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Chapter 1

Surveillance

 

 

29 October—9:00 p.m.

New York City

 

 

Wearing a long-sleeved dark t-shirt under a black leather jacket, a pair of blue jeans and black five-inch tactical boots from 5.11 Tactical, Aaron Hardy hurried down 11th Street. The night was cool. A biting wind against his face reminded him that fall had come to the Northeast. Nights like these made him reminisce of his childhood, growing up in Northern Lower Michigan. He loved this time of the year. After enduring the hot and humid months of June, July and August, Hardy looked forward to the cold fresh air of autumn. He could match his clothing to the changing temperatures of fall much easier than he could during the stifling heat of summer. You can only take off so many layers of clothing, he thought, moving to his left to pass a meandering couple, who were in love and had no particular place to be this night.

As a young boy, he would have been sighting-in his hunting rifle right about now, eagerly waiting for the first day of deer season. Opening day was considered a holiday in his part of the state. He smiled, picturing his Marlin 336 lever-action rifle, chambered in .30-30 Winchester. The gun had been a gift from his father for his sixteenth birthday. Up to that point, Hardy had used his father’s guns. The Marlin was his, however. Giving Hardy the rifle, his father had said to him, ‘Son, it’s time you had one of your own.’ Hardy still owned that Marlin, vowing he would never sell it.

Hardy’s jacket flared open, as the wind slipped inside it and sent a shiver up his spine. Fiddling with the zipper, he ran the pull-tab on the jacket to his chest, shielding his body from the cold. A voice in his head shattered the happy thoughts.

“He just turned right,” said Charity, “onto 12th Street. It seems like he’s picked up his pace a little.”

“I’m on it.” Hardy trotted to the corner of 11th Street and 5th Avenue. He grabbed the metal handrail and propelled his body forward down 5th Avenue, heading toward 12th Street. Slowing his pace, he waited for an update. Charity and Hardy were communicating through Hardy’s wireless earpiece. She was in Washington D.C., tracking their target via the target’s cell phone. With Charity acting as his eyes, Hardy could maintain a safe distance and not alert the man to Hardy’s presence.

The target, Abdul Sayed, was a member of a terrorist cell and his skittish behavior this evening made Hardy nervous. Sayed had made several consecutive left turns, doubling-back over his route. Hardy knew the technique. He had used it many times to make sure no one was following him. But, why now? Hardy had been following him all over New York City for three days and not once had he attempted to disguise his routes.

During the day, Sayed worked at an office supply store, taking his lunch break at 12:30 p.m. every day. He would walk to a coffee shop and pick up food and coffee before proceeding to Washington Square Park, where he would eat his lunch; an hour after he left, he would be back to work. At five o’clock, he walked home to his apartment near Avenue of the Americas and Twenty-Third Street. He had stayed home the first two nights, but last night he went out for the evening, having dinner at a restaurant before spending an hour at a bookstore on Broadway. He left the bookstore and went home. His mannerisms had suggested he did not care who was following him. Tonight, however, was different.

Anxiety crept into Charity’s voice. “I lost him.”

“You what,” Hardy shot back?

“I’m not sure what happened. His signal disappeared from my computer screen halfway down 12th Street.”

Hardy ran along 5th Avenue. He turned right and came face to face with a group of people at the corner of 5th Avenue and 12th Street. He sidestepped them and dashed down 12th Street, scanning the street for Sayed. “What was his last location?”

Charity zoomed in on the map. “He was right in front of Goodmans.”

Hardy slowed to a jog when he approached Goodman’s Bar and Grill. Standing under the blue awning outside the establishment, he peered inside. “Are you sure this is the spot?”

“I’m positive. The computer doesn’t lie.”

“Yeah,” he mumbled, “the computer doesn’t lose targets either.”

“Say again…I couldn’t hear you.”

“I’m going inside. Let me know if you get his signal back.” He opened the door and walked into the restaurant. He passed through an open door, turned left, and ascended a couple of steps, his eyes moving left and right. At the top of the stairs, he went left, analyzing every patron in the establishment. Absorbed in the search for Sayed, he was unaware of the approaching woman. Her head down, she was focused on a cell phone. The two collided and she recoiled, her arms flailing. The mobile device slipped from her hands, clattering as it slid across the floor.

Hardy took a long step forward and wrapped his arms around her waist. His left hand supported her upper back, while his right hand held the small of her back. Her head bobbing back before coming forward, she threw her hands upward and clutched his shoulders. Those who had not witnessed the accident would have thought the two were dancing, and Hardy had ‘dipped’ his partner.

The woman felt the power in the stranger’s arms. A moment ago, she had braced for a rough landing. Now, feeling safe and secure in his grasp, she let her body relax. Her fingers maintained their vise-like grip on the muscular shoulders, while her eyes darted left and right, up and down. His hair was short and light brown in color. He had a square jaw that came to a slight point at his chin, which had a small dimple in the center. Settling on his eyes, she felt as if time was standing still. Never before had she seen such deep blue eyes. As the man brought her to a standing position, she found it impossible to turn away.

“I’m sorry, miss. Are you okay?” Hardy took a small step backward and glanced at her from head to toe. She was a few inches shorter, but the three-inch heels of her black thigh boots brought her even with his height. Under a long overcoat, she wore a black mini-skirt. The hem rose to the upper portion of her thighs. A tight, dark red sweater accentuated her rounded breasts. Long and straight bleached blonde hair fell to the middle of her back; the bangs stopped less than an inch above her well-manicured dark eyebrows, which curved slightly toward the bridge of her petite nose and the outer corner of her eye. She had a round face with hazel-green eyes, narrowly spaced. Her full lips, colored to match her sweater, seemed to be permanently pursed.

The woman blinked her eyes a few times, shaking off the strange feeling. “Yes…I’m fine.” Gazing into the man’s eyes, she remembered why she was in this swanky bar in the first place. Sliding her hands down the strong arms, she cupped the back pockets of his jeans and drew his body closer. Manufacturing a seductive half-smile and tilting her head, she glanced at his lips before batting her eyelids. “I like it rough, anyway.”

Hardy arched his back. This isn’t exactly what I had in mind tonight. Peeling the smooth fingers from his backside, he picked up her phone and handed it to her. “You’ll have to excuse me,” he flashed a smile, “but I’m looking for someone.”

She watched him walk away, eyeing his physical qualities from behind. Dragging out her words, she said, “If you don’t find whoever it is you’re looking for, I’d be happy to take her place.”

Sayed’s picture was back in the forefront of Hardy’s mind, while he scanned the rest of the restaurant.

“What was that all about?” Charity had heard the exchange between Hardy and the woman. “Did you make a new friend?”

He ignored the question. “Have you found our man yet?”

“Still nothing,” she replied.

Hardy had made it to the other end of the restaurant—no Sayed. He walked down a short flight of stairs. “He’s not in the restaurant area. I’m going to check out the bathroom.”

Entering men’s room, he saw a man washing his hands. Hardy nodded his head and the man returned the gesture before drying his hands and leaving. Hardy peered under the stalls. They were empty, except for the last one. He unzipped his jacket and wrapped his fingers around his firearm; a Walther PPQ M2, chambered in nine millimeter.

Hardy pushed open the door to the first stall; it was empty. He repeated the process, until he came to the last one. The stall was occupied, but the door was ajar. His mental synapses were firing. A man doesn’t drop his pants without locking the door. He drew his pistol and put it behind his back. He slowly pushed the door inward. His eyebrows shot upward. Staring back at him was a man sitting on the toilet, fully clothed. The man’s head was down and cocked off to one side. Both of his hands were hanging at his sides. Hardy stretched out a hand and felt for a pulse under the man’s chin. He was dead. Hardy examined the body; two bullet wounds in the chest and the left eye was missing, the result of a third bullet.

Holstering his pistol, he searched the man and stepped back. What the hell happened here? A few seconds later, Charity’s high-pitched voice broke his concentration.

“Hardy, I’ve got him. Sayed is on the move again. He’s heading east on 12th Street.”

Hardy studied what was left of the man’s face. “That’s not possible. I’m looking at Sayed’s corpse right now. Somebody killed him.”

“I’m telling you his signal just appeared on my screen. He’s getting away.”

“All right, I’m on my way.” Hardy exited the stall and ran toward the door. “Have Jameson send some agents to clean this mess up.” He did not want this getting to the media, sending Sayed’s friends into hiding.

On the street, Hardy glanced up and down 12th Street. Realizing Sayed was dead, he did not know whom he was trying to find. “Charity, what am I looking for? Where’s the signal coming from?” Not getting a reply, he repeated the command. “Damn it, Charity, where the hell is it coming from?” His voice startled a couple who were entering the bar. The man hurried his female companion past Hardy and through the doors.

“It’s not moving. The signal is stationary at the corner of 12th and University—west side of the street.”

Hardy rushed to the corner of 12th Street and University, hoping his pace would not alert the person, or persons, who had taken Sayed’s phone. Standing at the corner, he searched in all directions. Nothing seemed out of place. A man stood near a trash receptacle, his back to Hardy and his head down, looking at something in his hand. Hardy whispered. “Charity, dial the number to Sayed’s phone. Let it ring once and hang up. Keep doing it until I say otherwise.”

“Dialing now…”

Directly in front of Hardy, a muffled ringtone sounded once. The man near the trash container looked around. Hardy rushed forward, hearing the cell phone emit a single ring two more times. The man fished around in the trash before pulling out a cell phone. The mobile rang one time. Closing the distance, Hardy snatched the device from the man’s hand.

“Hey, what the f—” the man noticed the pistol on Hardy’s belt.

Hardy’s eyes narrowed and his jaw muscles clenched. “Move along. This has nothing to do with you.”

The man took several steps backward before turning around and scurrying away.

The phone rang again. “Charity, you can stop dialing. I’ve got the phone.”

She had heard the verbal confrontation. “Is everything okay?”

He examined the phone. How did this get in the trashcan? He scanned the immediate area for anyone taking special interest in him. People were distracted by their cell phones, talking to others or rushing to their destination; nothing was suspicious. The person who had discarded the phone was gone.

“What happened? Hardy, are you okay?”

“I’ll tell you when I get there.” He turned the phone over in his hand. “I need a ride. Have Jameson set it up for me.” Hardy took one more look around the area before walking back the way he had come. Had he glanced over his shoulder, he would have seen a figure slowly emerging from the shadows of a doorway, across University Place.
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