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PROLOGUE


Ramadi, Iraq,
February 2007


Easy Street was anything but.


Al-Qaeda in Iraq forces were operating freely out of Ramadi’s Ma’Laab district, and Operation Murfreesboro was about to be launched to bring the district under control and take out the bad guys. The first step was going to be installing concrete barriers along what the U.S. forces had taken to calling “Easy Street,” to wall in the neighborhood. Once egress and ingress were controlled, terrorist operations would stop. Or that was the plan.


Trouble was, al-Qaeda snipers were working the rooftops of Ma’Laab, making even recon missions dangerous, much less the actual erection of the barriers. And enemy IEDs kept turning up on the American patrol routes.


Which was where the Navy SEALs came in.


A tiny handful of SEALs, the thinking went, could make the neighborhood safe enough for the Army to operate. The Navy encouraged such thinking, and the fact that the Army resented that just reinforced the Navy’s position. Officially, the branches cooperated. Unofficially—well, people were human, after all, and pride was one of the seven deadly sins to which members of the armed forces were sometimes most susceptible. Along with the other six. The annual Army–Navy Game was a mere shadow of the genuine rivalry between the two services.


That explained why Lieutenant Kelly Martin and Leading Petty Officer Bobby Sanchez found themselves inside the Ma’Laab neighborhood one dark winter night. Through an informant, they had a lead on the identity of one of the AQ snipers who’d been threatening both American troops and the Iraqi Army troops working alongside them. Three Iraqis had been killed and one American soldier badly wounded—he might still pull through, but the prognosis was poor—and the word on the street was that this particular sniper was claiming credit for all those shots.


Rather than being sent as part of a large force to find and take out the sniper, the two SEALs went in alone, confident in their ability to navigate the narrow, midnight roads undetected, kill the sniper, and get out again.


As it turned out, the sniper wasn’t alone. Three men were sitting with him in his living room. Martin and Sanchez later learned that two were his brothers and the third a distant cousin. At the moment, all that mattered was that the four men were sitting around a table loaded with an array of weapons, and when the SEALs rammed in the front door, each man lunged for the guns.


Sixteen pops sounded—suppressed, but still audible to the pair of SEALs and probably to people in neighboring apartments—and the four men were dead; sprawled this way and that. Blood trickled down walls and oozed from corpses, though the initial spurts—powered by hearts that were still beating—had stopped. The smells of gun smoke and blood and sweat and death mingled in the small room. The two SEALs performed a quick, efficient search of the place, turning up IEDs and cellphones rigged to detonate them, more guns and plenty of ammunition, and a laptop hidden inside an underwear drawer. They took the laptop and set a charge that would, five minutes after they left, blow up the IEDs; with their explosive force added to the small charge, the entire building would probably come down. Maybe the whole block, depending on how well constructed the buildings were and what other explosives might be contained within them.


If that happened, innocents would probably die. Martin knew that. But he also knew that if they didn’t blow up the IEDs, then someone else would come along and find them and use them against the Americans and their Iraqi allies. Probably soon, since he doubted that the sound of the door being bashed in had gone unnoticed.


And then Americans would die, as would Iraqi soldiers trying to fight to build a country that was not in the iron grip of a tyrannical despot. Martin wasn’t interested in the politics of it, he was interested in saving the lives of American service members—even if they were Army—and accomplishing the mission so they could all get home as soon as possible, ideally in one piece.


War was hell and people died. Even innocents. He couldn’t devote too much energy to thinking about that, because if he did the sorrow would paralyze him. He did what he had to do to protect himself and his own, and he hoped that his actions would open the door to some kind of self-rule that would one day benefit the vast majority of Iraqis.


Five minutes later, Martin and Sanchez were almost a mile away, somewhere in the warren of streets near the edge of the Ma’Laab. They heard the blast, saw the sky lighten as fire reached toward it. Martin, not a religious man, spared a quick thought for any noncombatants caught in its fury, and a corresponding but darker one for terrorists who hid among the very people they claimed to be fighting for, precisely to make finding and killing them more difficult for people of conscience.


When Martin heard gunfire, for a fraction of a second he thought it was some delayed echo from the explosion bouncing off the walls around him. But it went on, growing more intense, and it became clear that it was coming from ahead of them, not behind. He and Sanchez locked eyes—Sanchez’s were, in that moment, the eyes of a zealot, utterly lacking in doubt or uncertainty of any kind—and Sanchez said, “Come on!”


He started jogging forward without waiting for a response. Martin followed. There was a firefight going on, beyond the confines of the Ma’Laab, and that meant there were Americans involved because the Iraqi Army and police didn’t go up against al-Qaeda without Americans by their sides.


The SEALs burst across Easy Street, where soon concrete barriers would be in place, and raced toward the sound of the fight. They found it only a few blocks from Easy Street, at a low, freestanding building that could have been a warehouse or a small factory, but which Martin knew was a museum affiliated with Ramadi’s University of Anbar. The university wasn’t particularly old, but among its faculty were scholars and intellectuals reaching into Iraq’s past, and some of them had amassed a limited but important collection of artifacts stretching back to Sumerian days.


By the time Martin and Sanchez reached the scene, the gunfire had died out. They found four Americans—private security contractors, not military, though it was often hard to distinguish the difference—surrounded by seven dead Iraqis. Two of the bodies were clad in khaki uniforms of some kind.


One of the security contractors raised his weapon toward Martin and Sanchez, then lowered it when he saw they were Americans. The man was tall, gangly, with a youthful face that was drenched in sweat despite the cool night. His eyes were a luminous green that practically sparked with some inner fire. Martin didn’t think he would ever forget those eyes. They made him uncomfortable. They were the eyes of a man who had just killed several people and wished there were more.


“What happened here?” Martin asked.


The contractor ticked his head toward a truck painted the color of sand. “We were driving in from OP Virginia,” the man said. “Delivered some supplies out there earlier. We came around the corner and were ambushed.”


“You all okay?”


“We are, yeah,” the contractor said. “They’re not.”


“I can see that. How’d they do it?”


“Just waited for us to come around the corner, then they started shooting from the shadows.”


Martin eyed the truck. It was neatly parked about twenty yards back from the corpses, near the museum’s entrance. He couldn’t see any damage to it—the windshield looked whole, the tires solid, and there were no evident bullet holes.


“I’m sure you guys have more important things to do,” the contractor said. “Everything’s copacetic here. We’ll check out the truck and get back on the road.”


“You sure?” Martin asked. “We can provide—”


The guy cut him off with a dismissive wave of his hand. “Don’t worry about it. We’re cool.”


Martin caught Sanchez’s eye. Sanchez shrugged. “Whatever.”


“Okay,” Martin said.


“Thanks for checking in,” the contractor said. “Appreciate it.”


As Sanchez had so succinctly put it, Martin thought, Whatever. Something felt hinky about the whole thing. He didn’t like it.


But he had his job to do, and he had done it. Getting involved in the affairs of contractors was outside his purview.


In his opinion, they were nothing but mercenaries. Many were ex-military, jumping ship to private companies that promised to pay vastly higher salaries than the Department of Defense could. Martin had turned down offers that seemed exorbitant to him.


The difference was that real warriors didn’t do it for the money, they did it for their country. The loyalties of mercenaries were not to any flag, but to the company that held the dollars out in front of them.


Civilian leaders had decided to outsource many of the tasks that had previously been performed by service members to private companies, and it wasn’t Martin’s place to second-guess the whims of the Pentagon brass.


But he didn’t have to like it. And he didn’t have to like contractors who opened fire on foreign nationals, knowing that if there were any complaints about their actions, their employers would simply spirit them stateside.


Ducking responsibility for one’s actions didn’t correspond to courage, in his view. Just the opposite.


Martin was still steaming when he hit his bunk, the encounter with the contractors having put a sour gloss over the whole night’s work, despite the successful kill of the sniper who’d been targeting Americans. He hoped the captured laptop would provide actionable intelligence on other AQ members operating inside the Ma’Laab. When he finally fell asleep, it was with thoughts of what might be learned running through his head.
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June 9


“Someday, G,” Sam said, “you’re gonna want to settle down with the right lady. She’ll be smart and sweet and funny and pretty, and you’ll want to put that ring on her finger. And in a little while—a year, two, maybe five at the outside—she’s going to want you to unpack your bag and stop sleeping on the sofa.” He glanced over at Callen’s dismissive expression. “You know I’m right.”


“You know what they say about bridges,” Callen replied.


“Don’t burn ’em while you’re still standing on ’em?”


“Don’t cross them until you come to them. If I meet that mythical woman, and if she’s everything you say she is and we decide to get married, then I’ll worry about unpacking. Until then, there’s no reason to jump the gun.”


Sam eased the black Challenger around a wide bend in the road. Like most Los Angeles streets, this one had been pretty straight, until it wasn’t. “Now you’re mixing your metaphors.”


“Mixing my… what do metaphors have to do with anything?”


“Jumping a gun has nothing to do with crossing a bridge, that’s all I’m saying.”


“The bridge was your thing. I was never even on the bridge. But if I was, and you were on it, too?”


“Yeah?”


“I’d throw you off, just to watch you fall.”


They were joking with each other because that was how they interacted best, but also because they were almost at the worst kind of crime scene, and neither one wanted to spend time dwelling on it until forced to.


And that was about to happen. Sam braked to a stop in front of a modest California bungalow. Two LAPD cars were already there, a cruiser in the driveway and an unmarked unit standing in the patchy yard. A palm tree stood at the edge of the corner lot, throwing uneven shade toward the house. It wouldn’t be enough to ward off the heat; already topping eighty-five, at 9:00 A.M., the day was going to be another scorcher in a summer full of them.


Sam glanced at his partner. “Ready?”


“As I’ll ever be.”


“Let’s do it.”


They climbed out of the vehicle and crossed the lawn, which was mostly weeds. A porch fronted the house, its stucco a faded pink, like salmon left too long in the sun. A young uniformed officer stood at the top of the three stairs, blocking entry. He held a clipboard in his hands. “Sorry, sirs,” he said. “Authorized personnel only.”


Sam and Callen flashed badges. “NCIS,” Callen said. “Office of Special Projects. We’re what they mean when they say ‘authorized personnel.’ Look it up in the dictionary and you’ll see our pictures.”


“Yessir,” the young cop said, flushing to almost the color of the house. “I mean no, sir, that won’t be necessary. They’re expecting you.”


“You want us to sign in?” Sam asked. He hadn’t slowed his pace; the officer had already stepped aside to avoid being mowed down.


“Not necessary, sir. I’ll just mark you down as OSP. Also?”


Callen paused in the doorway. “Yeah?”


“I’m sorry.”


Sam understood that what the man was sorry about had nothing to do with his behavior, which had been by the book. He meant it on a more personal level, and Sam appreciated the gesture. It didn’t really help, but then, nothing would, in this situation.


Sam, after all, had been a Navy SEAL. And so—if the report that had brought them here was accurate—had Bobby Sanchez, whose corpse they were about to view.


Civilians sometimes thought warriors were accustomed to death, that it didn’t faze them. The truth was, they had to encounter it more often than anybody else, so they couldn’t let it slow them down, hamper their reflexes or dull their instincts. But every death hurt—especially that of a brother-in-arms.


They found Sanchez in the living room. Two detectives—Sam knew one of them, a hard charger named Sabrina Melloy—and a uniformed cop who looked ten years and twenty pounds past retirement were with him.


“The Marines have landed,” Melloy said. “Oh, wait, you’re Navy. You’re the guys who chauffeur the Marines.”


“It’s a little more complicated than that,” Callen said. “Actually, a lot more complicated.”


“Ignore Detective Melloy,” Sam said. “She used to date a Marine. She’s never been the same.”


“Happens to the best of them,” Callen offered. “Sad.”


“If you three are finished,” the other detective broke in, “I can tell you what we—”


“Save it,” Sam said. “Let us draw our own conclusions.”


The second detective was a man, older than Melloy, with thinning red hair, a drooping mustache, and sad eyes. The blue suit he wore was faded at the knees. He looked at Sam for a long moment, then shrugged. “Have at it. A field investigation unit will be here in a little while. This is the fourth homicide of the day, so they’re a little backed up. And it’s not even nine-thirty. Going to be a bad one.”


“Looks that way.”


The male detective tilted his head toward the door. “Let’s get out of their way, folks.” To Sam and Callen, he added, “We’ll be right outside. I’ll let you know when the crime scene folks show up.”


“Thanks,” Callen said.


The LAPD officers left the house, and with them went the last distraction from the reason Sam and Callen had come. Sam stepped back to the corner and tried to view the scene through fresh eyes.


The house probably dated from the first couple of decades of the twentieth century. It was built in a simplified Craftsman style, employing lots of dark wood, with wainscoting about two-thirds of the way up the walls and exposed ceiling timbers. The living room was separated from the dining room by a pocket door, but the dining room had been converted to a bedroom at some point. The kitchen was on the other side of the living room, visible from here only because its floor was tiled instead of hardwood. The furnishings were nothing fancy, and they’d been tossed around as if a tornado had targeted this specific room. There was a couch and a couple of chairs that could have come from Target or K-Mart or any other discount department store, a wooden coffee table and end tables, pictures on the wall that had probably been purchased in their frames, with little emotional connection to the house’s current occupant.


Said occupant—Lieutenant Robert Sanchez—was on the floor between the couch and the coffee table, which had been tipped over on its side. Blood had pooled and congealed all around him, dark against the floorboards and visible mostly because light from outside glinted off it. But even if he hadn’t seen it, Sam had smelled it the moment he’d passed through the front door. Blood and more—the unmistakable scent of death.


Bobby Sanchez had died, and he’d gone the hard way.


All the fingers on both hands had been broken, and both thumbs had been cut off. His jaw was shattered and his left eye had been gouged from its socket. He was naked, and his skin was covered with cuts, mostly shallow but some deep, from the soles of his feet to the top of his shaved head. His flesh was so bruised it was impossible to tell where one contusion left off and another began. His wrists and ankles were bound with nylon rope.


“SEALs are trained to withstand torture, right?” Callen asked.


“Yeah.”


“Maybe that training didn’t do Sanchez any favors. You think he gave up whatever somebody wanted to know?”


“Everybody has a breaking point,” Sam said. “Can’t say what his was, but what he went through would have been way too much for most people.”


“You didn’t know him, right?”


Callen already knew the answer to that. Sam wouldn’t be here if he’d known Sanchez. Or he might have been, but the case would have gone to another team. No matter how hard agents tried to leave personal feelings at the door, they were only human, and a close emotional connection to a case tended to act as blinders. Sam, in particular, had been told that he sometimes got too involved. He supposed that was true, though he had no intention of changing. That involvement was what drove him. He wanted to right the wrongs, to seek justice on behalf of people who couldn’t do it for themselves.


People like Bobby Sanchez.


“Right,” he acknowledged.


“Looks like he was worked over for a long time. Neighborhood like this, you’d think somebody would’ve heard something.”


Sam had been thinking the same thing. “Let’s talk to those detectives.”


He was glad not to be looking at Sanchez’s body anymore, although he knew the image would stay with him forever. They found the detectives in the yard, talking to the two unis.


“Excuse me, Detective Melloy? And…” Callen let the sentence trail off. Sam figured he didn’t know the older detective’s name, either.


“Jackson,” the man said. “Mickey Jackson. Mick.”


“I’m Callen, he’s Hanna.”


“I know. What can we do for you?”


“Have you started canvassing the neighbors? See if anybody saw or heard anything?”


“We’re still waiting on the manpower for that, but we will,” Jackson said. “My guess? The house next door is vacant. This is a corner lot, with a good-sized yard, so the place around the corner isn’t too close. Sanchez lived alone, and I get the feeling this isn’t a neighborhood where people poke their noses in other folks’ business.”


“How do you figure?”


“I’m a detective. I detected that no one has come around since we got here, looking to see what’s going on, and from that I deduced that people here mind their own beeswax.”


“He’s good at that deducing stuff,” Melloy added.


“How was Sanchez found, then?”


“One of yours,” Melloy replied. “A Navy counselor named Jim Hawthorne had an early appointment with him today. When he got here, no one answered the door. He walked around back and the kitchen door was ajar, so he went inside.”


“Where is he now?” Sam asked.


“Being questioned at the station, although he’d probably rather be on some other counselor’s couch. He was really shaken up.”


“We’ll need to talk to him,” Callen said. “This is our investigation, now.”


“Of course it is,” Jackson said. “I know how this works. Feds come in, step all over the locals—”


Sam cut him off. “It ain’t like that.”


“No?”


“He’s one of ours. You’d feel the same way if he was LAPD, and we’d understand.”


“I’ve seen how understanding you guys are. One time the Bureau—”


Melloy touched his arm. “Sam and Callen aren’t the Bureau. You haven’t worked with them, but I have. They’re okay.”


Jackson shrugged. “You say so.”


“We’ll keep you involved,” Callen said. “Your guys can process the scene, just be sure we get the full data set—not just the conclusion. You’ll be in the loop. Like Agent Hanna said, Sanchez was a SEAL. That makes him family. We’re not trying to step on anybody’s toes, but we run the investigation.”


Jackson breathed a sigh of resignation. “Okay, whatever. We’ll work the scene, canvass. Let you know what we come up with.”


“And we’ll do the same for you,” Sam replied.


“Appreciate it.”


“We’re all on the same side here,” Melloy offered. “Let’s try to act like it.”


“I will if they will,” Jackson said.


“Detective Jackson,” Callen said, “you’ve got my word.”
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Jim Hawthorne was a civilian counselor who divided his time between the Naval Medical Center in San Diego, the Robert E. Bush Naval Hospital in Twentynine Palms, and VA facilities in Long Beach and L.A. As if that didn’t keep him busy enough, he also made home visits in certain cases. Bobby Sanchez had apparently been one of those cases, and Callen wanted to find out why. Detective Melloy had made a phone call, at his request, and the LAPD had delivered Hawthorne to the Boatshed by the time Callen and Sam arrived.


“I already told the police everything,” Hawthorne said. “About ten times, in fact.”


“They just want to make sure you got your story straight,” Sam said. “We operate a little differently here. We don’t need to hear it ten times. We just need to hear it once. As long as it’s true. If it’s not, that’s when we start having problems.”


“Look, I don’t want any trouble with you. We work for the same people, right? You’re NCIS, I’m a Department of the Navy civilian.”


“He’s right, Special Agent Hanna,” Callen said. “Go easy on him and he’ll tell us what he knows.”


“That’s right!” Hawthorne looked at Callen like he had tossed him a lifeline when he was about to drown. He was thin, with a shock of curly auburn hair and a neatly trimmed beard. He wore wire-rim glasses with oval frames, reminding Callen of that Beatle who’d been shot. John Lennon, that was his name. Hawthorne was fifty-two, according to the personnel file Nell had sent over to Callen’s phone, so old enough to remember the Beatles as something more than historical figures. The counselor wore a blue Oxford shirt, button-down, faded Levi’s, and brown Mephisto shoes. Sensible, not cheap but not outrageously pricey. Callen figured he’d been a hippie, but at the tail end of the scene, when most of the original hippies had already cut their hair and found jobs.


“Peace, brothers,” Callen said. “There’s no need for conflict. Jim—is it okay if I call you Jim?—just tell us what happened this morning at the Sanchez house.”


Hawthorne blew out a breath, as if he’d been holding it for days. He ran long fingers across his damp forehead. The day was hot, and sometimes the team liked to keep the Boatshed on the steamy side when they were going to be interrogating suspects. Callen didn’t know yet whether Hawthorne was a suspect, but they’d opted for warmish, just in case.


“I had an appointment with Bobby. I was supposed to be there at seven-thirty.”


“That’s early,” Sam said.


“Bobby hasn’t been sleeping much. Nights are hard for him, so he likes to make his appointments early in the morning.”


“What are you seeing him for?” Callen asked.


Hawthorne frowned. “That’s confidential. I’m sure you understand.”


“What we understand,” Sam said, “is that a Navy SEAL was tortured and murdered. I think any issues of doctor–patient confidentiality are less important now than finding out who did that, and why.”


“Yes, well…” Hawthorne steepled his fingers on the table. “You can probably guess a lot of it. Sanchez saw action in Iraq and Afghanistan, among other places. And the kind of action SEALs tend to see is different from what most sailors encounter.”


“Yeah, I know,” Sam said. “Been there, got the nightmares. So you were helping him with PTSD?”


Hawthorne squirmed uncomfortably in his seat. Even though the patient was beyond caring, he looked uncomfortable about giving away too many details. Callen had to appreciate that, even though it made his job more difficult.


“Yes, that’s right,” the counselor finally said.


“Anything else?”


“Trust me, PTSD is a handful. It’s one of those things that can’t be diagnosed through lab tests or anything like that. It’s more a set of symptoms. When a patient presents with the right ones—cognition and mood symptoms, avoidance, reactivity and arousal, and re-experiencing symptoms, for at least a month, he or she is considered to be suffering from PTSD.”


“And Sanchez had those?” Callen asked.


“Big time. Like I said, he hardly slept. He didn’t like to talk about the things he’d done and seen, and sometimes he claimed he didn’t remember a lot of the details. He was constantly on edge, startled almost out of his wits by sudden, loud noises. Borderline paranoid, I’d say. He was the kind of guy who liked to sit with his back to the wall, and checked out the windows a lot.”


“Maybe it wasn’t paranoia,” Sam suggested. “Maybe someone really was after him. You know, considering what happened to him.”


“Believe me, I’ve thought about that. Since this morning, especially. I always thought it was just the trauma, and if he knew about any genuine threats, he never confided in me about them.”


“What happened to him wasn’t random. Someone doesn’t just go into any old house and do that to the guy inside,” Callen said. “That was personal. Sanchez was targeted.”


“I… didn’t really get a good look,” Hawthorne said. “As soon as I saw him, I ran out and called nine-one-one.”


“You didn’t stick around?”


“I went back to my car and sat in it with the motor running until the police arrived. I didn’t know if whoever had done that was still around, you know? If anyone came out of that house, or came toward my car, I’d have floored it out of there.”


“Tell us exactly what you saw,” Sam said. “From when you got out of your car the first time.”


“Like I said, it was early. The neighborhood was quiet. There were a few cars on the roads, people going to work. A block or so from Bobby’s house there was a bus stop, and some people were there, you know, with lunch pails, briefcases. Just a regular weekday. I stopped in front of his house, got out, went to the front door. His doorbell’s broken—or that’s what he says, but I think he disconnected it. He really didn’t like having visitors. Anyway, I knocked, like I usually do. Most of the time, he’s ready for me and opens the door before I even have a chance to knock, but when I do knock, he’s always there right away. Like he’s been watching me since I pulled up. I expect he usually was.


“Anyway, this time I knocked, and nobody answered. That was really unusual. I waited a minute, and knocked again. Nothing. I actually checked the calendar on my phone, to make sure I had the right day. I did, so I went around to the back, because Bobby had a back door that opened out of the kitchen. I thought maybe he was back there, out in the yard or in the kitchen. When I got back there, the door was open. I poked my head in, called him a couple of times. He didn’t answer, and I started to get really worried.”


“Worried why?” Sam asked. “Did you think he had enemies who meant him harm?”


“Not that so much,” Hawthorne replied. He stroked his bearded chin, like a professor in a cartoon. “But with PTSD, suicide is always a concern. I half-expected to find him dead by his own hand.”


“Obviously you didn’t.”


“No. Like I said, when I got into the living room and saw him—all the cuts, all the blood—I knew he was dead. I took off out of there and called for help.”


“Did he ever name any enemies who might want to hurt him?” Callen asked.


“No, nothing like that. He always felt like he was in some kind of danger, but I think it was a vague, nonspecific danger. More a reflection of the fact that on combat missions, the possibility of violent death was always there, and that level of alertness wasn’t easy to shut down.”


Callen passed a card across the table to Hawthorne. “Thanks for your help,” he said. “If you remember anything else, let us know. Anything at all, no matter how insignificant it might seem. You never know what might turn out to be important.”


Hawthorne’s expression was so grateful Callen was almost embarrassed by it. Strike the almost; he was embarrassed. Hawthorne looked like a guy whose life sentence had just been commuted. He hadn’t suspected the counselor had anything to do with Sanchez’s death, and having met the man, he was certain of it. Sanchez put up a fight—the condition of his living room testified to that. He could have taken Jim Hawthorne blindfolded, with both arms and legs tied behind his back. No, whoever had done that to Bobby Sanchez was a considerably more dangerous person—or persons—and he, or they, had to be found.


Callen got the feeling that Sanchez’s death was the beginning of something, not the end. And anything that started that bad was only going to get worse.
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June 14


“Spider-Man or Batman?”


“Deeks, that’s not even a question. Spider-Man or Batman what? Which one would I date? Neither. They’re both fictional, and that’s just the beginning of my objections.”


“I wouldn’t expect you to date either of them. That’s kind of my exclusive province.”


Kensi didn’t answer.


“Isn’t it?”


She sighed. “Yes, Deeks. Unless I decide to go on the prowl for someone who doesn’t bother me with nonsensical questions while I’m trying to work.”


“Nonsensical? You’re the one who asked me which Ninja Turtle I am.”


“Oh. My. God. Is this about that? You’re still upset about that? That was—”


“That was at an intimate moment,” he reminded her. “And it’s difficult to maintain the appropriate mood when you’re trying to figure out whether your partner would be more romantically interested in Leonardo, Michelangelo, Donatello, or… I’m blank.”


“Raphael.”


“Raphael! That’s the one. I was just going to say that.”


“Sure, you were.”


“Mr. Deeks, Ms. Blye.”


Henrietta Lange’s voice cut through the moment’s tension and the stillness of the bullpen. Both agents looked up at her, barely taller than the balustrade at which she stood.


“Would you join me upstairs, please?”


“We would be happy to, Hetty,” Kensi replied. “Thrilled, even, if it’ll get Deeks to stop pestering me with absurd questions that don’t really have answers.”


“That sounds like a fascinating philosophical challenge,” Hetty said. “What was the question, Mr. Deeks?”


He and Kensi were both starting up the wooden stairs, she two steps ahead of him. He didn’t mind the view. “The question was, Spider-Man or Batman?”


“By which he means—”


Hetty cut her off. “The meaning is obvious, Ms. Blye. ‘Which would prevail in combat?’ The answer is equally obvious. Batman.”


“Exactly,” Deeks agreed.


“Why Batman?” Kensi asked.


“Spider-Man has the proportionate strength of a spider, thanks to being bitten by a radioactive one, while Batman is simply a human, albeit one who has trained extensively in the martial arts and is in peak physical condition. In the end, however, Spider-Man is young, immature, and somewhat idealistic. Batman, on the other hand, is a narcissistic sociopath of the highest order. In a fight, he simply would not quit, while I can’t say the same for Spider-Man.”


“And there you have it, my dear,” Deeks said. “From the voice of experience.”


“You do realize, Hetty, that they’re both fictional characters. How they would do in a fight would be up to whoever was writing it.”


They had reached the top of the staircase, and Hetty was already on her way into the Operations Center. Now she stopped and slowly turned toward them. “Of course I realize that, Kensi. I’m not an idiot, after all.”


“No!” Kensi blurted out. “I didn’t mean to imply… I was just…”


“I know, dear. It’s all right. I’m simply having some fun. At your expense, for which I apologize.”


She turned again and disappeared into the darkened room. Deeks and Kensi followed. As they entered, Eric Beale was walking out clutching several file folders. “She said Batman, didn’t she?” he asked.


“What other answer is there?”


“Nell and I had the same argument once, and Hetty made a perfectly valid case for Spider-Man. I honestly believe she chooses whichever answer she thinks will end the conversation sooner.”


Kensi faced Deeks, and he braced for her “So there!” face. But Hetty spoke again before she could pull it together. “Mr. Deeks, what I’m going to ask you to watch will be particularly difficult for you, I believe. I suggest you prepare yourself.”


Kensi’s expression went flat, then sympathetic. Deeks wasn’t sure how to take Hetty’s warning. How was he supposed to prepare himself without knowing what it was he was preparing for? “I, uhh, I’m prepared. I guess. As prepared as I’m going to be.”


“Very well. Watch, please.”


As soon as the words escaped her lips, video started playing on several of the room’s screens, including the largest. Deeks looked there. The video was from a bank surveillance camera, inside the bank. “It has been edited,” Hetty said, “to focus on the important parts. This happened this morning at the Certified National Bank branch in Malibu.”


The camera was stationary, mounted high above the counter, on the customer side. The video was a little grainy. At first, it looked like a normal morning. Three tellers were working, each with a customer at the window. Two more customers waited in the queue. Two of the tellers were women. The gender mix of the customers was similar, with three women and two men. One of the men was barefoot, wearing board shorts and a Hawaiian shirt.


Another woman strolled into the bank and took her place in line. Almost immediately behind her came three men in long, dark coats and stocking caps. As they entered, each man reached up and rolled down his cap, turning it into a full-face mask. From beneath their coats, they pulled long guns. AR-15s or something based on that platform, Deeks guessed, though it was hard to be sure with the poor video quality.


From there, events proceeded as expected. The men made the tellers back away from their windows and ordered the customers and other staff to toss aside their cellphones and lie on the floor. One of the men went over the counter and started emptying drawers, while another took the bank manager with him to the vault.


It was over in less than two and a half minutes, and the three were on their way out the door, each one carrying what looked like a heavy bag of money.


“One point one million,” Hetty said, as if reading Deeks’s mind. She was good at that, and not just with Deeks. “We’ll cut to the outside now.”


As she spoke, the scene switched to one filmed by an exterior camera. The men burst from the bank and dashed to a waiting brown station wagon. The doors were open, as was the rear. They threw their bags of money in the back, piled into the seats, and the vehicle was in motion before the doors were closed.


But they weren’t out of the woods yet. A pair of patrol officers had reached the scene, and were standing beside their cruiser, shielding themselves behind the doors. One held a handgun, the other a shotgun. They aimed at the oncoming car, and the one with the handgun got off a couple of shots, then ducked from the hail of fire coming his way. The cop with the shotgun was, Deeks guessed, waiting for the wagon to get close enough to make the weapon useful. But before that happened, a couple of rounds fired from the passenger-side window hit him. Deeks could almost feel the impacts as the officer flinched, turned, and fell to the street.


“That’s enough,” Hetty said. The screens went dark.


“Is he…?”


“He’s still in surgery. Mr. Deeks, you know him, I believe.”


“I thought he might be… is that Tony?”


“Officer Anthony Scarlatti, yes.”


“Oh. Oh, man.”


Deeks felt Kensi’s hand on his arm, then snaking across his back.


“Friend of yours?”


“Kind of. His dad, Tony senior, was one of my training officers. Kind of a mentor when I first got onto the cops. Tony junior was just a kid, then, but before long he was a rookie on the force. Tony senior was killed by a drunk driver who plowed into him while he was walking back to his car after giving a motorist a verbal warning, and I sort of took Tony junior—just Tony, now—under my wing.”


Kensi squeezed tighter. “I’m sorry, Deeks,” she said.


“What’s the prognosis?” Deeks asked.


“His condition is critical. The doctors are doing what they can. They’re cautiously optimistic.”


“Good. What about those… bastards, who shot him? Are they…?”


“We were able to enhance the image enough to get a license plate number. The vehicle is registered to someone named Mitchell Bostic, of El Paso, Texas.”


“He came all the way from Texas to rob a bank? I mean, it wasn’t a bad haul, but—”


“How does the OSP fit in?” Kensi interrupted. “Is Bostic Navy?”


“Our only interest—other than the natural concern we have when any law enforcement officer is targeted—is Officer Scarlatti’s connection with Mr. Deeks. The investigation is in the hands of the Los Angeles Police Department and the FBI. At this point, they know little to nothing about Mr. Bostic, and have not identified his compatriots. I wanted Mr. Deeks to hear it from me before it hit the news. When I get back to my office and give the word, the name and photograph of Mr. Bostic will be broadcast across the entire Los Angeles basin. One does not shoot a police officer in this city and expect to get away with it.”


“You okay, Deeks?” Kensi asked.


Was he? He wasn’t sure. He had been close to Tony once, but that had been years ago. Still, he didn’t want to have to see Angela, Tony senior’s widow, at a funeral for another of her Tonys.


“I’ll be all right,” he said at last. “But thanks. And thank you, Hetty. You’ll keep me posted?”


“In thirty minutes, you won’t be able to escape the news, Mr. Deeks. No matter how much you might want to.”


“That’s good. Let’s flush this guy out.”


“I assure you, that is what those running the case intend to do.”


“If I can do anything to help—”


Hetty cut him off. “You’ll be the first to know. Well, the second, actually.”


“Who’ll be first?”


Her eyes widened, as if in shock. “Why, me, of course. Always.”
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To no one’s surprise—her own, least of all—Hetty was right.


Television, including the networks and the cable news channels, ran with the bank robbery story, showing the largely unhelpful video footage and incessantly repeating Mitchell Bostic’s name for most of the day. If history was any guide, there was every likelihood that they’d run with it for days, unless some other horrific crime or national disaster supplanted it. The correspondents and professional hairpieces knew virtually nothing, of course, but that didn’t stop them from interviewing “experts” who also knew nothing, and repeating the same paucity of details in ever more breathless tones, as if vital new information had just come across the wires.


Deeks was upset because there was no new information. He had hoped that the release of Bostic’s name and pictures of his car would have spurred a flood of tips. Said tips wouldn’t have come directly to him, of course, but either through his contacts at the LAPD or via Hetty, he’d have heard about any promising ones. Instead of information—or even better, intelligence—all he’d heard during the day could have been the relentless chirruping of crickets in the evening.


Not that it was his case—or anybody else’s, for that matter. Hetty had made clear that NCIS was officially hands-off. Still, Deeks was an interested observer, and a legitimate consumer of the media. It wasn’t his fault that the media he was consuming on this particular day happened to be focused on local news.


He was ready to call it a day. He’d heard about a new food truck in Bell Gardens, which was supposed to have an incredible baked ziti. Kensi was ready to go, car keys in her hand, when his phone buzzed. He offered Kensi a shrug. “Deeks,” he said.


“Marty?”


He didn’t recognize the voice. “Yeah?”


“It’s Chris Gilpin.”


Deeks had to scan his memory banks for that one, but then it came to him. Gilpin was a detective Deeks knew from the LAPD. They’d never exactly been friends. Deeks suspected that Gilpin was on the take—he lived a little too large for what he earned, and that was always a cause for concern. But no dirt had ever surfaced, that Deeks had heard about, so maybe he’d been wrong. Maybe Gilpin had made some good investments, or had family money or a profitable side job.


“Chris,” he said. “Been a long time. What’s shakin’?”


“You were tight with Tony junior, right?”


“With both Tonys, yeah. Terrible news.”


“Damn right it is. Anyway, I got someone you should meet. She came in today, after the story ran on TV for about the millionth time.”


“She?”


“I think you should hear it from her. Trust me, you’ll want to.”


“About Tony?”


“Just meet with her, Marty.”


“When?”


“What are you doing now?”


Deeks thought about that baked ziti. He’d almost given up on finding lasagna as good as his mom’s, but there were other dishes in that neighborhood, and a good baked ziti was one of them. His mother made a heck of a smalahove, too, but Kensi had explicitly rejected the idea of any dishes made from sheep’s heads, so that was off the menu permanently.


He caught Kensi’s eye, read her disapproval there. “Nothing, I guess,” he said, glancing away. “Where do you want to meet?” Say Bell Gardens, he mentally implored.


“Don’t you have someplace there? Some boat house or something?”


“The Boatshed. Sure, that would work.”


“I’ll bring her over. Thirty minutes?”


“Cool. See you then.”


He ended the call and turned back to Kensi. “Please don’t kill me. Because I know you could.”


“I could,” Kensi agreed. “But I don’t want to. Yet. I’m pretty hungry, though, and you know what happens when I get hungry.”


“You get hangry.”


“Yes. You don’t want that, do you?”


“No, of course not. Where can we eat that’s close enough to be at the Boatshed in half an hour?”


“There might be a candy bar in one of my desk drawers we could split.”


“Seriously, Kens—”


“I am serious. The only places close by that I’d want to eat at would take considerably longer than a half hour.”


“I think there’s some food in the cupboard at the Boatshed.”


“If there is, it’s probably been there long past its prime.”


“It’s about Tony Scarlatti, babe.”


“I figured. It’s okay, Deeks. The food truck was your thing, not mine. We can eat a little late. As long as we eat sometime.”


“You mean it?”


“I do now. I won’t guarantee that I will later. Who are you meeting?”


“A cop named Chris Gilpin. And a mystery woman.”


Kensi arched an eyebrow. “Ooh, a mystery woman? Who is she?”


“If I knew that, she wouldn’t be a mystery.”


“Point taken.”


“You’re really not mad?”


“I’m really not mad, Deeks. Just—”


“Just what?”


“Just when you do buy me dinner later, it better be a good one.”


* * *


Gilpin had grayed some since the last time Deeks had seen him. His jowls had thickened, as had his gut. His piercing blue eyes seemed to have shrunk behind folds of flesh. True to form, he was wearing a suit that had probably cost a month’s salary. He had bought the silk shirt twenty or thirty pounds earlier, though; when he sat, it gapped open between the buttons.


Julianne Mercer, the slender young woman with him, looked nervous. She had big brown eyes that wouldn’t hold still, and long, straight dark hair that she twirled with her fingers. She was wearing a long, men’s-cut Tee shirt with a word on it that Deeks assumed was the name of a band he’d never heard of, and jeans so tight they might have just been painted on. She couldn’t meet his gaze, and it took seemingly intense effort to release her hair long enough to shake his hand.


After the introductions were made—Kensi had accompanied Deeks to the Boatshed, on the off chance that having another woman in the room would make the “mystery woman” more comfortable—they all sat around the long table. Deeks tried not to stare at Mercer, but he was curious. “If Kensi doesn’t get some dinner pretty soon, she’s going to start eating my fingers,” he said. “What is it you wanted to tell us?”


Julianne Mercer stared at the tabletop, feverishly winding her hair around her fingers. “Go on,” Gilpin said. “Agent Deeks is one of the good guys. He can help.”
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