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			Chapter One

			Either I conquer Istanbul, or Istanbul conquers me.

			—Fatih Sultan Mehmet

			They saton red-striped sofas in the Meşale Café in the Arasta Bazaar, just steps from Istanbul’s majestic Blue Mosque. Hundreds, men mostly, were shuffling out after morning prayers in groups of twos and threes, some whispering to one another, others lost in thought.

			The crowd seemed dense and foreign to Crocker as he looked out the horizontal window and then across the table at the young CIA operative who called himself Jared. Under thirty, raised in Oregon, Jared had a father who worked in the logging industry. Minus the foot-long beard he could pass for a frat member at a midwestern university. Except, as far as Crocker knew, most U.S. grad students didn’t speak fluent Arabic, Urdu, and Persian. Nor had they spent the past two weeks in Syria huddling with leaders of the various anti-Assad rebel groups. According to Jared, the rebel groups were now too numerous to count—a polyglot of Sunnis, jihadists, former members of the Syrian Armed Forces, and young Syrians who hated President Bashar al-Assad and his family. Opposing them were Assad’s army and supporters, the Iranians, and the Iranian-backed terrorist group Hezbollah.

			Crocker had a hunch that Syria was where he and his men were headed, though he didn’t know the how, when, or why. What he did know was that this was their first mission overseas since the op in Mexico last fall that had resulted in all kinds of mayhem and trauma—including serious injuries to several members of his team. He himself had suffered a gunshot wound to his thigh, which had healed very nicely though he experienced tightness around it now.

			What he also realized was that Jared’s jitteriness was adding to his own feeling of anxiety. Why, he wasn’t sure.

			When a bell rang at the Hagia Sophia farther up the hill, the sharp sound raised the hairs on the back of his neck.

			“Fascinating city,” Jared announced.

			“Yeah.” Crocker had been intrigued by it since he’d seen From Russia with Love, his favorite Bond movie, at eight years old. Since his arrival yesterday morning, he had noticed how seamlessly past and present mingled here. Istanbul wasn’t a museum like, say, Florence. It was an active city bustling with tourists, merchants, peddlers, students, lovers, Islamic fundamentalists, secularist libertarians, anarchists, historians, and dreamers.

			It had been at the nexus of a massive amount of world history. Nearby were streets and alleys where Romans, Byzantines, and Ottomans had marched, where the blood of Armenians, Greeks, Georgians, and Gypsies had flowed. It was Europe’s largest city at fifteen million, twice the size of London, and technically the only metropolitan area to span two continents, Europe and Asia.

			As Jared smoked, his eyes scanned the faces in the café—mostly tourists and middle-aged men. Then he checked his cell phone and bit his nails. Frowning at the bitter taste of the black tea, he announced, “War is fucking hell, Crocker. Make no mistake about that.”

			“I don’t.” Crocker shook his head and smoothed his salt-and-pepper mustache. Last night after a dinner of grilled sardines and zeytinyağli dolma (grape leaves stuffed with rice) Jared had shown him photos he had taken in Aleppo—blocks upon blocks of middle-class apartments, schools, and stores reduced to rubble, burnt-out cars and buses, refuse piled in the broken streets.

			Crocker had followed news of the Syrian civil war like other Americans, mostly on CNN. But what seemed distant and abstract to most people was more real to him. He had the experience to fill in the smells of death, the feelings of hopelessness and dislocation. He’d seen firsthand other societies coming apart at the seams in places like Bosnia, Somalia, and Iraq. What war did to the psyches of children, he could only imagine.

			“First time I went in was the summer of 2012,” Jared said with a bitter edge in his voice. “Since then I’ve watched civilian deaths go from five to over a hundred thousand and the number of refugees rocket into the millions. It’s appalling.”

			What he liked about Jared was that the kid had balls. He also had a conscience. You saw a wrong or a problem, and you tried to do what you could to help solve it. He also understood that being in a war zone added a special incandescence to life that you couldn’t find anywhere else.

			The trick was to get close enough to feel the sparkle, but not come back brain-dead or worse.

			“It haunts me constantly,” Jared continued. “We could have done something to stop it back in 2012, but we sat on our hands for political reasons.”

			“Sad,” said Crocker. He’d heard about the various UN diplomatic efforts to put pressure on the Assad regime to either step down or reach some kind of settlement. None of them had been successful. Didn’t people in the administration know that a strongman like Assad had to be backed into a corner and have a gun pointed at his head before he conceded? Sometimes Crocker wondered whether the people who made foreign policy were so removed from on-the-ground experience that they didn’t understand the nuts and bolts of human psychology—especially of people in power.

			“The truth is that nobody really cares about what happens there,” Jared continued, “because there’s no possible upside financially.”

			“You mean Syria has no oil like Libya and Iraq.”

			Jared leaned on the little table and nodded. “Yeah.”

			Crocker didn’t feel qualified to judge.

			“Don’t you feel sometimes that we’re really mercenaries hired to protect the interests of Wall Street and the corporations?” Jared continued. “Like they’re the ones really calling the shots?”

			“Maybe.”

			“And they don’t give a shit about the plight of people in a place like Syria, normal families?”

			“Could be,” Crocker answered. “But I can’t think like that and do my job.” It was the main reason he avoided politics, which was a messy, cynical business as far as he was concerned and rarely resulted in good solutions to real problems. He remained, in the end, a practical-minded man who focused on the specific missions he had to perform.

			Maybe, as his wife claimed, it resulted in his not seeing the bigger picture.

			“Hey, you want a real drink?” Jared asked, leaning forward on the cushioned seat. “I could use a scotch.”

			“You’re not gonna get one here,” Crocker responded, pointing to the sign in English, French, and Arabic on the wall behind them: “Our apologies. No alcohol served because of the proximity of the mosque.”

			“Maybe we can order a narghile and ask the waiter to mix in some hashish,” he said with a mischievous grin.

			Crocker laughed. “I thought you guys weren’t allowed to smoke that stuff,” he responded, reaching for the Turkish coffee, which was sweet and thick on his tongue.

			“You’re right. Yeah. I’d have to bribe the polygraph dude. Ha ha. Won’t be the first time.” Jared was referring to the Agency practice of periodically and unexpectedly administering lie detector tests to its case and ops officers. The CIA did this to keep tabs on questionable sexual liaisons, the money the officers handled, and their use of illegal drugs.

			As the leader of Black Cell, which was a special unit of SEAL Team Six (a.k.a. DEVGRU) assigned to the CIA, Crocker was subject to Agency protocol himself. The last time he’d been polygraphed, which was three weeks ago, he’d been questioned about breaking into an apartment in Fairfax, Virginia, which he didn’t deny. The circumstances were complicated and involved a woman who was squeezing money out of his elderly father. Despite the fact that he’d caught her smoking meth with a Fairfax County police officer, he knew he’d probably be facing charges when he returned to the States.

			Maybe the judge would cut him some slack because of what he did for a living. Maybe he wouldn’t. Crocker wasn’t going to worry about it now.

			“They’ve got dervishes here at night,” Jared announced as he stubbed out his cigarette and checked his cell again.

			“What’d you say?” Crocker asked, sensing that they were being watched.

			“You know, the dudes in the white peaked caps who spin. I was watching ’em one night when I met this cute Turkish girl named Zeliha. Real warm, with toffee-colored eyes. She explained the meaning of the whole ritual to me.” His voice trailed off.

			“Yeah?”

			“Great girl. I wanted to keep seeing her, but I had to disappear for two weeks for work. When I got back, I found out she had taken up with an old boyfriend she’d told me she wasn’t crazy about.”

			“Sounds complicated.” It reminded Crocker of his own problems with women, including his wife, Holly, who had threatened to leave him if he went overseas again.

			Here he was.

			She wanted him around, but she needed space. She wanted stability, until she got bored and craved adventure. She wanted a family that included Crocker’s daughter from his first marriage, but now she was asking for more independence.

			He loved her completely and knew that she’d been through hell—including almost being killed by cartel hit men and losing everything when they had torched their home. He and she had even attended several sessions of marriage and grief counseling together, which he’d found somewhat helpful. He wasn’t sure that she had, though, he thought, as he scanned the café again.

			Jared’s burner cell phone pinged. He read the coded message and said, “That’s us.”

			“When?”

			“A-SAP.”

			“Where are we meeting?” Crocker asked.

			“The Sultanhan Hotel. Room 732. It’s about a seven-minute cab ride from here, or a fifteen-minute walk.”

			“If we have time, let’s hump it. I could use the exercise.”

			“You got it, friend,” Jared answered. “I’ll exit first. I’m gonna walk down to Torun, turn right, continue to the opposite corner, cross the street, buy a magazine at the newsstand, and turn back. Watch my back and let me know if I’m being followed. I’ll meet you on the corner of Torun Sokak and Mehmet Ağa.”

			He was proposing that they run a routine SDR (surveillance detection route), which was standard in clandestine operations on foreign soil. The kid wasn’t sloppy. Crocker liked that.

			“Torun Sokak and Mehmet,” he repeated. “Copy.”

			“Torun’s that narrow, busy street that runs parallel to the Kabasakal.”

			“I remember. They tell you who we’re going to meet at the hotel?” asked Crocker.

			“I’ll fill you in on the people as we walk. You ready?”

			“Yeah. You go ahead. I’ll pay the check.”

			Jared stood, smiled quickly, and hurried off. He was slight and about five nine with an awkward bounce in his step, the result of an injury sustained from an IED attack near the Afghan-Pakistani border. According to what Crocker had heard, he had been through a lot. Assignments in Afghanistan, Pakistan, and Syria, one after the other. A nervous breakdown after a rough op in Pakistan. The pressures on clandestine officers like Jared were intense.

			Crocker’s eyes followed him through the windows down the pedestrian walkway in front of the bazaar to the corner. He tossed sixty Turkish liras on the table, exited onto the pedestrian Kabasakal, and saw Jared standing on the corner lighting a cigarette. Nothing unusual so far. Catching sight of Crocker, he zipped up his blue jacket, which was their prearranged signal that all was clear. Then he hung a right.

			Both he and Jared were devoid of marks—in other words, anything that might cause them to stand out in a crowd, like long hair, jewelry, or unusual facial hair. With his beard, Jared could easily pass for a Turkish student on his way to the nearby Istanbul International University, and Crocker looked like a very fit tourist—black pants, black polo, black jacket, black Nikes.

			The streets and alleys were jammed with people of all ages and ethnicities, merging and parting like a stream.

			As Jared disappeared past the far end of the bazaar, two young men emerged from a jewelry stall and followed him. One of them carried a black motorcycle helmet under his arm. He looked determined and focused.

			“Trouble,” Crocker muttered under his breath, then reached for his burner cell and texted *87, which meant “surveillance detected.” He thought he had seen one of the young men—the one not carrying the helmet; short and wiry with the pillar of dark curly hair—pass through the café when he and Jared were there.

			Had Jared expected this? He didn’t know.

			Aware that unfriendly eyes might be watching him, too, Crocker pushed through a group of German tourists to the opening of the bazaar near the perpendicular street, Mehmet Ağa, and turned right. The minarets of the Blue Mosque glistened beyond his shoulder. No way to know if this was routine surveillance by Turkish MiT (their intelligence service) or something more ominous. Istanbul was considered a hot site—active with foreign agents of various affiliations.

			He paused among shoppers, worshippers, and tourists to scan the crowd for Jared, who wore a white oxford shirt and a blue zip-up jacket, and to check in the reflection of the glass entrance to a luggage shop to see if anyone was following him. A one-eyed man pushed in front of him, offering to sell cigarettes.

			Crocker shook his head, remembering not to make eye contact with a possible pursuer.

			“American and French brands, sir. Very gud price.”

			“No thanks.”

			As Crocker juked around him, he heard a screech of tires from the direction of Torun Sokak, the shout of a driver, followed by a woman’s shrill shout. A burst of pigeons tore into the air. His senses focused even tighter on sounds and movement.

			What was that?

			Considered a major thoroughfare, Torun Sokak consisted of two narrow lanes, both of which were clogged with traffic. Cars were honking. Drivers and pedestrians were hurrying away from the middle of the street and frantically dialing their cell phones. He caught a glimpse of someone crossing between the cars.

			Where’s Jared?

			Crocker continued right along the constricted sidewalk to where a group had gathered. A man shouted something in Arabic. An older man pointed at a gray van stopped along the curb. He turned.

			Through the open side door he saw two men grappling inside. One of them wore a blue jacket. Jared! He quickly intuited that someone had pushed the young CIA officer into the open door of the van to try to abduct him, and he was resisting.

			Without calling for help, Crocker slammed into action. Ducking inside the van, he saw a huge man with a black beard and a spider tattoo on his neck squeezing Jared in a headlock, while a man in the driver’s seat tried to hold something over his mouth. Without saying a word Crocker rammed his fist into the back of the big man’s neck, causing him to grunt and gasp for breath. He punched the man again in the face, and this time the man let go of Jared, who scrambled into the front seat and swung at the driver.

			Meanwhile, the big dude turned to reach for a backpack on the metal floor of the van. Fearing that he was about to detonate an explosive device, Crocker grabbed a fistful of his hair, planted his knee in the small of the man’s back, and ripped back his right arm until it popped out of the shoulder socket and the man screamed bloody murder.

			The noise filled the tight, hot space and hurt Crocker’s ears. He silenced him with a swift forearm to the temple, which sent the assailant sprawling over the floor and rendered him unconscious, his eyes staring at the ceiling. Taking two hard, quick breaths, he saw Jared with blood streaming down his face from a cut on his forehead. Heads bleed a lot. As a corpsman, he knew that.

			Enraged that the attackers had drawn blood, he elbowed the driver hard in the Adam’s apple and heard a crack. The man fell back against the passenger-side door with a bang.

			As he leaned over the big man to check to see whether he was armed and Jared took a moment to wipe the blood away from his eyes, the driver reached into the glove compartment.

			Crocker saw the glint of metal out of the corner of his eye.

			“Weapon!” he shouted, reaching for the driver’s arm. Two quick shots went off before Crocker grabbed hold of the man’s wrist and slammed it hard against the dashboard three times until the pistol dislodged and slid to the floor.

			Aware that Jared had been hit and was struggling to open the driver’s door, he slammed the driver’s head against the passenger-side window until he stopped moving. Blood covered Crocker’s hands.

			“Jared, wait!”

			The kid was already out. Part of the fight-or-flight response. People were screaming and seeking cover. Almost simultaneously, Crocker heard a screech of tires and the sound of a vehicle slamming into another. Glass rattled across asphalt.

			“Hey, Jared!”

			A gasp from the onlookers, followed by a moment of silence that gave him a chill as he slid across the front seat and out the driver’s-side door.

			What the hell had happened?

			He quickly took it all in. On the opposite sidewalk he saw a crowd of people, one of whom was shouting into a cell phone. He followed their eyes to the front of a blue-and-yellow bus stopped in front of him. Some were pointing.

			Why isn’t it moving?

			Hurrying around the side of the bus, he spotted a figure lying on the ground. Legs first, then a torso in a pool of dark blood, then a face. Jared’s light-brown eyes were open, a wry smile tugging at the corners of his mouth, but he wasn’t moving, because the back of his head had been crushed. Brain matter spread onto the pavement.

			Fuck! Oh, fuck….

			Crocker knelt and checked his pulse. None. Around him onlookers muttered and prayed. He pulled off his black jacket and was using it to cover Jared’s head when he heard a motorcycle start up across the street. The sound reverberated up his spine like an alarm.

			Time to move!

			Someone was pushing through the crowd behind him.

			He didn’t stop to look at who it was or consider where he was going to go. There was nothing he could do for Jared now. He stepped over his body, ran along the far side of the stalled bus with his head down, crossed at its rear through the traffic, and reentered the crowded bazaar.

			Blood pounding in his temples, adrenaline surging, he had no time to stop and text an alert to Istanbul Station. Nor did he know the city well. Nor was he armed.

			He had to exit the area, lose the assassination team, or kidnappers, or whoever the fuck they were.

			Running for his life, he hurried through the bazaar. Grabbing a white cap with a red Turkish crescent and star embroidered on the crown from one of the stalls, he handed a fifty-lira bill to the boy manning it and continued on instinct honed through years of training.

			Keep moving. Change your profile. Lose them. Contact Istanbul Station.

			From the bazaar, he reentered the Meşale Café and strode directly to the men’s bathroom. Blood covered his right hand and wrist. He washed it off and removed his black polo, exposing the white crewneck T-shirt underneath. Stuffed the polo in the trash, fixed the cap on his head backward, took a deep breath, and exited through the kitchen.

			The space was tight and crowded with boxes and employees. A man in a white apron was smoking.

			“Hey. Ne yapiyorsunuz?” the man shouted.

			“Tourist. No problem.”

			“Yes, problem!”

			He pushed through a greasy screen door to an alley. His heart beating fast, he ducked his head, turned right, and hurried back onto Kabasakal and into the open-air parking lot at the back of the mosque. There was more space here. He paused to take a look around and think.

			Nothing but tourists and locals going about their business. Hearing a motorcycle engine behind him, he hopped a cement planter and entered a little shop that sold scarves, tourist mementos, and pottery. Didn’t catch the name.

			He had to try to get his bearings and use his burner cell to alert the Station. Jared was dead; he was on the run, possibly being pursued by unidentified assassins.

			He peered out the front window looking for pursuers. An attractive middle-aged woman approached from his right, bringing with her the scent of oranges. Thick, dark-brown hair parted in the middle, a full-lipped smile.

			“Can I help you, sir?” she asked softly.

			“Uh, yes. I’m looking for a scarf for my wife.” His heart jumped in his chest. He was sweating through the brim of his hat.

			“Okay. Silk, cotton, or pashmina?”

			“Pashmina, I think.”

			He struggled to appear normal, but the woman could see his chest heaving and sweat dripping down his neck.

			“Are you okay, sir? Are you feeling all right?”

			“I’m fine.”

			“Some water, maybe. Would you like a cup of water?”

			She called to someone in back. Past the display in the front window, he spied a young man wearing a black motorcycle helmet parking his bike across the street near the mosque. He looked closer. Another young man—the one with the curly black pompadour—ran up to the motorcycle man and pointed vehemently toward the shop.

			Fuck.

			As they jogged across the street, Crocker turned to the woman, who was carrying a plastic cup of water. He grabbed her by the shoulders, causing the liquid to spill, and said, “You need to leave, immediately. You hear me? It’s an emergency!”

			The shopkeeper’s expression quickly changed from concern to alarm. “What?” her eyes practically popping out of their sockets. “I don’t understand. I—”

			Crocker pointed to a sleepy young woman behind the cash register counter. In a stern voice he said, “Take her with you and leave by the back. It’s important.”

			“Who are you? What are you talking about?”

			Crocker squeezed the woman’s shoulders and said, “Something bad is about to happen. I need you to go out the back, now!”

			“But—”

			He turned her toward the exit, pushed her, and barked, “Go!”

			The woman jumped back, spilling the rest of the water over her blouse, and glared at him, hands on hips. She was about to say something when a skinny man in jeans and a black motorcycle jacket and carrying a helmet burst through the door. Crocker spun to face him, saw the dark-haired man reach for something in his pocket with his free hand, and in one continuous motion raised his right leg and kicked him in the chest. The man grunted, flew into a display shelf of ceramic jars and plates, and as his back hit it, let go of the helmet, which smashed into the counter.

			The shopkeeper screamed. She and her assistant scrambled away. Crocker grabbed the kid by the front of his jacket, reached down with his free hand and grabbed the helmet, and used it to smash him in the mouth. One, two, three times. Blood, teeth, and saliva flew everywhere. The man grunted.

			That’s for Jared!

			He smashed him one last time to be sure he was out and was about to relieve him of whatever he was carrying in his pocket when the second man approached the front door, pistol drawn. Looked like a Russian-made APB—the silenced version of an APS. Nickel-plated and nasty. He had his finger on the trigger.

			Crocker reacted instinctively, pushing a display of pink pashminas onto him and diving at the young man’s ankles. A bullet tore through the cascading scarves and grazed Crocker’s back.

			Fuck!

			A split second later, Crocker’s shoulder hit the man’s legs two inches above his ankles—just like his high school football coach had taught him—and the man fell backward and crashed back-first through the glass door. His head hit the pavement hard.

			Cr-ack.

			Split like a fucking coconut; his hair still perfectly in place. Crocker saw the young man’s pained expression and a trickle of blood. Neither attacker was moving.

			He was already pulling himself up, looking to see if anyone else was coming, ignoring the shards of glass embedded in his forearm, the pain from his back, and the alarmed shouts of passersby and the proprietress in back.

			Slipping on the wet floor, he quickly rifled through the first man’s pockets. A folding knife, a chambered Glock 9mm, a thin leather wallet with 200 liras inside, the ignition key for a Kawasaki Ninja Sport. No license, no ID, no picture of his family or girlfriend.

			A trained professional on a mission.

			He pocketed the key, then removed the man’s motorcycle jacket and pulled it over his bloody white T-shirt as best he could, ignoring the pain in the middle of his back. He slipped on the mess of blood, glass, and water, caught himself, and exited out the front door, stepping over the body. He strode as purposefully as he could past several stunned onlookers, mounted the bike, started the engine, put it in gear, cranked back the throttle, and rode to the end of Kabasakal with the motor screaming. Almost hitting a van head-on, he turned right, ignoring a policeman blowing a whistle somewhere behind him and a siren in the distance. People were pointing.

			There was no good reason to stick around. The shopkeeper would call the police. The two punks would be hauled away to either a hospital or a morgue. A morgue, he hoped.

			Bystanders would report that their target had been a middle-aged man wearing a white hat. Looked European. All this information would be passed on to the National Intelligence Organization, which would try to fit the pieces together. The newspapers would write their stories, which might or might not be accurate. Life would march on. It always did. The trick was to strike quickly and disappear.

			Poor Jared. Nice kid. His poor family.

			Jared had barely mentioned them, except that his father was in the lumber industry and he’d grown up in Oregon. Beautiful wild country, Crocker remembered as he wove through the midmorning traffic, adrenaline pushing him, a voice in his head demanding, Who the fuck were those guys? In broad daylight, no less.

			Why? What did Jared know? Or who did he know? Fuck!

			The front glass on his burner cell phone had shattered, but the device still seemed to work. At least he hoped it did as he punched the emergency number at Istanbul Station and waited for the phone to ring.

			Pick up! Hurry!

			A woman’s steely voice answered, “Yes?”

			“This is five-seven-seven,” he shouted over the Kawasaki’s roar. “I was just attacked and need directions to the Sultanhan Hotel.”

			“Where are you?” she asked.

			“Downtown Istanbul. I’m headed northeast on Torun.”

			“Surveillance?”

			“Previously, yes. But not anymore as far as I can tell.”

			“You in a vehicle or on foot?”

			“I’m riding a motorcycle.”

			“Okay. Continue on Torun to Akbiyik, which turns into Kapiağasi, then Kadirga Limani. Take a right onto Piyer Loti. When you pass Peykhane Caddesi, look for the Sultanhan Hotel on the left. You got that?”

			“I think so. How far away is it?”

			“Seven minutes, eight, depending on traffic.”

			“Someone was with me. Someone who called himself Jared.”

			“Jared?” the woman replied.

			“Jared. He’s dead.”

			“Oh…”

			All the doubts, second-guessing, grief, and guilt of the past two months had flown out of his head. Every fiber of his being was operating at total alert and was fully in the present. Although the wound on his back burned like hell and he felt bad about Jared, he felt sharper and more alive than he had been in months.

		

	
		
			Chapter Two

			Everything you want is on the other side of fear.

			—Jack Canfield

			Holly had warned him. She had argued with him not to go. Dangerous missions not only risked his life, they also challenged the longevity of their marriage.

			“I love you, Tom,” she had said. “I really do. But I don’t think I can take this anymore.”

			Holly meant his serving as a top-tier clandestine commando and the leader of Black Cell. Her words were drenched in sadness and regret. The corners of her mouth seemed to pull her entire face down into a tragic mask. Christ, he loved her. He didn’t want this. He’d always seen them as two stalwart warriors, adoring each other and protecting their country. But life had changed her. Nasty shit had happened that neither of them had anticipated.

			“Take what?” the family therapist had asked about Holly’s comment. The therapist was a tall woman with straight, dark, shoulder-length hair, straight bangs, and dark-rimmed glasses. Dr. Stephanie Mathews. Dead serious and academic.

			She’ll never understand.

			“The insanity of it all,” Holly answered. “The constant danger and the not knowing.”

			He understood what she meant. CIA regulations prevented him from telling her where he deployed. He couldn’t help that. And he never knew how long he’d be gone.

			She knew the rules of the game. She’d lived by them and accepted them. Until now. She’d yearned for the same excitement he had. Until now.

			Oh, Holly….

			He hated seeing her this way—the doubt etched in fine lines across her forehead, the brightness in her beautiful blue eyes diminished, slumped in a chair, hands clutched in her lap.

			Dr. Mathews had been recommended by the ST-6 psychologist, Dr. Petrovian, when, as a result of Crocker’s last mission, cartel assassins had burned down the couple’s house, injured him and Holly, and killed his daughter’s friend Leslie Ames.

			“Do you understand why Holly feels this way?” Dr. Mathews asked as she sat across from him with a pad on her lap and her legs crossed.

			“Is that a serious question? Yes. Of course I do.”

			“But you aren’t willing to change jobs.”

			“I’ve considered it. I have, but…”

			“What?”

			He wanted to explain to her that the attack on their house had only added to the determination burning in his stomach. It confirmed his belief that there were evil motherfuckers in the world—wolves like the cartel leader and his killers—who wanted to do serious harm to other people. And unsuspecting, trusting decent individuals like Dr. Mathews, Leslie Ames, and others, whom Crocker likened to sheep. It was his job as a sheepdog to protect them. He had failed, and that pissed him off.

			He would do better next time; he’d be better prepared, he hoped. The world was much more dangerous than people like Dr. Mathews could imagine.

			“How do you feel about what happened to your home, and Leslie’s death?” Dr. Mathews asked.

			Crocker lowered his head for a moment and looked across the hardwood floor to her ankle. Tattooed there were three little black lizards that looked as if they were crawling up her leg. On the credenza behind her a picture showed her standing next to a look-alike daughter.

			“Terrible,” Crocker answered, thinking, What a stupid fucking question. “Very, very angry.” He told himself to calm down.

			“Angry?”

			“Yes, angry.”

			“What about guilt?”

			“Yes, of course.” He had offered to do anything he could for Leslie’s parents—a thoughtful physician and soft-spoken librarian—but they refused to meet with him, or even answer the phone when he called. He understood. Losing a daughter had to be hell to deal with. He felt awful that he hadn’t prevented it.

			“Do you blame yourself?” Dr. Mathews asked, staring at him with big, dark eyes.

			“Somewhat. Yes. The cartel assassins wouldn’t have attacked my house if I hadn’t gone on the mission. It was my job. I understand my job and the risks I take. I never expected blowback like that. Never in a million years. I should have. That’s on me. My failure. But there’s a high level of tunnel vision that kicks in on missions like that.”

			“You mean, you didn’t anticipate that the cartel leader would attack your family?” she asked.

			“That’s correct, yes. I didn’t see it coming. They killed my colleague’s brother, too.”

			“Paul Mancini.” Paul was Joe Mancini’s brother. Mancini was Crocker’s right-hand man.

			“Do you feel responsible in any way?”

			“Yes. Absolutely. Like I said…I should have considered it. I should have known it was a possibility that the cartel leader would go after our families. I was so focused on what I was doing, it didn’t cross my mind.”

			It hadn’t crossed the minds of his superiors at HQ, either. But he didn’t mention that.

			He parked the bike outside the hotel, waited a minute to see if anyone was following, then passed through the carpeted lobby, trying not to drip blood on the white marble patches. Sundry quick impressions registered in his head—stately, old world, regal, sophisticated, a faint smell of jasmine. White filigreed ceilings, blown-glass chandeliers.

			He stood at the rear of the elevator, trying not to draw attention. A man in his condition didn’t belong here.

			He waited another thirty seconds for anyone to enter the lobby, then pushed the button for the sixth floor. A young European couple hurried from inside the hotel and entered just as the doors were closing. He looked them over carefully and relaxed when he realized they were too soft and distracted to be agents or operatives.

			As the elevator ascended they spoke to each another in French, complaining about the size of their bed.

			Enjoy your life while you have it. Forget the size of the bed, and make love on the floor.

			He smiled at them briefly, exited at the sixth floor, found the stairway, and climbed to seven. Waited at the stairway door to see whether the elevator stopped there. It didn’t.

			Stood for several seconds listening outside room 732, wondering if it was unwise to even be here. Maybe he was still in shock. He punched the buzzer.

			Jim Anders answered, wearing a blue oxford shirt with sleeves rolled up to his elbows, looking fit and rested. Early forties, medium height, clean-cut with a bodybuilder’s physique. A shorter, younger, brown-haired woman in a blue business suit stood behind him.

			“Welcome, Crocker. This is Janice Bloom. Janice is a targeter and analyst working on the Syrian account.…Jesus—you okay?” he asked, seeing the blood on Crocker’s white shirt. “What happened?”

			“Hi, Janice,” Crocker said. He turned to Anders. “We need to talk in private.”

			Anders shut the door and flipped the lock behind him. “Talk? Are you aware that you’re bleeding?”

			“Yes.”

			They were in a suite with a big living room containing a table and four chairs set in front of the window. Dark hardwood floors, maroon brocade curtains. A big bed was visible through a door to the right. Classy in an old-world way.

			“Point me toward the bathroom and I’ll clean up,” Crocker said.

			“Here?”

			“Yeah.” He grabbed Anders by the elbow. “Come with me.”

			“Okay. Janice, wait here. Call a doctor.”

			“No,” Crocker said. “No need.”

			Anders pulled his cell out of his pocket. “You’re bleeding, Crocker. For Christ’s sake.”

			“It’s a flesh wound,” countered Crocker. “Janice, please call downstairs for some towels, hydrogen peroxide, bandages, and tape, and I’ll do this myself.”

			Anders pointed to the bathroom by the front door. “Jesus, Crocker, what happened?”

			Crocker closed the door behind him.

			“Two punks on a Kawasaki,” he said in a low voice. “I was with Jared.” Then he remembered. “Fuck….”

			They stood in the white marble bathroom. Anders’s face reflected in the mirror looked alarmed. “What? Is he injured, too? Where is he? He’s supposed to be here.”

			“Jared’s dead.”

			Crocker pulled two shards of glass out of his right forearm as the news sunk in. When he looked up into the mirror he saw Anders hold his chest as though he’d been shot.

			“What?”

			“Jared’s dead. I left him lying on the street with his brains spilled out.”

			“What the hell are you—Jared, the young case officer?”

			Crocker held his forearm under warm water, wrapped it tightly in a towel, and waited for the bleeding to stop.

			“They were attempting to kidnap him. There was a struggle. Someone pushed him in front of a bus. He fell. Crushed his head on the street.”

			Anders shook his head as if he couldn’t quite comprehend. “What the hell are you saying? This is awful. Who attacked him?”

			“Don’t know. At least four, maybe five young punks. Middle Eastern–looking. I checked the pockets of one of them. Found no ID. It was a planned op. Orchestrated.”

			“Where?”

			“On Torun, just around the corner from the Arasta Bazaar. A crowded street, broad daylight. They attacked Jared, then came after me.” Crocker pointed to his back. “Help me pull off this shirt.”

			The bloody fabric on the back stuck to his skin. Anders helped him peel it up slowly.

			“Broad daylight…”

			“Yeah, with people everywhere. Bold motherfuckers.”

			“Jared was one of our best operatives,” Anders said sadly. “You sure he’s dead?”

			When the hem reached his neck, Crocker pulled it over his head. “He’s dead, Anders. He’s dead. Yes.”

			Anders looked as if he was tearing up. “It’s hard to believe. Poor Jared. I…I…That’s a real nasty gash.”

			“I was lucky.”

			Anders shook his head. “Don’t say anything to Janice. Please don’t. She and Jared were close. They trained together at the Farm; maybe they dated, hooked up, whatever. I’d better notify the Station.”

			Anders retreated to the bedroom, spoke in a low voice on the phone, and returned ten minutes later and closed the bathroom door.

			“They follow you here? Were you able to ID them? They say anything to you? They identify themselves in any way?”

			“No. No. No. No,” Crocker answered. “I told you that already.”

			“So you saw nothing that could help us identify them?”

			“I saw four of them. Two on a motorcycle; two in a van. All young guys, trained, tough.”

			The front door buzzer sounded.

			“Who’s that?” Crocker asked, getting ready to defend himself.

			Janice answered it. A minute later she knocked on the bathroom door cradling towels, a bottle of peroxide, bandages, medical tape.

			“You absolutely sure you don’t need a doctor?” she asked.

			“No, I can handle this myself. Thanks.” She was pretty, with straight hair to her shoulders.

			“Are we still doing this?” he asked Anders.

			“What?”

			“The meeting. The meeting you called us to. My colleague Akil is supposed to be here, too.”

			An alarm sounded in a far corner of his brain.

			“That…uh, I don’t know.” Anders quickly looked at his watch. The news had clearly thrown him off his game.

			Crocker said, “Maybe we should do it later.”

			Anders frowned and shook his head. “No, no, can’t. Our source is bringing us critical information. Important evidence. My understanding is that he returns to Damascus right after this.”

			“Okay, then. I’ll get ready.”

			“This is so goddamn disturbing,” Anders continued. “I just spoke to Jared this morning. He was scheduled to go on R&#38;R after the mission.” His face was beet red, and he looked like he wanted to scream.

			“What mission?”

			“You’ll soon find out.”

			“Seemed like a great guy.”

			“Dynamic, yeah. Smart, fun. A huge, huge loss.”

			As Anders was heating up, Crocker started to calm down.

			“All right,” he said. “If we’re going through with the meeting, I’m going to have to borrow a shirt.”

			“The timing sucks, I know. But I’ve been led to believe that our source is bringing intelligence that needs to be acted on immediately.”

			“The darker the better. The shirt, I mean.” Crocker’s wardrobe leaned toward black, but this time he had a reason that went beyond convenience. A dark color would hide the blood from his back if it leaked through.

			“Right.”

			Anders finished helping Crocker clean his back and secure the bandages. He looked at his watch again when they were done. “They’re scheduled to arrive in fifteen minutes. I’d better tell Janice to order the drinks and snacks.”

			“They?”

			“A Syrian businessman and his assistant.”

			“Go ahead. I’ll wait.” He thought of something and grabbed Anders’s wrist. “What are you going to tell them about Jared?”

			“Jared? Good question. I don’t know if they’re expecting him. I’ll wait for him to ask.”

			“What’s his name?”

			“Manshir Talab. He’s a friend of ours.”

			“You mean he’s a source.”

			Anders nodded.

			“Do we have any friends in this part of the world?” Crocker asked.

			“Good question.”

			“I mean people we can trust with our lives?”

			“I can’t answer that definitively. I’d better go.”

			He left. Crocker had no appetite, but he was thirsty. So he twisted open the bottle of Evian he found near the sink and sat on the edge of the tub drinking and remembering his Black Cell/SEAL colleague Akil, who had arrived with him yesterday.

			He should be here by now, Crocker thought as he checked his damaged cell.

			He punched out a text to Akil. “Do a SDR. Where r u?”

			Anders returned with a white T-shirt and a light-blue oxford that was almost identical to the one he was wearing. He didn’t look rested and relaxed anymore. “This is the best I could find,” he said, as if the weight of the world had fallen on his broad shoulders.

			Not dark or black, but it would do. “Did you inform Akil about the meeting?” asked Crocker.

			“Akil?”

			“My colleague Akil. The big Egyptian-American guy. You asked me to bring him because of his language skills. Remember?”

			“Yes, of course,” Anders answered. “I texted him about forty minutes ago.”

			“He respond?”

			“Yes. He’s on his way.”

			As Crocker buttoned the shirt, he worried. What if whatever organization that attacked me and Jared is lying in wait for Akil, too?

			He turned to Anders and asked, “How do I look?”

			“The same, except maybe a little more buttoned-up than usual.”

			“That’s too bad.”

			“Why?”

			Crocker pushed past him. “No reason. I think I’ll wait for Akil downstairs.”

			“Why?” Dr. Mathews had asked him during their second counseling session.

			“Why what?”

			He wanted to dislike her but couldn’t. She had a gentle manner and didn’t come across as judgmental. In the photos of her with her daughter, she appeared to be a kind, loving mother. No man in any of them.

			“You’ve chosen a very unique and extreme way to make a living,” she said. “I’m sure you know that.”

			“I do.”

			“Have you ever asked yourself why you chose to become a SEAL?” she asked. That’s all they had told her. She didn’t know that he was a member of ST-6 or about the existence of Black Cell. Only a handful of people in the CIA and the White House did.

			Crocker looked at Holly, to his left, who lowered her head and wouldn’t meet his eyes. He wanted to say that he resented being here and the doctor’s last question. He wasn’t the type of person who liked to dwell on psychological motivations. He did what he did, and understood why.

			Instead of snarling back, he answered evenly, “I was a very energetic kid. I’ve always been drawn to adventure and danger. The town where I grew up in Massachusetts was full of motorcycle gangs and drugs. My young friends and I were drifting into that life. I started working out and running, and joined the navy at eighteen. From the navy, I passed the test to get onto SEAL teams. It turned out to suit me perfectly. I’m very grateful for the life it’s provided me. And I love what I do.”

			Dr. Mathews nodded. “It’s enormously satisfying to find a profession that suits you and gives you a sense of purpose, isn’t it?”

			“Yes, it is,” he said, liking her even better.

			Now he sat in one of the big, silk-covered armchairs in the lobby, wondering about Jared’s family and how they would take the news about their son. Death, especially when it happened to someone he knew and liked, always affected him profoundly, drawing him deep inside himself.

			That’s where he was now, considering the unfathomable mystery of life and death, and how someone so vital and intelligent could vanish in a second, leaving behind an emotional vacuum and a lifeless shell.

			Crocker was thinking about the sacrifice Jared had made for his country, while most young people his age were playing video games and couldn’t find Syria on a map, when a tall, dapper-looking man strode through the lobby with a very attractive young woman by his side. She was dark-eyed and put together. His eyes followed her to the elevator. She walked as if she expected to be watched, the fabric of her dark skirt pulled tight against her full behind.

			Realizing that he still hadn’t heard from Akil, he reached for his burner cell phone and called him again. The call went directly to voice mail; he left a message: “Call me, knucklehead!”

			Two minutes later his cell pinged with a text from Anders: “They’re here! Soon as u return, we’ll start.”

			“Waiting for A,” he punched back.

			“Do we need him?” came Anders’s reply.

			The question annoyed him. “Want 2 make sure he’s ok. B there in 5.”

			Crocker called Akil’s burner cell again. No answer.

			He was getting anxious. The loss of another teammate would be too much. Looking again at his watch, he started to think that he’d been around so much death and destruction in the past year that maybe he was cursed. His teammate Ritchie had died in a helo crash near the Golan Heights. He’d been working with four FBI and DEA agents who were beheaded in Mexico. His teammate Mancini’s brother was shot through the front door by cartel assassins—the same ones who had killed his daughter’s friend Leslie. Now Jared. A lousy track record, for sure.

			Another ten minutes passed before his cell pinged again.

			It was Anders asking, “WTF are you?”

			“I’m still waiting for A. Hold on.”

			“This is getting awkward,” texted back Anders. “Maybe we should start without him.”

			Crocker got up and started pacing in front of the window that overlooked the entrance. His loyalty to the guys on his team was immense. Losing Ritchie had been like losing a brother. How many times since then had he dreamt of Ritchie running through the woods beside him, or imagining him with that mischievous grin on his face?

			A white Mini Cooper with a red stripe down the roof and hood pulled to the curb. Through the window he saw a long-haired blonde at the wheel. She looked like a Scandinavian model. Gorgeous, but too boney and bloodless to be his type. Still, she caught his attention. He started to wonder why she was stopping in front of the hotel, and what she was doing in Istanbul. Suddenly a smiling, seemingly carefree Akil came into the picture, emerging from the passenger’s side, bounding over to the driver’s open window, and kissing her, long and hard.

			WTF!

			She pulled him close. Akil whispered something in the young blonde’s ear that made her blush. She waved, put the little car in gear, and sped off in what might have been a scene from a James Bond movie.

			Fucking Akil, Crocker said to himself, half relieved, half pissed. His teammate amused him, even when he was totally friggin’ exasperating. Like now.

			He stood waiting as the burly, good-natured SEAL hurried through the glass doors, winking at the doorman and pulling on the blue blazer he’d been carrying on his shoulder.

			“You’re late,” Crocker barked.

			“Sorry, boss. Something wrong? You look stressed.”

			They knew each other so well that they could read the other’s mood.

			“Yeah, I’m stressed, because you don’t answer your fucking cell phone. You got it on you? It work?”

			“Yeah. Oh, yeah. I was stuck in traffic. No signal,” Akil explained with a pat on Crocker’s back and a smile. “What’s up? The powwow canceled?”

			“I texted you five fucking times.”

			“Ease up, boss. I’m present and accounted for. Sorry I’m a few minutes behind schedule, but I had to take care of something.”

			“I saw. Let’s go.”

			Crocker’s irritation didn’t dim in the elevator, even though he wanted it to. It didn’t help that Akil quipped, “Nice shirt. When did you start shopping at Brooks Brothers?”

			“Fuck off.”

			“Looks like somebody got out of bed on the wrong side this morning.”

			“No. Actually, I slept fine. It’s what happened since that’s got me annoyed.”

			“What’s that?”

			“I’ll tell you later. No more bimbos, understand? No more fucking around. I need you to be present and alert. We got eyes on us. Killers.”

			“She’s not a bimbo,” offered Akil. “She’s a visiting fellow at the archeological museum. Looks, brains, personality, and a fabulous tush all rolled into one.”

			“Stop screwing around.”

			“Okay. But honestly, how often in life do you find all three in one package?”

			Crocker stopped in front of 732 and lowered his voice. “I’m serious, Akil. Cut the bullshit. I’m glad you met someone you like. Now forget her and focus.”

			“I got it, boss,” Akil whispered back. “I figure we’re about to get into the shit, right? So I wanted to have some fun first.”

			“We’re in it already, deeper than you think.”

			“Have you experienced issues with PTSD yourself?” Dr. Mathews had asked two weeks ago.

			Crocker twisted in the metal chair. He assumed that she already knew the answer, because he saw his carefully redacted psychological file on the table by her side, provided by Dr. Petrovian.

			He nodded.

			It contained the results of a recent personality test, which revealed him to be a combination of an aggressive and introverted intuitive personality type. That meant he liked to command and exercise power, but also tried to stay in the background until he felt the need to take over. He was active, adventurous, and someone who relied primarily on his instincts. Others with his unique slate of characteristics included Al Capone, Fidel Castro, and Jeffrey Dahmer.

			The Al Capone part was a hoot. But the Castro and Dahmer associations were harder to swallow.

			“Do you think your PTSD issues have anything to do with why you want to continue doing what you’re doing?” Dr. Mathews asked.

			He lied. “No, ma’am. Not at all.”

			The “ma’am” was a tell. He caught that. Warned himself not to use it again.

			“Because research shows that PTSD is often triggered by guilt.”

			She’d hit the bull’s-eye again. He flashed to the image of Ritchie’s bisected body lying on the ground inside the Syrian border, and a cold flash blew through his body.

			“I’ve heard that,” he answered, shivering and quickly straightening his back. “But in my case, it’s a nonissue. The reason I continue has more to do with service to my country and loyalty to my teammates. They’re critical to me, Doc.”

			Holly sighed loudly. She’d been uncommunicative so far during this session. Lost in her head.

			“More important than saving your marriage?” Dr. Mathews asked.

			“No, ma’am. I didn’t say that.”

			He had a hard time keeping his eyes off her. Mr. Talab’s secretary had been introduced to him as Fatima. She sat by Talab’s side, almost directly across from Crocker, in a tight black skirt and matching jacket with a white blouse underneath. Red lipstick on full lips, contrasted with her caramel-colored skin and sparkling dark eyes.

			He could feel the heat coming off her body, and had to resist the impulse to take her in his arms and rip her clothes off right there. He imagined himself pushing over the chair and taking her from behind, while reaching under her shirt and grabbing her breasts.

			Hard and fast.

			He stopped and asked himself, What the hell’s wrong with me? This is an operational meeting. I need to pay attention. Maybe it was this morning’s brush with death that made him preoccupied with sex.

			She dabbed her lips with a napkin, caught him looking, and shot him a quick and intense glance dense with history and emotion. It traveled like an electric spark to his groin.

			His burner cell phone vibrated, and he glanced at it in his lap.

			“Stop eyeballing F like a t-bone steak!”

			Akil, forty-five degrees to his right, grinned out of the side of his mouth. Crocker resisted the impulse to text something back.

			He made an effort to ignore her, but her magnetic pull was strong. They were in the tub together; they were furiously making love on the carpet; she was screaming in ecstasy and covered with sweat.

			Stop!

			Anders, to his immediate left, continued to talk with Mr. Talab informally about his background. Crocker learned that he came from a prominent Lebanese-Syrian family that owned hotels throughout the Middle East. Educated in France, he maintained residences in Beirut, London, and Dubai, where his wife and two daughters lived. A sophisticated, well-traveled man, who spoke several languages.

			Crocker immediately had questions and suspicions. Why is a guy like him working for us? He doesn’t seem to need the money. So what does he want?

			Out of the corner of his eye he saw Fatima recross her legs, a hint of silk and black garters.

			He focused on Anders and Talab so hard that it almost hurt.

			Anders asked if he still owned a small interest in the professional soccer team Al Ahli Club that played in the UAE League.

			“Oh yes,” Mr. Talab boasted. “We won the President’s Cup last year. The Brazilian striker Grafite scored the winning goal.”

			He wished Jared was present to give him the skinny on these two. Anders, though highly intelligent, clearly didn’t know them that well and operated more on a need-to-know basis.

			Janice passed a silver tray with cookies. She had a thin gold bracelet on her wrist with a name engraved on it that he couldn’t make out.
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