the
            distance above London.
         

         
         Did Samir know you cashed out his expensive gifts to you to pay Tommy’s drug dealer, Carlos? Yes, Samir had to know, it probably
               amused him. Ah, but the cachet it earned him to squire around a blond English aristocrat, everyone knowing they were sleeping together and she reveling in the knowledge that her stiff-necked father, the Earl of Camden, was appalled. She remembered clearly one night Samir had laid his hand on her belly and remarked in a lazy voice, “How perfectly white you are, Elizabeth, inside and out.” He’d kissed her belly, caressed her, and she’d forgotten to ask him what he’d meant. 

         
         Whenever that day invaded her mind with soul-deadening horror, she still felt a mixture of terror and shame she couldn’t shake,
            even after nearly a year. Who it was exactly Samir Basara had targeted to assassinate that day in St. Paul’s was never discovered.
         

         
         The only good thing to come out of that horror was  Ellie Colstrap, the bride, had decided not to marry Johnny Bridgeton,
            as addicted to gambling as her own brother was to drugs. When Johnny was told what nearly happened that day, he’d blamed Ellie’s
            father for insisting the wedding take place at St. Paul’s. At least it was good riddance to that arse.
         

         
         What should she do? Call the police after all? No, they’d agree the guy was probably drunk, and how would they even prove
            that, if they found him?
         

         
         She dialed Tommy, asked him if he’d done anything to piss someone off, owed anyone money he hadn’t told her about. He was
            flying high on cocaine and, happy as usual, claimed his dealer was always happy to see him, so what was the problem, sis?
            He remembered to ask her for money.
         

         
         He was all of twenty-eight years old and would be living in a ditch if not for her, their father having finally disowned him
            nearly a year ago. But he was her little brother. She’d protected him all her life. What could she do to keep him safe, since
            he refused treatment? Keep rescuing him until he overdosed? Until his body simply gave out? She drank a third glass of wine
            and fell asleep on ancestor Maude’s rock-hard sofa.
         

         
         She jerked awake at the loud hammering of the lion’s-head knocker on her front door. She started to open the door, thought of the Aston Martin swerving toward her, and looked through the peephole. She’d expected to see Viking-lover Giles, but she saw no one. She called out, “Tell me who’s there or I’ll call the police.” She waited, heard nothing, and pulled the entry hall drapery aside to look outside. The night was perfectly black, no stars to see through the still-pounding rain. She heard a car rev and drive away. She called Giles on her mobile and apologized, claimed a migraine, and wished him luck on his sail to Greenland dressed in bearskins. She wondered if he’d take a toothbrush. 

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter Two

         
         The next morning, Elizabeth woke up stiff from sleeping on Maude’s horsehair-stuffed sofa. Her back and shoulders ached from
            her crash into the yew bush, but her brain was sharp and clear. She showered and dressed, ate scrambled eggs, and drank two
            cups of coffee.
         

         
         Why hadn’t the git who’d almost hit her at least cared enough to stop, make sure she was all right, apologize, maybe? If the
               git had lost control of his car.

         
         Put it aside, lock it away. Today she was going to work.

         
         Elizabeth took a third cup of coffee to the sprawling second-floor office on the west side of her house she’d turned into
            her studio. She’d picked that room because the floor-to-ceiling bow windows flooded the room with natural light after the
            heavy rain that had fallen throughout the night. She lifted the white sheet off the nearly finished portrait of her mother,
            to be her birthday present in August. She stood back, studied brushstrokes, light and shadows, her mother’s beautiful face,
            and sighed. Her mother rarely smiled anymore because of Tommy and because of her husband’s endless infidelities.
         

         
         Elizabeth was painting the portrait from a photo of her mother taken soon after she’d married her father, the newly minted tenth Earl of Camden, before he’d dried up her smile, her joy in her new life. In the photo, twenty-four-year-old Lady Millicent Palmer was running down the long, graveled drive toward her new home, Darlington Hall, just to the east of Brighton, set high on a grassy hill looking out to the Channel. She was laughing wildly, her blond hair streaming out behind her, shining beneath a bright sun. She looked ethereal, a fairy queen come to life. Was she running to meet her new husband, Elizabeth’s father? 

         
         Maybe the portrait would make a difference, remind her mother of the happiness she’d felt when they were first married. Just
            maybe she’d speak to her husband about those early years. Elizabeth sighed. She loved her father, commiserated and argued
            with him about the never-ending problems with Tommy. She wondered if he’d ever stop taking on mistresses and working all hours
            at his precious bank long enough to recognize he had a wife who needed him. Elizabeth knew he loved her, cared about her,
            but—there was always a but with her father. How would her father react to her painting of his bride? Would it possibly make a difference to him?
         

         
         It was nine o’clock, the sun in and out of dark clouds. The rain had stopped, always a blessed event in England, but it was
            still cold. Alas, the central heating system had the hiccups, roasting her one minute, freezing her the next. At least she’d
            finally gotten a repairman to agree to come that afternoon.
         

         
         Her workroom grew uncomfortably cold, so she lit the fire in the seventeenth-century Carrara marble fireplace. She managed
            a minuscule flame, nursed it until the flames sprang up. She got to her feet, rubbed her hands on her jeans. She shoved a
            chair close to the fireplace, pulled a blanket around herself, and snuggled in. She’d get back to work as soon as the repairman
            performed his magic. If he showed up, another of life’s uncertainties. Elizabeth thought how nice it would be to fly out of
            Heathrow and park her bikinied butt on a beach in Majorca, a rum punch in her hand, the bright Mediterranean sun on her face.
         

         
         The lion’s-head knocker sounded.

         
         She checked her watch, frowned. It couldn’t be the repairman, it was far too early.

         
         The knocker sounded again, twice, louder this time.

         
         Her heart picked up. Was it the man who’d nearly hit her yesterday? Had he found out where she lived?

         
         It couldn’t be Giles; he’d texted her he was nearly ready to leave for Ireland, where he’d get prepped to row down the River
            Liffey and raise his sails in the Irish Sea and into the Atlantic for his voyage to Greenland with his two best mates. All
            of them were nutters in her opinion.
         

         
         Was it one of her friends? No, her friends worked, and they’d have called her first, not showed up unannounced at her door.
            Tommy, come to get money? Yes, it could be Tommy, but he’d just unlock the front door with his key. She walked slowly to the
            thick black-lacquered mahogany front door, original to the house. She looked through the peephole her mother had insisted
            on installing when Elizabeth moved in. Oddly, she saw a black brolly, even though it wasn’t raining.
         

         
         “Who is it?”

         
         A man’s voice called out, “A delivery for Elizabeth Palmer.”

         
         Did he have a slight accent? “Leave it next to the front door, please.”

         
         “Madame, I need a signature.”

         
         Yes, there was an accent, but not unusual given it was London. Still, no way was she going to open the door. “Sorry, I’m not
            dressed. You’ll have to come back.”
         

         
         The door knocker sounded again.

         
         “Please open the door. I cannot leave the package without your signature.”

         
         “Raise the package so I can see it.”

         
         She heard the low voices of two men, and a noise, like someone bumping against her flower urn beside the front door. She pressed
            her face to the door. Were they whispering or was it the rising wind?
         

         
         Two loud shots rang out. The door shook from the impact of the bullets, but they didn’t penetrate the thick old door. Elizabeth slammed the dead bolt home and backed away. She pulled her mobile out of her jeans pocket, dialed 999 as she ran from the door to her kitchen, and jerked her prized butcher knife from its block. 

         
         She heard another bullet hit the door lock. How long before it gave?

         
         “What is your emergency?”

         
         “My name is Elizabeth Palmer. Two men are at my house, shooting at the lock on my front door.” She managed to get out her
            address. “The dead bolt’s holding, but I don’t know for how long.”
         

         
         “Hide, NOW. Police are on the way.”

         
         Hide where? Behind a sofa? In a closet? The house was large, but they’d find her eventually, and then what could she do? They
            had guns, she had a knife. She heard the rain suddenly start up again, falling so hard  she could barely make out the gate
            in her backyard that led to her small Ford Fiesta and the rubbish bins.
         

         
         Elizabeth saw movement through the whipping rain outside the rear door. She ran to the door, flipped the dead bolt. But this
            door was new and not nearly as sturdy. A man’s gloved hand broke the narrow window high up on the door and reached for the
            dead bolt, but he couldn’t reach it, the window was too far up. She didn’t wait,  she stabbed the knife deep into the back
            of his hand,  jerked it out. He yelled out, quickly pulled his gloved hand back.
         

         
         She felt giddy and sick to her stomach as she bent low and ran back toward the front door. Her heart nearly stopped—booted feet were kicking the door right below the knocker, and it shuddered. Would the dead bolt hold? How long would the door itself hold before it sheared away from its hinges? Elizabeth raced up the stairs, ran down the hall into her bedroom. She slammed the door, locked it. Not enough, not enough. She dragged a heavy armchair in front of the door and ran to the side window. She pulled the thick drapery aside, unlatched the window, and squeezed through it onto a skinny balcony. She reached in, jerked the drapery closed, praying it would buy her time. A full-leafed ancient live oak snuggled up against the side of the house, there only because, thankfully, her house was the last in the colonnaded crescent. 

         
         She drew a deep breath and jumped onto the closest branch thick enough to hold her. The rain was so heavy now it sheeted through
            the thick leaves, soaking her in an instant. She swiped her hair out of her face, slowly pulled herself along the branch until
            she was plastered against the trunk. She began a slow descent, one branch at a time. Even if they realized she’d gone out
            the window, she hoped the thick foliage would cover her enough that they wouldn’t see her. She hugged the last branch, nearly
            six feet from the ground, and waited. In the next minute, she heard a police siren and jumped to the ground. She slipped forward
            along the side of her house and saw three police officers already banging on her front door. She saw no sign of the men who’d
            shot and kicked at her door. They must have run when they heard the police siren.
         

         
         She raced out toward them. A woman officer caught her, and Elizabeth clutched her, gulping in huge breaths. “Two men tried
            to break in and kill me.” She fell against the woman’s shoulder.
         

         
         “It’s over now, you’re all right,” the woman said. “Let’s go inside out of this cursed rain. We need to search the house.
            Then you can tell us what happened.”
         

         
         Elizabeth fetched her key from beneath an azalea bush and opened both locks on the battered door. The woman officer walked her to the kitchen and sat her at the table. Soon Elizabeth had a cup of hot tea in front of her. “I’m Officer Beresford. Come on now, Ms. Palmer, take a sip.” Elizabeth did, and it felt wonderful. 

         
         The two male officers came back into the kitchen, shook their heads at Officer Beresford.

         
         Beresford, who was evidently in charge, said to Elizabeth, “Now, talk to me, Ms. Palmer. Do you know who these men are who
            came to your house? Why do you think they wanted to kill you?”
         

         
         Over her second cup of tea, Elizabeth finished telling them what had happened yesterday. She told them about Basara and St.
            Paul’s.
         

         
         Officer Beresford said, “So you were at St. Paul’s last year?”

         
         “Yes.”

         
         Beresford looked thoughtful, then she said, “You’re cold. You need to change. Then we’re taking you to see our inspector at
            Scotland Yard.”
         

         
         When Officer Beresford mentioned Basara’s name to Inspector Dobbs, the game changed.

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter Three

         
         
            London

            MI5 Headquarters

            Thames House

            12 Millbank

            Tuesday afternoon

         

         Deputy Director John Eiserly of the Joint Terrorism Analysis Centre pushed a thumb drive into his computer and read through
            his embedded officer’s encrypted reports on the new imam at the South London Mosque, Ali Ahmad Said. His officer, Khaled Aziz,
            was a perfect choice to go undercover. He and the new imam were both young, both Syrian, Khaled from Aleppo and Ali Ahmad
            Said from Ar Raqqah. While Khaled’s family were traditional middle-class Muslims living in York, the young imam’s family were
            wealthy and Westernized, and lived in Knightsbridge. The differences in their backgrounds fed nicely into Khaled’s legend.
            John read: The new imam, Ali Ahmad Said, is twenty-eight, educated at Cambridge. Father owns Closys International Bank, two high-end car dealerships in Berkeley Square and Piccadilly, and two successful restaurants, one in Notting Hill, the other near Covent Garden. His sister, Adara, is twenty-four, a graduate of Oxford, reading Middle Eastern Studies. All are English citizens. The young imam is vastly different from the former imam, Hädi ibn Mirza, both in temperament and background.
         

         
         John paused a moment, thought about the old firebrand imam who’d actively recruited young men to radical Islam and worked
            hand in glove with Samir Basara, the man who’d tried to bomb St. Paul’s. The old imam was jailed in Belmarsh, or Hellmarsh
            as it was called by its inmates, the high-security prison in southeast London. John had arranged for him to spend the rest
            of his life there. He wanted to keep the old imam close enough to monitor his visitors.
         

         
         He continued reading Khaled’s report: I have attended the imam’s services, met with him privately on two occasions. He presents himself as devout and kind, quotes
               the Koran fluently to make a point. He is soft spoken, logical and pragmatic, his Arabic as fluent as his English. I have
               heard no hate speech from him, no calls to jihad. I’ve heard rumblings of terrorist sympathizers but seen no such activity
               within the mosque since the old imam went to prison. But I would not trust this polished hypocrite to buy me a cinema ticket.

         
         John sat back in his chair, closed his eyes, and reflected. Khaled had great instincts, a sharp mind. John had already known
            the background of the new imam and knew it was rumored the old imam had had a hand in picking him.
         

         
         John read his encrypted reply to him and their exchanges: No sightings of any of the jihadists who worked with the old imam or with Samir Basara?

         
         None yet. Getting closer to the inner circle, waiting for the imam to ask me in.

         
         Do not take unnecessary risks.

         
         John ejected the thumb drive and slid it into a folder on his desk. He looked at the photos of his wife, Mary Ann, and of his daughter, Cici, who was walking now and banging her tiny fists if her spaghetti didn’t magically appear. He’d studied Khaled’s reports again because Lady Elizabeth Palmer was due to see him any minute, sent to him by Superintendent Hillary Morgan of Scotland Yard. He remembered that day at St. Paul’s with perfect clarity, knew he’d never forget it, imagined occasionally picturing it on his deathbed. It was only by chance he’d seen his wife and baby at St. Paul’s on a security camera, sitting next to a man disguised as an old woman, the man who’d planted the bombs, Samir Basara’s henchman, Bahar Zain. He shuddered, thanked God. He’d almost lost them both that day. 

         
         His junior associate, Jenny Snow, knocked lightly on his open door. “Deputy Director, Lady Elizabeth Palmer is here.” She
            paused a moment, then, “She looks wrung out.”
         

         
         John had been waiting for her after the phone call from Superintendent Morgan. Morgan had told him only that Lady Elizabeth
            had nearly been killed by two unknown men. He wanted John to hear Lady Elizabeth out without any preconceived ideas. Of course,
            the new imam sprang immediately to mind, but why would he want her killed? She’d nearly been a victim herself, hadn’t done
            anything against them. He’d hardly spoken with Lady Elizabeth since the day he’d told her himself it was her lover, Basara,
            who’d orchestrated the near destruction of St. Paul’s. He’d liked her, found her intelligent and helpful once she’d calmed.
            She’d helped him and his team dissect Samir Basara’s life.
         

         
         “Mrs. Snow, please ask her to come in.”

         
         John rose as Lady Elizabeth walked into his office. He’d forgotten how beautiful she was. Tall and slender, her blond hair
            worn down and longer now, held off her face with two gold clips, all curls and waves. Small diamond studs gleamed in her ears.
            Her eyes were a sort of hazel and framed by lashes darker than her hair. She was dressed in black pants, low-heeled black
            boots, a white silk blouse, and a boxy dark green jacket. She looked, to his mind, like the aristocrat she was. He studied
            her face. Jenny was right, she looked wrung out.
         

         
         He came around his desk, shook her hand. “Lady Elizabeth, I am pleased to see you.”

         
         “Deputy Director Eiserly,” she said in her marvelous clipped accent, worthy of the BBC. “Believe me, I’m pleased to see you
            as well. I believe Superintendent Morgan was relieved he could foist me off on you.”
         

         
         John smiled because it was quite true and pulled out a chair for her. “Please sit down and tell me what has happened.”

         
         Haunted eyes stared at him as she sat down in front of his desk. She said simply, “Two men tried to run me down yesterday
            and tried to kill me again this morning at my house.” Elizabeth had repeated what happened so many times she was able to keep
            her voice calm, her recounting fluid. “A young couple walking in the park at Eaton Square saw it all.” She paused, dug deep.
            “I really wanted to convince myself the driver was drunk or on drugs, but then last night someone knocked on my door, but
            I didn’t open it. Then this morning, two men came to my house and tried again to get me to open my front door.” She told him
            about the gunshots, the second man trying to break into her kitchen,  swallowed. “I grabbed a butcher knife and stabbed it
            into his hand. Then I ran upstairs to my bedroom, jumped into the live oak near the window, and made my way down through the
            branches. It was raining really hard.”
         

         
         John marveled at her ingenuity. “Stabbed him through the back of his hand. That’s good to know. He’ll need attention.” He
            made a note. “Continue.”
         

         
         “The man at the front door spoke English well but with a nearly undetectable accent most people wouldn’t notice, or would
            ignore since we have so many nationalities represented now here in London. But his accent was close to Samir Basara’s, so
            I picked up on it immediately. Samir liked to brag that he had no accent, but of course he did. He also believed himself more
            intelligent than the rest of us, but you already know that from our conversations after St. Paul’s.”
         

         
         John sat back and tapped his Tibaldi pen on the desktop, supposedly a birthday present from his year-old daughter. “Superintendent Morgan sent you to me because it’s obvious the two attacks on you may be related to Samir Basara and his plot to blow up St. Paul’s and murder the hundreds of people there at your friend’s wedding. Let’s consider someone holds you responsible for Basara’s death. Why would they have waited so long? Were they out of the country and only just returned? If this is to make any sense, these people must believe that since you knew Basara intimately, knew details of his life, you must have betrayed him to us.” 

         
         Elizabeth said, “That sounds possible if you were speaking of someone other than Samir. The fact is anyone who knew him well
            would never believe he’d tell his English lover, namely me, much of anything if it could possibly be dangerous to him, and
            certainly not that he was a jihadist and assassin for hire. I myself wouldn’t have believed it until you told me exactly who
            and what he was that day at St. Paul’s.
         

         
         “I honestly believed he was only a professor at the London School of Economics and, of course, a popular public speaker and
            frequent guest on Al Jazeera.” She sat forward. “But maybe it’s not about Samir. Maybe someone believes I’m responsible for
            your arresting that dreadful old imam, even though I never met him.”
         

         
         John said, “I strongly doubt that. Hädi ibn Mirza will reside in Belmarsh prison for the rest of his life. One of my officers
            reviews the list of his visitors and their photos each week, looks into them if their names are unknown. I have reports on
            his activities every week. He suffers from toothaches, but he won’t allow the dentist to see to him.” John grinned. “He’s
            afraid.”
         

         
         Elizabeth said, “Alas, many Brits would agree with him.” She sighed. “So there have been no visitors who concern you?”

         
         “Lady Elizabeth, this may be unpleasant for you to consider, but could these attacks be related to your brother, the Honorable Thomas Broderick Palmer? We’re quite aware of his financial situation and cocaine addiction. Does he owe enough money to his cocaine dealer to make it worthwhile for them to come after you, take you perhaps, to frighten your father enough to pay his debts?” 

         
         Elizabeth wasn’t surprised he knew about Tommy’s life choices. Tommy the Earl’s Son had starred in the tabloids often enough.
            “Here’s the truth. Tommy’s cocaine dealer would never consider hurting me because I’m always spot-on with his payments when
            Tommy’s allowance runs short, which it always does. If you didn’t know, Tommy also gambles, but he’s sworn to me he’d cut
            back and owed his bookmaker only a couple of quid, which to me translates into no more than a hundred pounds or so. He left
            it unsaid, but he prefers to spend what money I give him on cocaine.” She paused. “All right, he was high when I called him,
            so I can’t be certain of anything that came out of his mouth, but I do believe him.”
         

         
         Elizabeth stared down at her clasped hands. She had a ragged thumbnail. She tucked it into a fist. “Deputy Director, I’ve wracked my brain for other explanations, but I’ve had no murderous ex-boyfriends, no boyfriends at all, really.” She forced a laugh. “To be honest, I suppose I’ve rather shut down since St. Paul’s, kept to myself and worked, and frankly, all my friends are too busy with their lives to be concerned with my problems.” She drew a deep breath. “I personally don’t understand why anyone might blame me for Samir’s death, since Samir died a continent away, killed by that FBI agent. As I told you, no one who knew him or did his dirty work for him would ever believe he’d trust me with his secrets. But these two men with their accents must have some connection to Samir—can you think of another explanation?” Elizabeth heard her voice rise, pulled back, breathed slowly, and tried to relax, but it was hard. Fear crawled through her, making her heart pound, her knuckles whiten. She clearly saw herself scrambling through her bedroom window clutching the butcher knife, thinking she was going to die. 

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter Four

         
         John saw she was distressed and distracted her. He said easily, “My wife will be pleased to hear we’ve met again. She’s an
            admirer of your art, particularly enjoys your impressionist landscapes. As for myself, I prefer your portraits, like the one
            of the bent old man selling melons at Les Halles in Paris.”
         

         
         She blinked, drew a deep breath. He saw her shoulders relax, watched her come back. Elizabeth searched his face, gave him
            a twisted smile. “Thank you, that was well done.” She paused a moment, smoothed out a crease in her black trousers, and met
            his gaze directly. “Do you know, I would have gladly killed Samir myself if I’d only had the opportunity. Then at least I’d
            have honestly earned getting attacked for it.”
         

         
         I would have killed him too, in an instant, John thought, but he didn’t say it aloud. He said, “Think back, please, to yesterday afternoon. In the second you saw the
            Aston Martin swerve at you, what exactly did you see?”
         

         
         “I saw two men in the car. I couldn’t tell how old they were, they both wore black watch caps and dark glasses. I do remember
            the driver wasn’t wearing gloves. I saw the flash of a ring of some sort on his hand—yes, it was a young hand, not as white
            as mine, darker, strong.”
         

         
         “Excellent. Now close your eyes and picture the ring. Was it gold? Silver? Plain? A stone set in it?”

         
         Elizabeth closed her eyes and concentrated. “It was silver, heavy, with some sort of stone—that was the flash I saw. Yes it was definitely a stone—” She shook her head. “I’m sorry, that’s it. It all happened so fast.” 

         
         “Did you see a watch on his wrist?”

         
         “Yes, yes, it was a black watch, big, with a round face.” She opened her eyes. “But how can that help? A watch and a ring.
            That could be most every male Londoner.”
         

         
         He said patiently, “Lady Elizabeth, when we find the driver you’ll recognize the ring and the watch.”

         
         “Please, just Elizabeth.”

         
         John smiled. There were endless formalities at MI5. Even after six years together, his assistant Jenny was always Mrs. Snow
            and she always called him Deputy Director. He said, “It would be my pleasure. Please call me John. Now, there are always leaks,
            from your neighbors if no one else, which means what happened to you is going to hit the tabloids and social media. You remember
            the media frenzy after St. Paul’s, and here you are again, the irresistible story—the beautiful aristocrat attacked in her
            own home. They will give no quarter. Warn your parents they’ll be hounded about their son, about St. Paul’s. Needless to say,
            you should all refuse interviews, answer only with no comment, no matter how brazen the questions. You cannot react, that
            would only encourage them. Your friends too will be harassed, just as they were after St. Paul’s.”
         

         
         Elizabeth said, “Perhaps if I gave a statement saying I knew nothing about Basara’s hidden life?”

         
         “Elizabeth, the people who want to kill you won’t believe a word out of your mouth. Once you’re recognized as an enemy, they’re
            like guided missiles.” He saw she realized he was right, saw the helplessness in her eyes. He rose. “Excuse me a moment.”
         

         
         John left his office to tell Jenny—Mrs. Snow—to bring a pot of fresh tea. He also asked her to schedule an immediate appointment
            with Director Sir James Hanson regarding the two attempts on Lady Elizabeth Palmer’s life.
         

         
         He walked back into his office and sat down, followed soon by Jenny carrying a tea tray. She poured them tea and left. John added lemon, Elizabeth a dollop of cream. She sipped the tea, felt her heart slow, felt her world settling back into place. “Thank you, John.” 

         
         He smiled. “I wanted the tea more than you. Did Samir Basara mention anything about his family that might help?”

         
         “As I told you, Samir loved to talk, but never about his family. I knew only what everyone else did—he was Algerian, attended
            the Sorbonne, then Berkeley in the United States. He did tell me once he fit right in with the students at Berkeley. They
            were evidently of like mind. And that’s a scary thought.” She took another sip of tea, laughed. “The reason he was interested
            in me is that I was his entrée into a society that otherwise would have excluded him despite his being something of a celebrity.
            I realized, of course, that I was forbidden fruit. He gloried in enraging my father, stirring up gossip. But you must know
            more about his family than I do.”
         

         
         John said, “He had two married sisters living the high life in Paris. His father and mother still live in Algeria, third-generation
            owners of a successful vineyard. His father has been an invalid for several years now, and his mother runs the winery. No
            other close living relatives. As you know, one of his primary operatives here in Britain, one of his most trusted, was Bahar
            Zain.”
         

         
         “Yes, the man disguised as the old matron who planted the C-4 packets in St. Paul’s.”

         
         “That’s right. Zain now resides in Wakefield prison in West Yorkshire and will remain there for the remainder of his life,
            in the high-security unit. He will not have an easy time. As to visitors, I’m told they are few and far between.”
         

         
         “I’ve heard Wakefield is called Monster Mansion.”

         
         “That refers to the inmates and is well deserved, as Zain has doubtless discovered. I brought him up because, unlike Basara, Bahar Zain has a large family, most of them still living in Syria. We know he has two younger siblings, but we’ve had no reason to search them out, until now. Zain’s mother lives in the West End, owns a chemist shop not far from the South London Mosque.” 

         
         Elizabeth sipped her tea and carefully set the lovely cup back onto the tray. She looked at him squarely. “What should I do?”

         
         John rose, came around his desk, and took her hand as she stood up. “You’re going to return to your home, paint, and keep
            your head down while we investigate. I imagine we’ve already collected whatever evidence they left behind. I’m assigning an
            officer to protect you. Both your front and back doors are again functional, and they’ve finished with forensics. By the way,
            there are no cameras aimed directly at the crescent in Eaton Square, but in other cameras nearby, they spotted a black Ford
            with its license marker covered. Did you see it?”
         

         
         Elizabeth said, “No, I was never outside until I climbed down the oak tree. I imagine there are a great many black Fords in
            London.”
         

         
         John said, “Yes, quite a few.” He picked up his mobile, punched in a number, spoke quietly, and punched off.

         
         In a moment Elizabeth turned to see a dark-eyed, stork-thin older man, his face the color of polished mahogany and with only
            a fringe of black hair around his head, saunter into John’s office like an American film cowboy. John said, “Officer Bentworth
            Bewley, this is Lady Elizabeth Palmer. She will give you background and bring you up to date on what’s happened, though I
            assume you already know the highlights. You are to protect her. Retrieve a weapon from the armory.”
         

         
         Officer Bewley nodded. He said to Elizabeth with a smile that showed a crooked eyetooth, “Bentworth is a mouthful, so please
            call me Benny, Lady Elizabeth, everyone does.” He saw the hesitancy in her eyes and added, “Trust me. No one is going to harm
            you on my watch. Let’s go get me armed.”
         

         
         When they left, John sat down, finished his tea, and leaned his head against the soft leather headrest of his chair. The two men in an Aston Martin, both wearing black watch caps and dark sunglasses, had followed her, waiting for their chance to kill her? Trying to run her down on the sidewalk with a car was hardly a plan, it must have been a spur-of-the moment decision. What they’d done today, breaking into her house in the middle of the morning, opening fire when she refused to open the door, wasn’t any smarter, hardly professional. It didn’t make sense to him. 

         
         There was urgency at work here, or ungoverned rage. Family, he thought, or someone else very close to Bahar Zain or Samir
            Basara. Bahar Zain’s younger brothers? Had someone fed them lies about her, spurred them on? Zain’s mother? The new imam at
            the South London Mosque, Ali Ahmad Said?
         

         
         John pushed the thumb drive back into his computer and wrote another text to Khaled: Have Bahar Zain’s siblings ever attended South London Mosque? Has their mother? I will send you a file on Lady Elizabeth Palmer. Acknowledge receipt and give me your thoughts.

         
         John pressed send and poured himself another cup of tea. It was up to him now to find whoever was trying to kill Lady Elizabeth
            Palmer. And to keep her alive.
         

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter Five

         
         
            Eaton Square

            Tuesday night

         

         Elizabeth stared at her darkened ceiling, still wide awake in her lovely sleigh bed at 2:00 a.m. Even though Officer Bewley was sleeping down the hall and had assured her the locks were secure, it wasn’t enough to make
            her heart stop racing, listening for every sound that shouldn’t be there. She looked back toward the bedroom window, saw herself
            escaping that morning. But she’d done it, she’d saved herself, she should never forget that. She nearly screamed when she
            heard a footstep on the creaky seventh stair, then nothing. Could it be Benny, making rounds? No, she’d pointed out the stair
            to Benny, so he knew it creaked, and besides, why would he step on it and then stop?
         

         
         It was someone else, not Benny Bewley. Whoever it was realized he’d made a noise and froze, waiting to see if he’d awakened
            them. Was it the two of them again? The two in the Aston Martin, the two who’d broken into her house that morning? No, no,
            her brain was making it up out of whole cloth. No one was here in her house, no one was climbing her stairs. Still, Elizabeth
            slid quietly out of bed, picked up a poker from the bin beside the fireplace, tiptoed to the door, carefully opened it a couple
            of inches, and listened.
         

         
         She heard nothing.

         
         She started to call out Benny’s name but stopped herself. She kept listening, not moving, barely breathing. It had to be nothing, had to be, but still she was so scared she couldn’t get spit in her mouth. Suddenly the bedroom door slammed open against her, knocking her backward against her bed. She yelled, “Benny, help!” 

         
         Two men in dark clothes were on her, masks covering their faces. One grabbed her hair and jerked her up. She slammed the poker
            at his head, but he pulled away in time and the poker struck his shoulder. She heard a gasp, then a curse in sharp clear English.
            The other man grabbed her leg to upend her, but she jumped away from him, yelled out again, “Benny!”
         

         
         “Bitch! Shut up!” A fist slammed into her face, knocked her down on her back. The man she’d struck with the poker stood over
            her, a knife in his hand, the silver blade gleaming in the moonlight coming through the window, long and sharp. Was he going
            to kill her with it? She slashed upward with the poker, striking him in the leg, and the man screamed. “Get that bloody poker
            away from her and hold the bitch down! I’m going to cut up that pretty face.”
         

         
         Elizabeth didn’t think, she fought with all her strength. She couldn’t die; who would take care of Tommy? She saw her mom’s
            face, her father’s face. She struck out with the poker again, but she had no leverage. The knife came down at her and she
            twisted away from it. She felt a sharp, icy-cold pain as it sliced into her arm.
         

         
         Knife man jerked the poker out of her hand, came down on his knees over her, and raised the knife again.

         
         Benny’s voice came from the doorway. “Get off her now or you’re both dead!”

         
         Knife man jerked around and hurled the knife at Benny in a move so fast it was a blur at the same time Benny fired. Knife man fell to his side, gasping for breath, cursing, this time not in English, but in Arabic, a curse she’d heard Samir say. She didn’t think, kicked him off her, grabbed the poker, and struck out at him again. He backed away from her. 

         
         She looked over at Benny, who’d fallen to the floor, grasping his chest. The second man grabbed his partner, heaved him up
            over his shoulder, and ran out of the room. She heard his footsteps in the wide hallway and down the stairs, heard the front
            door slam.
         

         
         Elizabeth raced to the wall and flipped on the light switch.

         
         “Benny? No!”

         
         She fell to her knees over him, stared down in horror at the knife sticking out of his chest. She felt panic bubble up, tried
            to keep it at bay. “Benny, what should I do?”
         

         
         Benny’s voice was calm as a judge’s. “Leave the knife in me, otherwise I’ll bleed to death. Ring 333, it’s the emergency number
            for MI5.”
         

         
         She dialed quickly, hearing his labored breathing as she spoke to a woman and told her to hurry.

         
         “It’s all right, Elizabeth, I’ll live. At least they didn’t kill me before they came for you, why I don’t know. They knocked
            me on the head and left me. It took me some moments to get myself back together again. They must have cut the alarm and come
            in through the kitchen, it’s not as sturdy as the front door.” He fell silent, lips seamed, breath labored. His pain had to
            be unspeakable, but he said, “Your arm. You’re hurt.”
         

         
         She hiccupped a laugh. He was worried about her? In that moment, she admired Benny Bewley more than he’d ever know. She swallowed
            down the tears, prayed, and for the first time Elizabeth looked at her arm, saw the blood dripping onto her carpet. It was
            like a thousand needles were digging into her flesh, burning-hot needles.
         

         
         Again, Benny’s calm, steady voice. “Press your hand hard against the wound, and keep it there. You have to get the bleeding
            stopped.”
         

         
         They waited together, Benny with a knife in his chest, Elizabeth with blood running down the arm of her white pajamas as she pressed as hard as she could against her wound. 

         
          

         Two days later Lady Elizabeth Palmer was released from hospital surrounded by private security guards her father had insisted
            on hiring. She ignored the cameras and the reporters screaming questions at her.
         

         
         Two days after that, she disappeared.

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter Six

         
         
            Philadelphia

            Three Months Later 

         

         Something bad was coming, something really bad, not today, maybe not tomorrow, but it was coming and there was nothing he
            could do about it. Tash knew it was coming because he was trapped in suffocating blackness that pulsed around him like a living
            thing, like one of those snakes that squeeze the life out of you. He couldn’t see, there was no light at all, only the throbbing
            blackness. Terror clutched his chest and he couldn’t breathe. He heard vague noises, like voices whispering, then a distant
            sigh that sounded like his father’s voice, like he was dying. He wanted to scream, but his voice was trapped in his throat.
         

         
         Tash Navarro jerked awake, heaving for breath, the covers wrapped around him like one of those shrouds for dead people in
            the Bible. He wanted to run to his father, like he did the first time he’d had the dream, but he couldn’t. His father was
            with his new wife now, Sasha, and Tash knew they’d be all scrunched together. She wouldn’t want him there, wouldn’t want to
            make room for him.
         

         
         He forced himself to breathe slowly until he felt his chest ease. It was the third time he’d had the dream. He thought it was a warning. He’d tried to tell his dad after the first dream, but he couldn’t anymore. Sasha would give him that look, whisper in his dad’s ear that Tash was making it all up, tell his dad he should find a shrink for him. That’s what he’d heard her say the last time, a shrink. He knew his dad was already worried about him. Tash would look up sometimes and see his dad staring at him, confusion and uncertainty in his eyes. 

         
         Tash knew one thing for sure, knew it in his bones. It wasn’t just a dream. Something bad was coming. Would his dad ever believe
            him? Would it even make a difference? Tash felt cold and alone. If only his mama hadn’t died. She’d have believed him.
         

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter Seven

         
         
            Titus Hitch Wilderness

            Titusville, Virginia

            Mid-June

         

         “Autumn, stop!”

         
         Autumn Merriweather was on the point of jumping from a pile of large rocks that crossed over a narrow bend of the Sweet Onion
            River to the other side. She stopped and turned to Tash Navarro, who stood a few feet behind her, holding his hands out to
            grab her.
         

         
         “Come on, Tash, it’s easy. Watch me. It’s just a little jump and you’ll clear the water.” He didn’t move, just stared at her, shaking his head. Something was wrong with him. She no longer felt the same impatience with him she’d felt when her mother had first asked her to take him under her wing four days before. When she’d first seen the pasty-faced little private-school boy, she’d known, just known, he’d ruin her very fine summer. But no choice, he would be her summer job, spend five days a week with him, teach him how to hike and swim and whatever else he couldn’t do. She was also supposed to give him more confidence in himself, and how did one do that? Autumn had planned to spend the summer with her friends and helping her mother with her outdoor adventure business—Titus Hitch Adventures—hiking, white water rafting, camping, having all sorts of fun and making sure big-city folk didn’t drown. At least spending time with Tash was a well-paid gig, and 90 percent of what the kid’s dad was paying her would go into her college fund. The other 10 percent would buy them all Christmas presents, her dad had told her, with a wink to her mom. She’d heard her dad’s dispatcher, Faydeen, say Tash’s dad owned a big-time investment fund in Philadelphia, and wasn’t that something. Mr. Navarro had seemed nice enough when she’d met him, a big man, handsome and fit, older than her stepfather, Ethan, with dashes of gray at his temples. His wife, Sasha, was much younger, with lots of thick, wavy blond hair. Her toenails were painted sky blue, a color Autumn wanted to try, and she’d showed off her body in tight white capris and a crop top. Autumn wondered how long it had taken her to fix her hair and makeup. Archer Navarro smiled down at Autumn and shook her hand like she was a grown-up. “My brother, Rebel, tells me you’re the best, Autumn, you know every square inch of the Titus Hitch Wilderness, like your parents do. I’m pleased you’ll be spending the summer with Tash. I’m sure you’ll do well with him. As you know, he’s staying with Rebel for the summer.” 

         
         Autumn had turned to the little boy grudgingly. He hadn’t smiled or met her eyes, just stared down at his painfully new sneakers. She wondered how she would ever be able to teach this thin, wimpy little kid how to fish, pitch a tent, make a fire, or cook on a Coleman stove. He looked pathetic in his stiff jeans and ironed T-shirt, and who ironed a T-shirt? Five days a week with him—full days—until the end of August. She’d shaken his limp white hand and finally he’d looked her full in the face. She’d seen a sort of dull acceptance on his face, and something she didn’t expect—loneliness. In that moment Autumn knew to her adolescent shame that she’d been wrong to dismiss him as a dweeb impinging on her precious time. She’d said his name and smiled and he’d smiled back, at least a try at a smile. She’d leaned down and whispered, “We’re going to have a blast, Tash.” 

         
         Autumn had turned twelve years old the previous week and celebrated with a red velvet cake and a birthday party with kids
            from her class at school. As was her habit for the past six years, even on her birthday, she’d spent a few minutes before
            going to bed thinking about a particular something that had happened during the year, something good or bad, didn’t matter.
            Her mama had taught her to do that, to use this private time to look back at herself and weigh what she’d done, what she’d
            experienced, and plan what to do the next time something like that happened. That night she’d thought about how her friends
            at school would never really know her, never know what she could do with her mind—only her mama, her stepfather, and her special
            friend, Dillon Savich, and that led her to think about her father, who’d died. She felt a sort of distant sadness at his memory
            because she knew she’d loved him, she remembered that. Her mom had told her it was okay and not to feel guilty, he’d always
            be in Autumn’s heart as he was in hers. And that made her think of Ethan, the sheriff of Titusville, her dad for a long time
            now. She loved him, admired him, trusted him. She also knew her mom was crazy about him. She’d seen her mom pressed against
            the wall, her stepdad kissing her all over her face, the two of them laughing. She’d realized she no longer had nightmares
            about her birth dad’s insane family in Bricker’s Bowl, her mad old grandmother, Shepherd Backman, and her crazy uncles, Grace
            and Blessed, all of them monsters. Her uncle Blessed could control most people with his mind, make them do whatever he wanted
            them to do, horrible things if he felt like it. Most people, but not her. Her father, Martin, hadn’t been like his brothers, and he’d escaped them. He never used his gift for his own gain. He’d been a good man, he’d loved her, she knew that, and he’d passed his gift on to her. No, she wasn’t as scared anymore when she remembered them all, they were long dead and gone. 

         
         Things were good now, and she’d smile as she slid into bed.

         
         But how could things be good when she had to be responsible for Tash Navarro all summer? But then Autumn quickly learned Tash
            wasn’t a coward; he tried his best to do everything she asked him to do, and if he failed, he just kept trying. At first he
            rarely smiled or spoke unless spoken to. But after nearly a week with her he didn’t seem as sad or lonely, didn’t act like
            his life was rotten. It became clear as day—Tash Navarro was happy.
         

         
         Still poised to jump from the rock, Autumn cocked her head at Tash and realized he was scared. For her. But why? Did he think
            she couldn’t make that easy jump,  and fall into the creek?
         

         
         “Tash, I’ve jumped the creek from these rocks a thousand times and so can you, I promise. You just push off. Watch me, okay?”

         
         He shook his head frantically. “No, no, Autumn, don’t do that.  I—well, th-the rocks don’t look all that steady, and—” His
            voice fell off a cliff. He looked away from her, his head down. She stepped off the rocks and walked back to him, took his
            thin shoulders in her hands. To her shock, when she touched him, she felt fear rolling off him. “Tash, what’s wrong?”
         

         
         He shook his head, wouldn’t meet her eyes.

         
         Autumn kept her hands on his shoulders, focused on him, softened her voice, and spoke slowly. “Tash, come on, you know you
            can tell me anything. I’m like your big sister, right?”
         

         
         Still, he wouldn’t look up. He pointed to the stacked large rocks on an incline above the creek, her takeoff point. He whispered,
            “That biggest rock on top, it doesn’t look very steady. Maybe it’ll slip out from under you when you push off. Maybe you’ll
            fall, maybe you’ll be hurt.”
         

         
         Autumn walked to the rocks she’d used as a springboard for years, saw nothing unusual. She leaned down and shoved hard at the largest one. To her surprise it broke loose, tipped forward, and tumbled down the incline into the creek. 

         
         Tash had known, he’d seen what would happen, but he was afraid to admit it.

         
         Autumn felt her heart beat faster. How did Tash know? There was no way, she’d never crossed the river with him there before.
            But he’d known. She looked at Tash’s white face and saw he was afraid she’d be mad at him, or worse, think he was a freak.
            She knew very well what that was like, always being careful, always worrying about how people might react if she did something
            no one would understand. She had so many questions, but she didn’t want to scare him. She held back. She smiled down at him
            as she took his shoulders in her hands again, looked at his small pinched face. “The rock didn’t look loose, Tash, but you
            saw me falling?”
         

         
         Slowly he nodded, his head still down.

         
         She hugged him. “Thank you. You saved me from getting hurt. Is this the first time you’ve seen something happen that hasn’t
            happened yet, something you could stop or avoid?”
         

         
         Finally, he nodded, whispered, “Well, one time my father was about to drive through an empty intersection but I saw another
            car we couldn’t see coming fast at us and I saw it hitting our car hard and both of us would be hurt really bad. So I yelled
            for him to stop. He was so surprised, he did, and then the other car raced through. He stared at me, because he knew I couldn’t
            have seen it. He got a funny look and shook his head. He never said anything about it.”
         

         
         His father hadn’t thanked him, hadn’t questioned him, asked him how he’d known. He’d probably been really scared himself they
            could have died, afraid to ask about what he’d seen, afraid of what Tash would say. She said, “Have you seen other things
            happen?”
         

         
         He swallowed. “There was my mom.”

         
         “Tell me.”
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