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      This book is dedicated to the men and women of the United States Secret Service, by whose efforts we are guaranteed that The People and not an assassin decides our next president.
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      Each U.S. Secret Service field office has a Protective Intelligence (PI) element that investigates threats against individuals the Secret Service protects—most notably the president. The majority of threat cases originate from headquarter referrals and involve persons with some form of mental illness. During my tenure with the Secret Service, I spent years working protective intelligence investigations, and they are by far the most interesting and challenging.

      The Service classifies threats against its protectees in order of risk and uses three designations. Recently they changed the name of the designations for all official correspondence, but the experienced men and women who conduct these sensitive investigations still prefer the old names. They’re now used only in conversation.

      
        
        Class I – someone who shows an inappropriate or unusual interest in a protectee and is considered of little danger

        Class II – a person who makes a threat, but appears not to have the ability or will to carry it out and is considered potentially dangerous

        Class III – an individual who makes a threat, has the will and ability to carry it out, and is considered extremely dangerous

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
        No man is worth his salt who is not ready at all times to                                                                                                                                     risk his well-being, to risk his body, to risk his life, in a great cause.

      

        

      
        - Theodore Roosevelt
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      Rana Saleem pretended to read the paper while keeping his eyes on the two Federal Investigation Agency agents. If checked, Saleem’s papers would pass as genuine, but it was best to not take any chances. He had witnessed Pakistani intelligence agents do some crazy things in the past. Not all were sophisticated, but they were effective. Pick out a likely suspect, escort them to prison, and interrogate them until they confessed to something. Guys with absolute authority could never be counted on to do the expected.

      Saleem would have preferred a cold beer, but the café patrons all drank hot tea or coffee, so he did the same. He always did what the locals did: wore the same clothes, spoke the same dialect, ate the same foods. His survival depended on not being noticed. Unlike his coworkers assigned to the embassy, Saleem’s status as a CIA non-official cover agent afforded him no diplomatic protection. A NOC lived by his wits. When one disappeared into the deep, ugly morass, they were soon forgotten and replaced.

      Saleem’s rotation was almost over. He never wanted one to end so much. He hated this dreary country—a dirty, dangerous assignment. In less than a month, he’d be sipping a properly aged Sonoma red at his favorite restaurant while watching the sunset over the Golden Gate Bridge. But today he dressed as one of the gray persons shuffling around in the sweltering heat of Islamabad. The oppressive temperatures of late July generally cleared the streets by this time of day, although the covered café patio offered some shade and relative comfort. A lazy ceiling fan rotated as Saleem sipped his coffee and waited. The thick air hung like a veil over the patrons. Petrol fumes, body odor, and the sweet aroma of grilling lamb both excited and sickened the senses. It was almost time. Saleem chanced a quick glance around to see if the asset had arrived.

      The two FIA agents stopped some customers near the door and checked their identification. The short one aggressively interrogated a man about some problem with his papers. The tall one looked up at the other customers to see who was staring. Saleem made sure not to make eye contact. That was the fastest way to get interviewed or arrested. He swatted a group of flies circling his cup and checked his watch for the third time. The two small rocks on the corner of the terrace wall were the asset’s signal for an urgent meeting, so he expected him soon.

      What was so important he thought it necessary to break with the scheduled meeting time?

      Two minutes later, the asset strolled in, late as usual. One of the FIA agents stared his way. The asset meandered to the counter and purchased a pack of cigarettes. He scanned the customers but did not acknowledge Saleem. The second FIA agent also gave the asset a hard gaze.

      Saleem held his breath and his jaw clenched. Do not look back at them, you idiot.

      The asset kept his eyes down, pocketed the cigarettes, and left.

      Saleem finished his coffee, dropped some coins on the table, and rose leisurely. He could not appear too anxious to leave. FIA always stopped those who looked in a hurry. Saleem would trail the asset at a discreet distance to ensure the guy was not followed. The Agency’s safe house in this area of Islamabad was only a few blocks away.

      Ten minutes later, when Saleem stepped through the safe house door, the coolness of the room greeted him—the air conditioner set at a comfortable 22° Celsius. Only the light above the small table was on, leaving the rest of the room in shadows.

      The asset, looking like a weasel with a scraggly beard and slits for eyes, relaxed at the table, smoking and drinking a beer. An ugly black mole sat in the center of his forehead.

      Saleem walked to the refrigerator. “That was close back at the café.”

      The asset did not answer, just smoked his cigarette, staring at the ashtray.

      Saleem helped himself to a beer and sat at the table across from the guy. “We were not supposed to meet until next week.” He took a swallow and studied the swarthy fellow with the gold front tooth. He always had an animal odor about him. In the beginning, the guy most likely believed in all the militant Islamic bullshit. Somewhere along the way, he had switched sides. Saleem never completely trusted an asset who switched sides—could be a double agent.

      “What is wrong?” Saleem asked.

      The asset leaned back in the chair, rolled the tip of his cigarette in the ashtray, and smirked. “I have news.” He took another long drag before saying, “They are going ahead with the plan.”

      Saleem lowered the bottle and fixed eyes on him. Oh, shit. “You said they only talked about it—that it would never happen.”

      The man shrugged and a grin cracked the corners of his lips. “I miscalculated.”

      A sudden chill sent goosebumps running up Saleem’s arms. “When? Where?”

      The asset drew on the cigarette again and showed a relaxed expression. He blew out a slow stream of smoke. “Do not know yet, but soon. It has already gone operational. I just found out.”

      Saleem stood and walked to the other end of the living area. His mind worked better when he moved. He had already alerted the Agency about the plan, but he had never expected it to actually go forward. Rubbing the back of his neck, he stared at the floor. After a few seconds he looked up. “Did they decide who?”

      “Sayed,” the asset said.

      Saleem took long strides back to the table. “I thought he was indispensable.”

      “None of us are indispensable.” The man flashed a quick smile. “Besides, he begged for the chance.”

      Saleem bent low and leaned on the table, making eye contact. In a menacing voice he said, “You find out the details and get them to me fast. Understand?”

      The man appeared unfazed. He shrugged and again rolled the ash from the cigarette. “I will do the best I can, but if I appear too interested, they may get suspicious.”

      Saleem snatched him up by his lapels and slammed him against the wall. He leaned to within a few inches of the guy’s face. The tobacco breath had a rotten odor. Holding up his index finger in front of the man’s eyes, Saleem whispered, “I could kill you and your family with just this. All I have to do is push a few numbers in my phone and you are all dead. You have taken our money for a long time. How long would al-Qaeda let you live if I told them what you had been doing?” Saleem raised his voice and tightened his grip on the man. “I do not care how you do it, or how much danger it puts you in, just get the damn details.”

      The guy’s eyes widened, and he stammered, “I will contact you when I find out more, but understand this, your president is in grave danger.”
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      Michael Roberts sat at his desk and reread the email for the third time. The first read disappointed him, the second frustrated him, and the third angered him. Passed over for promotion the second year in a row. He reared back in the chair and ran a hand through his hair.

      What the hell? He had the highest performance evaluation in the Dallas office—Dick made sure of that. Could other agents have placed that much higher around the country? Not a chance.

      The Secret Service had a very subtle way of letting you know when you weren’t promotable. Every time you bid for promotion, they passed you over. No explanation, no reason, other than you just didn’t make the final cut. Was that the signal headquarters had sent with this email? Now he’d have to wait another year before he could bid on a supervisor position unless something unexpected came up.

      Roberts stared at the email and twisted the ring on his finger, a nervous habit he’d recently picked up. Need to talk this over with someone. Dick might know something; from his years in headquarters, he knew all the players on the promotion board. He and the Secret Service Director were said to be best friends.

      Laughter sounded outside Roberts’ door as a group of agents shared a joke in the hall. He twisted the ring again, thinking about how he’d approach Dick with this.

      Roberts stared at his hand—his dad’s old army ring. When Roberts was born in 1985, his father was well past middle age. Few World War II veterans were still having kids that late in life. By the time Roberts graduated from high school, his dad was an old man. Roberts realized early he’d been an accident. During his childhood, his mom seemed all worn out—a woman no longer in her prime and tired from raising two older brothers. But his dad saw Michael as one last chance to spend quality time with a son. He lavished attention on him. Not working full time anymore, his father dropped him off at school and was there to pick him up every day. Michael never had a spare minute growing up—baseball, camping and fishing trips, and just hanging out together. The old guy made sure he stayed busy and entertained.

      Roberts’ mom never understood his desire to enter the military or join the Secret Service. But the old man got it. He’d always been a warrior at heart—a patriot.

      Roberts stopped twisting the ring and headed to Dick’s office. As supervisor of the Protective Intelligence Squad, Dick didn’t leave his desk too often.

      Walking down the hall, Roberts brushed past a gaggle of agents working on convention assignments standing in a half-circle, having an impromptu meeting. Everyone had a stack of papers and notebooks. Bridget drew her long red hair over her shoulder and discreetly winked as he passed.

      “Morning, Michael.”

      Agent Bridget O’Neil was one of his favorite people in the office, mostly because she shared his hatred of bureaucracy and love of spicy Thai food. They usually did a coffee or break room chat every day, but this morning he was on a mission—no time for chit chat.

      “Morning, Bridget,” he said, and marched down the hall.

      He peeked inside Dick’s office and found him in his usual position—leaning back in his chair with his black wingtips resting on the edge of the desk, talking on the phone. His resemblance to a younger Jack Nicholson always made the ladies take a second look. Dick had been known to take advantage of the resemblance.

      Dick noticed Roberts at the door and waved him in. From the phone conversation, it sounded like another discussion with his broker. Seemed like he had one every other day. Dick always reserved his harshest criticism for that guy.

      “No, hell no. Those shares aren’t going anywhere but down. Did you read that article in Barron’s last week?” Dick asked. “Well, you should. They’re saying it’s time to take profits.”

      Roberts loved Dick’s office—the large picture window behind his desk, the wall of plaques, awards, and certificates, the bookshelf of mementos from travels around the world over a thirty-five-year career. Dick’s stock trading and gambling profits were legendary. Folks said they netted him more than his salary.

      “What?” Dick switched ears with the phone. “Well, if you think they’re so damn good, buy them yourself, but get me out.” Dick released a long, tired breath. “Okay, call me when you have something better.” He dropped the phone back into the cradle and ran both hands back over his thin salt and pepper hair.

      As Roberts took a seat, Dick scooted his legs under the desk and pulled the knot in his tie a little snugger. The guy probably spent more on clothes than most agents did on their kid’s college fund. A whiff of his new hundred-dollar cologne drifted across the desk. His lips formed into his trademark facial expression, a combination of a grin and a smirk. People in the office called it the “devil smile.”

      “So, what’s on your mind, Ace?”

      On the way to the office, Roberts had decided to take the direct approach regarding the email. He held it up. “Have you seen the promotion list?”

      The devil smile faded, and Dick looked down, pushing his chair back a couple of feet. “I saw it.”

      Roberts didn’t mince words. “Well, what’s the deal? I’ve been passed over again.”

      Dick blew out a breath. “Yeah, I know. We need to talk about it this afternoon.”

      If Dick put him off till the afternoon, there was a good chance something else would come up and they’d end up talking about it tomorrow, or the next day. Roberts leaned closer and said, “If I’m being passed over every year, there must be a reason.”

      Dick squirmed in the chair, shuffling papers, but didn’t meet eyes with him. “There is, but I’m not ready to discuss it just now. Besides, something’s come up and I need your help. The promotion email can wait.” Dick tapped a piece of paper on his desk. “This just came in.”

      Roberts’ stomach churned with frustration. You couldn’t hurry Dick. He was stubborn that way. “Okay, what do you need?”

      “I just got a new referral that I want you to handle, personally—sounds screwy. Need you to do the interview.”

      “Is it a threat?”

      Dick hesitated a moment. “In a manner of speaking, but the witnesses are a six-year-old girl and her mother. Talk to them and decide how you want to handle it.”

      Roberts gave the referral a quick glance. He was still aggravated Dick put him off, but that was Dick’s way. He’d get to it in his own time.

      “I’ll take care of it,” Roberts said and slipped the referral into his jacket pocket.

      Dick fiddled with his gold cuff links. “We’ll talk about promotion boards when you get back.”

      Roberts strolled toward the door. Dick did know something but wouldn’t discuss it. That probably meant it wasn’t good.

      Dick said, “Hey, don’t forget to take someone with you. The last thing we need is you interviewing a crazy cat lady by yourself.”

      “Is there anyone left in the squad?”

      Dick shook his head. “Naw, everyone but you is out doing site advances for the damn convention. Grab someone from financial crimes.” Dick picked the phone back up. “I’ll call the supervisor over there and clear it.”

      “Okay, thanks.” Roberts was still pissed because Dick had deflected the promotion conversation, but wasn’t going to let him know. Roberts planned to knock the interview out, write up his report, and still have the promotion conversation with Dick before lunch.

      “If I’m not here when you get back, check in with me later. I have a follow-up doctor’s appointment about some tests later this morning,” Dick said. The devil smile had returned.

      “Nothing serious, I trust.”

      Dick dialed several numbers on the phone. “Naw, but they kinda pissed me off.”

      Dick didn’t suffer fools easily. “What happened?”

      “Well, the nurse told me they needed a blood, urine, fecal, and semen sample.”

      Roberts shrugged. “So?”

      Dick put the receiver to his ear and the devil smile became wider. “I told her if I’d known that, I could’ve just brought in my old underwear from last night.” He adjusted his tie knot again and winked. “We’ll talk after you get back.”

      Roberts smiled and shook his head. Dick was the champion of the zinger. No way to stay angry with a guy like that.

      Roberts marched down the hall in search of a partner from financial crimes. He was lucky to have Dick as a supervisor. Everyone liked the guy. He was the office fixer. If a foreign dignitary came to town and wanted a private box for his family of six to a sold-out Cowboy’s game—call Dick. If a bigwig from DHS rolled in and couldn’t get reservations at his favorite restaurant—let Dick know. No matter what the venue or time, Dick always came through. The guy knew everyone. Folks said he made lots of contacts at the horse track and casinos.

      Yeah, everyone liked Dick, everybody except the Special Agent in Charge. Rumor said the SAIC and Dick had been friends on the president’s detail until that Russian trip. After that, they hardly ever talked. No one knew why.

      While Roberts walked down the hall, he studied the referral. As usual, it read like a bad book report:

      “Duty Agent received a telephone call from subject (Susan Porter) this date. She indicated she and daughter (Abigail Porter), six years of age, had information regarding a threat to POTUS. Reportee stated she did not wish to discuss the matter over the phone, but would prefer an agent speak to her in person.”

      When Roberts turned the corner and entered the financial crimes area, his spirits dropped. With over a dozen cubicles, the place should have been buzzing with agents talking on phones, typing, or bullshitting. It wasn’t. He searched each cubicle, but the only available agent was Keller.

      Oh, crap.

      Keller had about a year on the job and a master’s degree in accounting. Guy was a CPA and one of the new breed the Service wanted. When Roberts hired on, most of the applicants were former police or military. Traveling in a group, they were often mistaken for a professional athletic team. Of course, misbehavior by a few had led to the new breed recruiting effort. Fewer athletes, more brainiacs.

      Keller got along with everyone, but was a pencil-neck—not your first choice for a backup in a fistfight. There probably wasn’t going to be any trouble with this interview, so Keller would be okay. Besides, what choice did Roberts have?

      He leaned inside the cubicle. “Hey, want to go on a PI interview?”

      Keller slid off his wire-framed glasses, blinked a couple of times, and gave Roberts the I’m not sure I know what you’re talking about look he was famous for. “Right now?”

      This was why Keller was the only guy not out doing fieldwork. His people skills were lacking. Roberts leaned a little closer. “Well, it’s a PI investigation. How long do you think we should wait to do it?”

      Keller’s cheeks blushed. “Sorry. Sure, what do you need me to do?”

      “You drive and back me up. Get your jacket, gun, and notebook. Meet you out front in five minutes.”

      Susan Porter lived just off North MacArthur, about ten minutes from the office. Roberts briefed Keller on the way. The look on his face did not inspire confidence.

      They parked in front of the upscale condominium and approached the door. The morning temperatures already tracked above ninety. The heat index today was expected to be over a hundred—another miserable summer day in North Texas.

      Keller bit his lower lip. “I’ve only been on one PI interview before.”

      “How did it go?” Roberts asked.

      Keller fumbled with something in his pocket, pulled out an inhaler, and took a hit. “Kinda made me nervous. My asthma acts up when I’m nervous.”

      “Great,” Roberts mumbled. He removed his sunglasses and rang the doorbell. The sooner they knocked this out, the sooner he’d get an answer to his promotion question. “Just relax, I’ll do all the talking. You take notes and fill out the questionnaire. And keep your eyes open. Never know about PI interviews.”

      That was an understatement. Most interviewees had an underlying mental health issue, which made them as unpredictable as a basket of snakes. Roberts had several who’d broken down, cried, and asked for forgiveness after admitting to threatening the president. And just as many became combative and tried to take a swing at him. The last one threw a carton of buttermilk, missing Roberts’ head by inches, before they’d managed to cuff him.

      The condo door opened, and an attractive woman studied the pair. She was in her early thirties, with shoulder-length strawberry-blond hair and light blue eyes. The loose green, cotton blouse didn’t disguise her figure. Full breasts, trim waist, and round hips.

      “Are you Susan Porter?” Roberts asked.

      Her forehead furrowed. “Yes?” She gave them the hard look you’d give an unwanted salesman or religious hawker.

      “Special Agent Roberts.” He displayed his ID.

      Keller flopped open his identification.

      She examined the credentials a moment. “Oh, yes, Secret Service.” Her brow relaxed. “Please, come in.”

      Roberts stepped inside, taking in the details of the living space, looking for clues about Ms. Porter’s mental state. The interior of her condo was clean, open, and airy, and the cool air conditioner gave it a welcoming feel. She had arranged her paintings, rugs, and plants in just the right places to provide a splash of color, catching the morning light that filtered in through the blinds.

      This place looks safe enough.

      Susan directed them to chairs in the living room. She sat on the sofa next to Roberts, clasped her hands together, and laid them on her lap. “So, could I offer you some refreshments?”

      Roberts felt distracted. Couldn’t quite put his finger on it, but something wasn’t right. He made another scan of the place, making sure he hadn’t missed something important. “No, thank you. We’d really like to discuss the threat to the president you called about.”

      Susan nodded. “Oh, right.” She moved closer to the sofa’s edge and rubbed her palms against her shorts. “I suppose I should call Abbey. She’s the one who knows all about it.”

      Roberts settled back in the seat. “Who’s Abbey?”

      Susan’s left knee bounced, and she cleared her throat. “My daughter.”

      Roberts’ mind went on alert. Perhaps he’d been mistaken. He stiffened and leaned forward. A six-year-old who knows all about a presidential threat? The hair on the back of his neck prickled. “Is she here?”

      “Yes, she’s in her room.” Susan’s voice dropped to a more serious tone. “There’s one thing you should know before talking to her.”

      Roberts tilted his head in her direction. “Yes?”

      She glanced over Roberts’ shoulder down the hall and, in a weak voice, said, “She’s an Indigo Child.”

      Roberts wracked his brain, but got nothing. Keller was no help. He hadn’t taken his eyes off the V-neck blouse Susan wore, which revealed more than ample cleavage. If his tongue hung out any longer, it might touch the floor.

      Roberts shook his head. “A what?”

      “An Indigo Child.”

      “I’m sorry, but I don’t know what that is. Is she a special needs child or something?”

      From her pained expression, he had a bad feeling he wasn’t going to like her answer.

      Susan blushed. “Oh, no, nothing like that. It’s just that she has retrocognition and sees auras.” She stood. “I’ll go get her. Make yourselves comfortable.” She walked toward the hall leading to the rear of the residence.

      Keller scribbled in his notebook. “What’s retrocognition, and how do you spell it?”

      Roberts hadn’t completely recovered from Susan’s last words. Yup, he’d somehow missed a sign. This place was far from normal. “It’s the paranormal transference of information about an event or object in the past.”

      Roberts knew about the paranormal. All PI agents received advanced specialized training in psychology to assist them in unraveling the delusions of the mentally ill, and most crazy people thought they possessed some sort of psychic ability. Roberts had even done a little research on people who saw auras. Nothing in the scientific community could prove or disprove aura reading, and Roberts figured it was most likely another mental challenge some folks faced.

      Keller finished writing and craned his neck toward the back hall. He winked and whispered, “Did you see the rack she’s carrying around? I bet they’re store-bought.”

      Roberts couldn’t believe Keller’s greatest observation of the interview so far had been Susan’s body. He controlled his temper and leaned closer, keeping his voice low. “Don’t you understand, if she thinks her daughter possesses retrocognition, they’re both messed up?” Roberts looked down the hall. “Just stay alert and watch yourself. No telling what could happen when she drags that kid out.”

      Keller frowned and mumbled, “What a shame, someone that good looking and nuts.”
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      Hashem Abdul-Sattar aL-Sayed had slept a restless sleep. His dreams were not peaceful. He lay in bed staring at the ceiling of the dark hotel room, old smells from some previous animal in the room worming their way to his nose. Harsh rays of sun slashed through the small spaces between the cheap blinds, laying stripes on his hands as they drifted over his scars. On his arms, his chest, and the most recent, his abdomen. He remembered each encounter, each sacrifice, each battle. The men he had killed; the men who almost killed him. Sometimes doubts slipped into his thoughts. Had it all been worth it? Had his sacrifices been worth the cost? He wiped the ideas from his mind. Of course, they had.

      His only concern today was the loss of his prayer beads. Being raised in a Muslim household, he remained keenly aware of omens. The loss of the beads was a bad one. He tossed and turned, his past memory at last gaining the upper hand.
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      The White Mountains of Eastern Afghanistan near the Khyber Pass. November 29, 2001, before dawn. He and his two companions had begun ascending the mountain to the cave complex of Tora Bora the night before. The temperature had dropped a few degrees every hour, making their wait even more miserable. Blowing snow stung his eyes, and he squinted.

      Sayed lay on the cold rocky ground with his bodyguard, rubbing his gloved hands together for warmth that never came. The waiting was difficult because it allowed him too much time to think. There were so many ways this could go wrong. Whatever happened, the plans must be delivered. He chanced a peek over the edge of the ravine that sheltered him and his companion, but the mountain remained dark and covered with snow. Cold wind and ice pellets pelted his face as he shielded his eyes and gazed up.

      Black clouds rolled in, filling the sky with swollen gray stains that signaled more snow later today. The ravine offered little protection from the US aircraft, which constantly circled overhead. The popping of stray gunfire in the distance reminded him it was still very much a war zone. At first light, the Americans would renew their bombing attack.

      The bodyguard edged closer and pulled the wool wrap from his mouth. “It should not be much longer. He is probably on his way back.”

      Sayed nodded and blew on his hands. They could not stay here much longer. The ditch offered the minimum amount of protection against the infrared and thermal imaging technology the US warplanes possessed. Day by day, they had systematically destroyed the al-Qaeda redoubt and its defenders. US Special Forces and their Afghan allies had moved like vermin into position on the lower levels of the mountain. Using their hand-held target designators, they painted the mouths of caves with lasers until a plane delivered a bomb or missile. Dozens of brothers had died or been buried alive as a result of this cowardly type of fighting.

      Sayed had no guarantee he would make it back to the cave. He tapped his bodyguard on the shoulder. The man turned, his face a mask of dark against the snowy background. Sayed held up the satchel. “If I do not make it, this case must find its way to the sheikh. There is a map and letter for him.” The thought that the satchel could end up in enemy hands was Sayed’s greatest fear.

      The bodyguard nodded and turned back to the snowy path.

      The battle had not gone as expected. Fearing their positions might be overrun, the sheikh had sent Sayed on the most urgent of missions. He had completed the task and could report success. How long since the guide had left? Half an hour, or a little longer?

      Running footsteps echoed in the darkness. His bodyguard sprang into a kneeling position, swinging his weapon toward the path as the intruder approached.

      “Who is there?” the bodyguard shouted.

      “It is me, do not shoot,” came the whispered reply.

      Out of the darkness, Hassan—the guide—hurried down the ravine toward them.

      He motioned with his hand. “All is ready. Come, hurry.”

      Sayed and his bodyguard scrambled to their feet and followed the guide along the path and up the dark ravine about a quarter of a mile where a ditch with heavily packed snow waited. Hassan advanced and gave the passcode.

      “Allah is great.”

      In the darkness, on the other side of the ditch, a voice answered, “And so is his prophet, Mohammed.”

      Hassan replied, “Our lives are in their service.”

      “Advance,” the voice said.

      Sayed and his companions eased across the ditch filled with ankle-deep snow. He felt the presence of the men on the other side before actually seeing them. Soon, dark outlines of haggard brothers dressed in heavy clothes appeared from the stone outcroppings. Sayed passed through the outer defensive perimeter and exchanged greetings with them. They offered hugs or gave a pat on the back. Their morale appeared high, but the fatigue and worry in their tightly drawn faces bore testimony to the beating they had taken over the weeks.

      The first light of day broke through the dense clouds as Sayed entered the second, and last, defensive perimeter. He gazed at the granite cave complex he had followed the sheikh into weeks earlier.

      Sayed turned back and thanked his companions. He must now report the success of his mission, alone. He hugged each one and whispered, “Allah be with you.”

      Sayed moved through the familiar cave passages and studied the eyes of the men he passed. Who would go, and who would stay and fight a rear-guard action? A heavy rug covered the entrance to the sheikh’s chamber. Sayed announced his presence and waited for permission to enter. He hoped to find the sheikh alone.

      A voice inside ordered him in, and he found Dr. Ayman-al-Zawahiri and the sheikh sitting together on the carpet-covered stone floor, the remains of a meal of rice and lamb kebabs on their plates. They ate olives and sipped mint tea. The kerosene heater and lanterns lit and warmed the small stone room—giving it a petrochemical odor.

      Bin Laden rose, clad in heavy robes with his signature camouflage jacket unbuttoned, and greeted Sayed with an embrace and kiss on each cheek.

      “Allah be praised, you have returned safe. Tell us of the outcome.”

      Sayed sat, and Zawahiri poured him a glass of mint tea. Zawahiri pouring him tea! The man was a near-prophet. With the successful completion of the mission, Sayed’s standing with the sheikh and Zawahiri had risen. Sayed accepted the tea with a nod and greedily sipped the sweet brew. Its warmth soothed him as his cold fingers tingled with the sudden heat.

      Bin Laden allowed him to enjoy his drink a moment before breaking the silence. “Now, what did you learn? Is the deal struck?”

      Sayed wiped his lower lip with his finger. “Yes, Sheikh, it could not have gone better. The plan is arranged, and we should leave as soon as possible. The dogs of the Northern Alliance are closing in. We will be surrounded and cut off soon.”

      Bin Laden shifted his gaze to Zawahiri, who nodded.

      “Where did you meet, and who attended the meeting?” Zawahiri asked. He leaned his large frame on a stack of pillows in the corner. He always wore a suspicious glare.

      “At the home of Younus Khalis,” Sayed replied.

      Bin Laden took a sip of tea and set the glass aside. “And those in attendance?”

      “I met with Khalis, Awol Gul, and Mohammed Amin.”

      “Do you suspect treachery?” Zawahiri asked. His tone and expression were laced with suspicion.

      That was just like Zawahiri, always suspecting something, but never offering proof of anything. “No, Doctor, I delivered the sheikh’s generous gift to Khalis, and I believe we can count on his loyalty.”

      Zawahiri leaned forward with a cold glint in his eye. “Count on his loyalty! That old bandit? More like bought three times over.”

      “Doctor,” bin Laden counseled, “our struggle and the jihad has only begun. We’ll need friends in this area for many years. Is it not worth a few extra coins to ensure our escape and guarantee loyalties for the future? Besides, Khalis has several commanders who he must share the gift with.”

      Zawahiri settled back on the pillows. He slipped off his glasses and massaged his eyes with his thumb and index finger. “Of course, excuse my grumblings. I’m very tired.” Zawahiri allowed a rare smile, but behind that innocent expression lay the mind of a true politician. He’d staked out his suspicions of Sayed’s plan. It was now up to Sayed to either make it work or receive an I told you so from Zawahiri. Ignoring the old pig was the safest bet.

      “Now for the details,” Sayed said. He pulled out a large map and spread it on the floor. “We should leave after sunset today. With the cloud cover, and snow tonight, our tracks will soon be hidden. This ravine here,” Sayed pointed at the map, “will lead us straight to the meeting spot. Where the pine forest begins is the rendezvous location. Gul and his escorts will join us, and we will travel this easterly route”—Sayed’s finger squirmed along the map—“through Parachinar to the tribal areas, less than twenty miles away. If we leave tonight, we’ll easily be safe before noon tomorrow.”

      “Excellent. Any questions, Doctor?” Bin Laden passed the map to Zawahiri.

      Zawahiri pulled his glasses lower on his nose as he bent forward and examined it, his customary frown firmly in place. He pointed to a couple of spots along the way. “These areas appear to be exceptionally rough going. We’ll need the proper equipment.”

      Sayed gritted his teeth. “Of course, Doctor. I’ll instruct the men to pack climbing gear.” The old man just had to throw in a comment.

      The sheikh rose, and Sayed did the same. Bin Laden approached and held out his hands, palms up. Sayed grasped the hands of his master, not knowing what to expect. They were as cold as his.

      “You can lead us to this meeting location, Sayed?” bin Laden asked.

      “Yes, Sheikh, all will be as I’ve explained.”

      Bin Laden smiled. “Good, then please accept this as a small token of my appreciation.” With that, he reached into his jacket and retrieved a set of the most beautiful prayer beads Sayed had ever seen. Thirty-three beads in the string. Every other one a black or white pearl. The last three beads were amber, with a large, gold crescent moon medallion on the end. Inscribed on one side were the words, “God is great.” On the opposite side, the inscription, TO MY MOST LOYAL SAYED, FROM THE SHEIKH.

      Bin Laden pressed them into Sayed’s hands and held tight. “You have served me well and faithfully these many years. Only my most loyal confidantes, advisors, and commanders receive such a tribute.” Bin Laden’s countenance was warm and reassuring, his eyes sincere.

      “Fewer than six of these exist.” Zawahiri said, and held up an identical set.

      “Go with Allah always, and hold me up in your prayers to him,” bin Laden said, embracing Sayed. “Now eat something and rest. We’ll leave when it’s dark.”

      “Thank you, Sheikh.” Sayed bowed as tears clouded his vision. When he spoke again, he choked on emotion. “I shall cherish these always. You honor me more than I deserve with this gift.” Sayed felt like a small child receiving a great reward from his father. The father he always wished he’d had.

      “No, it is you who honor me with your loyalty,” Bin Laden replied.
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      This last memory shook Sayed awake. He sat up too quickly, and a bolt of sharp pain raced through the recently healed wound in his abdomen. Beads of sweat ran down his cheeks.

      A serious mistake of basic operational security, taking the prayer beads on this assignment.

      When traveling under an assumed identity, never retain anything that could compromise that identity.

      Sayed had written those words years ago when revising the Syrian foreign intelligence protocols, and now he had broken his own rule. But, in his heart of hearts, he understood he would never have left them behind. The beads provided strength and fortified him in his spiritual times of doubt. Since the sheikh’s death, they were all he had to remember him. And now they, too, were gone.

      He stared again at the filtered light shining into the dingy room. He’d waited a long time for a chance like this. A chance to strike a decisive blow against the infidels. A chance to seek revenge.

      This was his time, and no power on earth would stop him.
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      Susan strolled back into the living room holding the child’s hand. “Gentlemen, this is my daughter, Abigail.”

      Roberts and Keller rose.

      The young girl stood behind her mother like a small statue. Her long, silky blond hair barely touched her slim shoulders. She closely studied them as if trying to figure out a complicated math problem. Roberts didn’t know very much about kids or how tall the average six-year-old should be, but this child was tiny, which made her appear younger. But her size wasn’t her most striking feature. It was the eyes. Large, blue eyes—clear and wide. They had an old wisdom look about them. They weren’t crazy eyes though, not like people with extreme psychological issues.

      Roberts pulled in a breath and a tinge of anxiety ran up his spine. He didn’t like the prospect of interviewing her. He bit his lip. Something about that kid gave him the willies.

      Roberts smiled at the strange girl with the big blue eyes. “Hi, I’m Michael,” he pointed to Keller, “and this is Edward. Mind if we ask you a few questions, Abigail?”

      The little girl only stared at him. Roberts glanced at Susan, grinned, and then turned back to Abigail. She continued gazing at him with a blank expression. Was she non-verbal? He was about to rephrase the question when she spoke.

      “Are Michael and Edward your first or last names?”

      He was startled—weird. “They’re our first names,” Roberts replied.

      “May I see your identification, please?” she asked in a soft, expressionless tone.

      “Certainly.” Roberts displayed his Secret Service commission book. “Here you go.”

      Abigail eyed Keller. “Are you also a Secret Service Agent, or just a friend of Special Agent Roberts?”

      Keller quickly presented his credentials.

      She held out her small hand. “How do you do. I’m Abigail, but you may call me Abbey if you like.”

      Roberts did a double-take at the precocious child. Getting weirder every minute. “Thank you, Abbey.” He shook the child’s hand and pointed at the sofa. “Let’s sit down for a few minutes and you tell me what you know about this threat against the president.”

      Roberts kept a close eye on the girl. He still had a bad feeling. Something was seriously odd here, but he couldn’t quite figure it out. Keller had his notebook opened and pen at the ready. Should have told him to be more discreet. That kind of pose made PI subjects nervous. Lots clam up at the sight of paper and pen.

      Abbey sat with her hands in her lap. “That’s what you do, isn’t it?”

      “What?”

      “Protect the president.”

      “Yes, that’s why we’re here,” Roberts said. “Your mother says you have the ability of retrocognition. Is that true?” Asking this question so early in the interview was a double-edged sword. Roberts wanted to clear the air on the subject before the child went into her account of what happened. If she had psychological issues or just a vivid imagination, this might bring it out early and give him a heads up on how to continue the interview. No use wasting a lot of time. He wanted to wrap this up. Get back to the office and talk to Dick about the promotion email.

      Roberts leaned forward in the chair, waiting to see how she responded. Susan lowered her head and gave her daughter a nervous smile.

      Abbey didn’t answer immediately. She raked her blond hair out of her eyes and leaned forward, arms resting on her legs. Her eyes met Roberts’ in an uncomfortable stare down. “Well, not really retrocognition,” she said. “It’s more like psychometry.”

      Roberts eased back a bit and searched his memory. Never interviewed anyone who claimed that particular power. How the hell does she know about this stuff? The mother—has to be the mother. He shot another glance at Susan. Her neutral expression gave nothing away.

      Roberts nodded. “So, how do you know what psychometry is, Abbey?”

      “I read about it.”

      He again leaned in closer. “Tell me what it is?”

      Abbey never took her eyes off his. She recited it as if reading from a text. “It’s when a person can tell something about another person by touching an object that belongs to them. Some people call it token-object reading.” She allowed a satisfied grin to crack her lips.

      Shit—right out of the book.

      Keller was feverishly trying to keep up with the notes, his face a mask of confusion and bewilderment. Of course, that was his natural look.

      “That’s correct,” Roberts said. “That’s exactly what it is. Your mother also told us you can see people’s auras. Is that true?” The way she explained this would give him more insight into her mental state than any other answer.

      Abbey sat very still—her shy expression disarming. She dropped her gaze. “Yes,” she whispered.

      Roberts got the feeling he’d embarrassed her with the question. Quick, time for a follow-up before she had time to recover. “Do you see auras around everyone, or just some people?”

      Abbey looked up and her blue eyes bore in on his. In a quiet voice she said, “Everyone has an aura, unless they’re dead.”

      Good answer. “Do you see an aura around me right now?”

      Abbey nodded. “Uh-huh.”

      “What color is it?”

      She cocked her head from side to side several times and her small brow crinkled. “Kind of a blue color.”

      Roberts slowly released a breath. “What does that mean to you?”

      “It means you’re a nice person with nice thoughts.”

      Apparently, Keller couldn’t resist. “Do you see anything around me?” A goofy smile spread across his lips.

      Abbey studied his features for a short while. “You’re also probably a nice person, but sometimes you have naughty thoughts.”

      Susan smirked.

      Keller’s smile drooped.

      Roberts held back a snicker. Boy, did she have him pegged. “Abbey, your mother said you know something about a threat against the president. Is that so?”

      She didn’t answer at first. Finally, she nodded and said, “Yes.”

      “Tell me about it,” Roberts said.

      Abbey lowered her eyes again. In a voice just above a whisper, she said, “It happened two days ago in Houston. We were visiting my aunt and uncle. They took us to watch the president arrive in his plane.” Abbey paused, gathering her thoughts.

      “My brother is with the president’s re-election campaign in Houston,” Susan spoke up, stroking the child’s head. “We get VIP passes to all political events.”

      Roberts wasn’t sure if she was bragging or complaining—he hated political events. But he kept looking at Abbey. People always gave themselves away, if you knew what to look for.

      “Okay, tell me about what happened,” Roberts said.

      “Well,” Abbey flashed a shy grin, “we were standing at the airport with the rest of the people, when something fell on my foot. The president had just passed, waving and heading for his car. I glanced down and saw a pretty string of beads lying on the ground. A tall man stood beside me wiping his face with a handkerchief. I figured he’d dropped them. When I looked at him, his color was black.”

      Roberts was confused. He shifted positions. “Black? He was a Black man?”

      Abbey shook her head. “No, his aura.”

      “I see.” Roberts cleared his throat. “What happened, then?”

      Abbey stared at the floor in thought. “I bent down and picked them up, because the man probably didn’t realize he’d lost them.” Her lips puckered like she tasted something bitter. “When I touched them, I experienced the strongest reading I’ve ever felt. And that’s when I had the vision.”

      “Vision?” Roberts asked. He again studied Susan for a response, but got nothing. He got nothing from Abbey either. She sat perfectly still. Her face couldn’t have had a blanker expression. So much for his great body language reading skills. “Tell me what you saw,” he said.

      Abbey’s shoulders tensed. “I felt the hate the man had for the president. I think he wants to kill him.”

      Roberts sat back in the chair. Just as he thought. Poor little thing needed serious psychological counseling. “Is that it?”

      Abbey reached over and put her small hand on her mother’s leg. “Yes, by the time the vision ended the man had disappeared into the crowd.”

      Roberts turned to Susan. “Do you have these beads?”

      She nodded.

      Roberts closely eyed Abbey. Did she really believe this, or was it just a stunt to gain attention or publicity? Were these two vying to be on a talk show?

      When Susan handed him a white envelope, Roberts opened it and released the contents onto the coffee table. A string of prayer beads, every other one white or black, except for the last three, an amber color. A gold, crescent moon medallion hung from the bottom with Arabic writing on each side.

      Roberts used his pen and lifted the beads for a closer examination. He cut his stare back to Abbey. “Have you ever seen this man before?”

      She shook her head. “No.”

      “Think you would recognize him if you saw him again?”

      “Maybe, I didn’t look at him very long—he frightened me.”

      “Okay,” he said, “will you give a description of the man to Agent Keller while I talk to your mom for a minute?”

      “Okay.” Abbey turned toward Keller.

      Roberts rose and motioned with his head for Susan to follow him into the kitchen. He strolled in, giving it a quick look as Susan followed. The lingering smell of bacon still floated in the air. He paused and studied her a moment. There wasn’t a polite way to ask the question, so he just put it plain and simple. “Ms. Porter, does Abbey have any mental problems?”

      “No!” she frowned. “What kind of question is that?”

      No one needed to tell Roberts he was on shaky ground here. Suggesting to a mother, who might have mental issues, that her young daughter may also have them wasn’t exactly his comfort zone.

      He slowly stepped back, putting as much distance between him and Susan as the space allowed. He kept his voice low. “Well, it’s not every day we get this kind of a report from a child, and when we get stuff like this from an adult, there’s usually some underlying mental or psychological thing at work.”

      Susan’s jaw tightened. “I hope you’re not suggesting Abbey’s crazy.” She crossed her arms and moved her feet shoulder-width apart. Her eyes now took on a stern glare.

      Roberts leaned back against the counter. Better try walking this back a little. “That’s not what I said—I’m just concerned that there’s something that you’re not telling us about Abbey.”

      Susan posted her fist on her hips and leaned forward. The same way Roberts’ mom used to when he was in trouble. “Agent Roberts, I’ve told you what I know. Abbey has special abilities, but that doesn’t mean she’s crazy.”

      “I’m sorry if I offended you, but I have to ask—you understand.” That didn’t go over too well.

      Susan said, “No offense taken, but you should believe her. I wouldn’t bother you with this if I didn’t take it seriously. She doesn’t exaggerate.”

      Roberts wasn’t sure where else to go on this one. Anything he said to the child might cause the mother to take offense. The last thing he wanted was a complaint about how he’d accused her daughter of being a nut case. The best course of action was probably discrediting the child’s abilities so he could write up the report as unfounded. Going any further trying to unravel something like this was useless. Dick hated long reports that went nowhere and didn’t draw sharp conclusions.

      “Okay,” Roberts said. “I’m glad we cleared the air on that. Thank you.”

      Susan’s expression indicated she still thought he didn’t believe her.

      He and Susan ambled back into the living room just as Abbey said, “You should have it checked out.”

      “Have what checked out?” Roberts asked, before taking his seat.

      Abbey pointed at Keller, wiggling her finger. “His neck, just below the collar line, there’s some kind of infection or something.”

      Roberts stared at Keller and then back at Abbey. “How do you know?”

      Abbey pursed her lips. “Because his aura is different there, a small spot of funny looking green, with red dots in it.”

      “It’s nothing.” Keller blushed, pulling his collar a little higher. He looked down at his notebook and refused to make eye contact.

      Roberts smiled. “Okay, let’s get back to these beads and the man who dropped them.” He used his handkerchief to put them back into the envelope. “You said you received a reading or vision of some kind after picking them up, right?”

      Abbey nodded. “Yes.”

      Roberts twisted his dad’s ring. “Can you do that with any object?”

      Abbey flashed a curious half frown. “That depends on how long the person possessed it, if they wore or handled it a lot, and their feelings toward it.”

      Roberts again showed his best disarming smiled. “So, you couldn’t tell very much about me by handling my toaster?”

      Abbey grinned. “No.”

      “Well then, how about this?” Roberts removed his father’s ring and held it out.

      Abbey studied it for a moment, examining each side before she spoke. “It’s an army ring. Were you in the army?”

      “Uh-huh, an officer before joining the Secret Service.”

      Abbey’s big blue eyes caught his. “I’d need to hold it.”

      She extended her hand, and Roberts dropped the ring into her tiny palm. She closed her fingers around it, and her slim body gave a quick shake as if she’d received a shock. Her eyelids fluttered for a second and then drooped before finally closing. When she opened them, he thought she was looking at him, but she stared over his shoulder into space. Her eyes never blinked. She sat frozen like a sculpture.

      Oh crap! Was she having a seizure? Roberts looked at Susan. She seemed unconcerned. When he glanced back at Abbey a few seconds later, her body shook again. She slowly reopened her eyes and handed the ring back to him with a matter-of-fact look.

      Roberts slid it on his finger. “Well?”

      A smirk crossed her lips. “You tried to trick me.”

      “Huh?”

      “It’s not your ring.”

      Roberts sucked in a quick breath, struggling not to show any emotion. He forced another smile. “But I’m wearing it.”

      “You haven’t been for long,” Abbey said.

      Roberts flinched like someone pinched him. Regaining his composure, he willed himself to relax. “So, tell me something about the previous owner.” His attempt to keep the anxiousness out of his voice could have fooled most people, but he had the feeling Abbey saw right through it. His stomach roiled as he waited for her response.

      Abbey shifted her gaze to the floor in a timid manner and spoke softly in a respectful tone. “He was a soldier, too, but in a special group of soldiers. They climbed ropes up a high cliff while people shot at them.”

      Roberts sat back. His skin tingled. He felt the blood drain from his face.

      Abbey gave him that deadpan expression as his mind went blank. She locked eyes with him. “Is this your father’s ring?”

      “Yes.”

      “He’s not alive anymore, is he?”

      Roberts felt weak. His muscles had lost the strength to keep him upright. “No, he died last month.”

      “Your father fought in a war, didn’t he?”

      “Yes, World War II. With the Second Rangers who assaulted the cliffs of Pointe du Hoc on D-Day.”

      Abbey’s expression darkened and took on a severe look. Her lips flattened. “Do you want to know something else about him?” Her grim face scared Roberts.

      “No, that’s not necessary. I think I have enough information for now.”

      Abbey stood and extended her hand. “It was a pleasure meeting you,” she said with a satisfied look.

      Roberts also stood and a chill rushed up his back as he shook the child’s hand. She showed a haunting grin. Roberts shivered and realized he’d taken a step away from her just after he’d done it. It was that grin that unnerved him. It seemed to say I know all that’s been, all that is, and all that will be. His hands shook uncontrollably. He put them behind his back and clasped one in the other. “Nice to meet you, too, Abbey.”

      Susan took Abbey back to her bedroom, which gave Roberts a chance to organize his thoughts and get his blood pressure back to normal. How did she do it? What kind of parlor trick was this? Susan had to be in on it.

      When Susan returned to the living room, Roberts and Keller spent the next half hour interviewing her and completing the protective intelligence questionnaire. Roberts learned a lot more about her and Abbey. The fact Susan had never married Abbey’s father was only one of the surprises. He sent Keller to the car—he wanted a word with her, alone.

      Walking to the front entryway, he chickened out on asking her how Abbey did the ring trick. It had to be a trick. He’d figure it out, given enough time.

      “So, do you believe her?”  Susan appeared innocent to the fact Abbey had just freaked him out.

      Roberts turned back and met her stare. “I’m not sure what I believe, Ms. Porter.” He slipped on his sunglasses before opening the front door. The hot summer sunlight shot into the room, and Roberts’ long shadow silhouetted the tile floor. “How do you explain something like this?”

      Susan leaned against the door frame and crossed her arms. She had a strange twinkle in her eye like she wanted to confess something, but not enough to say it. “Some people believe these powers are inherited.”

      “Really?” He stepped outside. What in the hell was that was supposed to mean?

      “It was nice meeting you and Agent Keller,” she said. Her lips parted into a faint smile. “Please tell him they’re real. I was born with them.” Without another word she closed the door.

      Oh, shit. She’d somehow overheard Keller’s lewd remark. But how was that possible? Wasn’t even in the room.
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      Susan kept her gaze on the peephole as Roberts marched to the car. Tall and muscular with cute dimples when he smiled. She liked him, and she especially liked the way he interacted with Abbey. His natural good looks, chestnut brown hair, and easy-going manner were all pluses. Never met a cop like that. She turned and leaned against the door, her mind drifting back to Abbey’s father. Not a mistake, but lots of regrets.

      Abbey peeked around the corner of the hall. “Are they gone?”

      Susan strolled to her and squatted down. “Yeah.” She brushed a loose hair from the child’s face.

      “Should I have told him about the ring?  I think it upset him.”

      Susan pulled her daughter into an embrace. Abbey still smelled like a baby to her. The warmth of her tiny cheek calmed Susan. “Don’t worry about it, sweetie, you just told the truth.”

      The tenseness in Abbey melted away, and she wrapped her arms around Susan’s neck. “He was nice.”

      “Agent Roberts?”

      “Uh-huh.”

      Susan exhaled and hugged Abbey tighter. “I liked him, too.” Susan found this surprising—Abbey liking someone she also liked. Susan hadn’t dated much in the last couple of years because of Abbey. Men she found attractive were put off by the child, or Abbey hated them. She never liked any of Susan’s gentlemen friends. If they couldn’t pass the Abbey Test, Susan forgot about them.

      “Maybe we’ll see him again,” Abbey whispered.

      Susan stroked Abbey’s hair and sighed. “I’d like that.”

      She’d decided a long time ago if she ever found anyone Abbey approved of, she would make it her mission to get to know him better. At this point in her life, she’d hoped to have a home in Westchester with a big back yard that extended down the hill to a clear water creek, a couple of kids, and a Golden Retriever. Being a single mom in a condo back in Dallas was never her intent, and she’d grown to hate it. She wanted someone she could share her life with. Someone who loved and cared about her and Abbey. Someone who would be there when life’s small setbacks
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